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No other European city can claim to have experienced such division and togetherness as Berlin. This volume of essays attempts to
address the question of the peculiar character of divided Berlin during the years of the Cold War - and connects the history of this
embattled city with the over-all East-West conflict. A wide range of transatlantic contributors addresses Berlin as a global focal point
of the Cold War, and also assess the geopolitical peculiarity of the city and how citizens dealt with it in everyday life - exploring not
just the implications of division, but also the continuing entanglements and mutual perceptions which resulted from Berlin’s unique
status. Finally, the book then asks how these experiences were and are told: What identities did the division create, what narratives
did it produce and how do they shape today's debates? Has the city managed to forge a common memory culture out of a divided
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Ciphers, Sceneries, and Analyses

Of course it had to be the Brandenburg Gate. Hastily summoned local SA units 
marched through this gate with great fanfare as soon as night had fallen on the day 
of Adolph Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor heading a “Cabinet of National 
Unity.” The NSDAP apparently held special license for their march as the gate had 
been declared off limits for political demonstrations in the wake of the 1918/1919 
Revolution. Whereas the media showed much interest in the novel spectacle, the 
reactions of passersby and residents were anything but uniform. While Jewish painter 
Max Liebermann colorfully denounced the columns passing his house, other witnesses 
appeared more curious than excited.

The SA men—drunk on more than just victory—had to weave their way through 
the onlookers, while the billowing torches obscured visibility. January 30, 1933, must 
have been a typical Berlin winter day. Gloomy and cold. Anything but ideal conditions 
for the press photographers. Accordingly, the few pictures that were taken are hardly 
impressive. For this reason, the SA reenacted the torch march the following summer in 
order to create better images of an event that, at this point, had already been elevated 
to the status of national revolution—and celebrated as a public holiday.1

These staged celebrations illustrate the significance of Berlin as a symbolically 
charged site of politics and power. Even though Munich remained the “capital of 
the movement,” Nuremberg was being developed into the “city of the Reich party 
rallies,” and Adolph Hitler often resided at the Berghof in Berchtesgaden as well as—
after 1941—at the Wolf ’s Lair outside Rastenburg in East Prussia, Berlin proudly 
stood as an initiative of the party and subsequently transformed substantially. In 
1945, Hitler deliberately chose to end his life here, but not before ensuring the city’s 
destruction. Accordingly, studies on national socialism have referenced “Berlin” 
more frequently than they have any other German city in their indexes of places. 
However, the city has  often been viewed as a cipher: from this perspective, the 
capital has stood (and stands) not only as a site of macro-political decisions, but also 
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for the heart of darkness. Day-to-day developments in Berlin—especially before the 
war—have long been neglected.

By contrast, this chapter aims to sketch a more differentiated image of the local 
developments, amid the tension between outward perceptions and inward changes, 
and to shed light on select facets of Berlin’s history.2 Without claiming completeness, 
this chapter outlines the role of the capital of the Reich (Reichshauptstadt) as a 
symbolical locale and seat of government. In spite of all propaganda, the city was by 
no means a uniform structure. This tension will be highlighted in the second section 
of the chapter. Because of the Nazi era’s significant impact on the postwar cityscape, 
this chapter will likewise investigate the role of Berlin as one of the most important 
armories of the Wehrmacht and shine a spotlight on the war within the city. A final 
section will sketch the city on the brink of the abyss that turned it “into the heap of 
rubble near Potsdam,” as the writer Berthold Brecht famously quipped once.

A Staged Capital

Not only was Berlin by far the largest city of the Reich, and the capital of what was 
by far the largest state within the Reich—Prussia—it also had been the capital of the 
German Reich since 1871. While the city only received the honorific “Reich capital 
(Reichshauptstadt)” moniker in 1933, both Reich and Prussian bureaucracies had 
long established their headquarters there. Numerous foreign embassies, missions, 

Image 1 Photograph by Georg Pahl.
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special interest groups, organizations, and unions had followed suit. Not surprisingly, 
Reichswehr and later Wehrmacht and SS also showed their presence, particularly in 
the political center. There were and are thousands of streets named Wilhelmstraße 
in Germany, but only in Berlin was Wilhelmstraße much more than a postal address: 
“It has happened. We are seated in the Wilhelmstraße,” noted Joseph Goebbles in 
his diary on January 31, 1933.3 Until 1945, Wilhelmstraße was used as a matter of 
course as a metonym for the Reich’s government. For this reason, the legal proceedings 
against twenty-one high-ranking officials of the German ministries in Nuremberg in 
1947/49 were known as the Wilhelmstraße Trial.4 After parliament in Tiergarten had 
demoted itself to an organ of acclamation in the wake of the Reichstag burning in 
1933, Wilhelmstraße served as the nerve center for the national socialist regime. The 
most important ministries of the Reich, from the office of the Reich Chancellor and the 
Reich President’s palace, to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, were located on this street. 
In 1936, the national socialists added Göring’s Reich Ministry of Aviation, which 
notably had emerged in part on the grounds of the former Prussian Ministry of War. 
Likewise, when the political—and racist—persecution apparatus was centralized in the 
form of the Reich Security Head Office of the SS (RSHA) in 1939, it was established 
just down the street.5

In 1943, author Ernst Friedrich Werner-Rades summarized the meaning of the 
“capital of the Reich” in a richly illustrated volume with the pathos so typical of the 
Nazis: “Berlin has, according to the Führer’s will, the duty and the calling to be example 
and epitome of the Reich, illustration and inspiration of the greater German life, not a 
gargantuan assembly of people in the Brandenburg March, but the appointed capital 
of Greater Germany, worthy of its calling.”6 However, Werner-Rades continues, only 
“after the end of the war, will representative buildings herald that Berlin has become 
[…] within and without, the true capital of the Third Reich.”7 Indeed, the widespread 
architectural development of the city was, above all, a promise for the future. Very little 
was realized, if one does not take into account the area-wide demolition of a whole city 
district for the planned north–south axis and the entailed compulsory relocation of 
Berlin Jews, an act that paved the way for their deportations from October 1941 on.8

Wilhelmstraße served not only as the site of political decisions and their bureaucratic 
implementation, it was also a workplace and meeting point for the ministries’ staff. An 
analysis of the biographies of the Wannsee Conference participants shows very clearly, 
for example, that they already had encountered one another to some extent long 
before January 20, 1942. Nearly all of them lived in the genteel southwest of Berlin, 
and some were also members of those gentlemen’s clubs that also served as “nodes” 
for the networks of the higher office functionaries of Wilhelmstraße. Others knew 
one another through the Prussian State Council and the Council of Ministers for the 
Defense of the Reich, and had met in the Academy for German Law or in the lobbies 
of the Reichstag.9

Cultural life might have been quickly reduced to NS standards after the ousting of 
detested, defiant, and/or Jewish artists. But Berlin remained a tourist attraction thanks 
to its cultural infrastructure, numerous PR campaigns, fairs, and large-scale events.10 
In 1938, the year of the annexation of Austria and the pogrom, visitors to Berlin 
already numbered more than 1.9 million, among them over 260,000 foreigners.11 New 
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localities of national socialist stagings of power complemented the old attractions for 
these visitors. They might have even cheered on the Changing of the Guards, a goose-
stepping ceremony reinstated after 1933.12 Berlin kept a peaceful front well into the 
war, while cities in the West of the Reich already experienced aerial bombardments. 
The regime’s entertainment movies vetted by Joseph Goebbels cannily presented the 
capital as a place of longing, as “Zwei in einer grossen Stadt” (“two in a big city”) of 
1942 attests.13 Likewise, the Deutsche Wochenschau newsreel showcased Berlin time 
and again. Thus, even though Western allied air power had long smashed German air 
defenses, a summer 1944 episode on the “5th German Soccer War Cup” finals sought 
to demonstrate that urban life went on in spite of blackouts and bombings.14

Goebbels played a key role in staging and marketing the capital. Since 1926, 
Goebbels had not only been Gauleiter, or district leader, of Berlin, i.e., the highest 
local representative of the NS movement, but was also appointed Reich Minister 
for Public Enlightenment and Propaganda in mid-March 1933. Although an affair 
in the late 1930s would cause his star to temporarily wane with Hitler, and even 
though the office of General Building Inspector broadened Albert Speer’s power in 
the city, the small man from the Rhineland could command the entire party and 
propaganda machine at any time. In Berlin, Goebbels was master of the Blockwarte 
or block wardens, and the storm troopers and city government, and had furthermore 
requested, and received, as a contemporary comment emphasizes, in the “Statute 
of the Constitution and Administration of the Reich Capital Berlin” “considerably 
further reaching authority than usual.”15 Even before a legal process had been 
established in April 1933, the national socialist city commissioner (and later city 
president) Julius Lippert, appointed by Goebbels, started a large political and racist 
reshuffling of personnel. Accordingly, far more employees were dismissed in Berlin 
than in most of the other cities in the Reich—and frequently replaced by national 
socialists.16 Very quickly, the cronyism got out of hand, so that even Goebbels had 
to admit in his diary that he was presiding over the “Berlin district’s stables of 
corruption.”17

This notwithstanding, Goebbels staged the Labor Day parades (beginning in 
1933) as well as the Olympic Summer Games (1936), the visit of Benito Mussolini 
(1937), and the celebrations for Hitler’s fiftieth birthday (1939), during which a 
whole boulevard—today’s Strasse des 17. Juni bisecting Tiergarten—was dedicated to 
the man being celebrated.18 Naturally, the parade of the Berlin garrison, as depicted 
in the Wochenschau, led through the Brandenburg Gate after the campaign against 
France in July 1940, and was accordingly received as the German victory parade.19 In 
this spirit, Goebbels orchestrated his speech in the Berlin Sportpalast on February 18, 
1943, to declare “‘total war.” As a matter of fact, the Gauleiter spoke at a district event 
in front of hand-picked guests. That he spoke in Berlin, however, gave him claim to a 
more extensive prominence across the Reich—and the capacity to conceal the fact that 
Hitler could not be convinced to speak in public following the defeat of Stalingrad.20

Stagings of that kind were, of course, always intended to appeal to both the Germans 
not living in the capital, and to foreign nations. Berlin was, after all, the focus of the 
world. Contrary to the German reporters, foreign journalists were not bound by the 
orders of the Ministry for Propaganda, but they suffered from lack of information and 
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were punished directly as well, for example, by revoking their accreditations.21 Yet, 
the anonymity of the metropolis shielded informal conversations with state and party 
functionaries, as well as meetings with German journalists and other informants. In 
the bars on the Kurfürstendamm or at the Zoo Gardens, in clubs, organizations, and 
at receptions, they were able to get their hands on further intelligence in addition to 
any official announcements, albeit in restricted fashion. If, for instance, there were any 
accounts at all of actions taken against the Jewish population, they usually came out of 
Berlin—or at least had been acquired in Berlin.22

While Goebbels was still moving into his new Propaganda Ministry office on 
Wilhelmstraße, the French magazine Vu published two photographs that had been 
taken two weeks before in a concentration camp located at Friedrichstrasse 234.23 
The two images, shot by press photographer Georg Pahl, who, incidentally, had 
also captured the picture of the torch march at the Brandenburg Gate, depicted the 
committal of ten men into the camp. It was also known as “Blood Castle” (Blutburg), 
located not far from what later became Checkpoint Charlie. One can assume that he 
took those photographs with the approval of the SA Sturmbann, which had erected the 
camp. Posing in the foreground of the photographs is an SA man with his rifle, which 
identifies him as an auxiliary police officer. In the absence of other images, these two 
shots rapidly became a symbol for the early terrors of the NS regime.24

Since the images and their forceful message could stand in for any national 
socialist persecution, captions describing a variety of offenses soon accompanied 

Image 2 Photo by Georg Pahl, 01/30 1933 (DHM).
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them. On March 22, New York’s Daily Mirror published the second photo of the series 
with the general caption that “nazi police” were frisking captured opponents.25 The 
Winnipeg Free Press commented that the photograph depicted “security police,” who 
had captured and imprisoned “expelled communists in an underground labyrinth” in 
Berlin and were searching them for weapons before interrogation.26 In Budapest, the 
political weekly paper Társadalmunk printed a version of the same shot on March 25, 
cut off on the upper edge with the caption: “Original shot of the court at Citadel 
Spandau. ‘Hands up,’ yells the SA man and aims his rifle at the detained men. Who 
knows if they are still alive.”27 In Shanghai, the North China Daily News published 
the photograph on April  17 with a note about communists who were arrested in 
basements, while the Chinese press referred to “fleeing Jews” who were being searched 
for money.28 When a Manila newspaper printed the photo in June of 1933 with a 
similar caption, the local German envoy doubted its authenticity but was corrected by 
the Ministry of Propaganda that the image was “real.” The description was, clarified 
the Ministry, “however quite hyperbolic.”29 The brochure of the World Alliance for 
Combating Antisemitism, published in London in June 1933, printed a much clipped 
and retouched version of the photo simply with the title: “Terror! Prisoners in Nazi 
barracks tortured for hours.”30

In reaction to such negative publicity, Goebbels, Hitler, and Reich Minister of the 
Interior, Wilhelm Frick, attempted to steer the violent anti-Semitic pressure into a 
quasi-orderly direction. They decided to implement a “boycott” of Jewish businesses 
and to prepare a law on the exclusion of Jews from civil service.31 One day after the 
publication of the proclamation, on March 28, Hitler informed his cabinet of those 
plans. He brushed aside concerns of the national-conservative members; however, 
he conceded to organize the campaign as an initiative of the party. Furthermore, 
the racist exclusion of Jews was to be passed off as justified reaction to the negative 
news coverage in the foreign press. Accordingly, the campaign in Berlin was also 
staged for the foreign press photographers with bilingual German–English posters.32 
With this course of action, the international “Lügenpresse” (Press of Lies), as it was 
called at the time, was to be taken into a would-be hostage situation. Following that, 
a de facto ban on photography, excluding propaganda events, was implemented in 
the capital to prevent further undesirable images from making their way abroad. 
Thus, no pictures can be found in the international press on the violent assaults 
against the Jewish population during the summer of 1935 and in June 1938. 
During the pogrom in November 1938, the Associated Press was at least able to 
send a wirephoto via London, and a few days later three additional photographs by 
airmail.33 These photos continue to shape our image of the “Crystal Night” to this 
day.34 In part hasty snapshots, they show, of course, only a very limited view: the 
perpetrators, the fearsome magnitude of violence, and the struggle for resistance of 
those attacked were not pictured.35 It is even more remarkable that the international 
newspapers actually reported—in relative detail—on the scale of deportations, yet 
did not publish a single photo thereof. Public archives hold no images of the more 
than 55,000 Jews deported from Berlin as part of 184 individual transports between 
October 1941 and March 1945.36
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An Amorphous Capital

Already in 1927, Walther Ruttmann had choreographed the hustle of the 
metropolis  and  its transportation system in the film Berlin—The Symphony of a 
Metropolis (Berlin—Die Sinfonie einer Groβstadt). Even if Russian Orthodox Christians 
and liberal Jews, garden plot owners and inhabitants of villas, artists, clerks, and 
workers all waited for someone at the famous “Standard Time Clock” at Zoo Station, 
they otherwise had few  things in common. Berlin was not a monolithic city but a 
diverse metropolis that broke down into parallel worlds and habitats—the proverbial 
Kieze. In 1920, the formation of Greater Berlin had amalgamated eight cities, fifty-
nine rural municipalities, and twenty-seven manor districts into one municipality of 
twenty districts. With a population of almost 4 million residents, Berlin had the third 
largest urban population in the world. By 1939, the number of residents had increased 
to nearly 4.4 million—almost 800,000 more than today.

And yet social stratification divided the city starkly. Friedrichshain or Lichtenberg 
in the East had very little in common with the bourgeois districts of Wilmersdorf, 
Charlottenburg, or Steglitz in West and southwest Berlin. Spandau on the Western 
edge led as much its own life as did Köpenick on the far side. The size of the city halls 
for these areas, built shortly before the compulsory merger of 1920, speaks of their 
desire for independence to this very day. In this sense, the swanky Kurfürstendamm 
may have seemed for many Berliners as far away as the Champs-Élysées or Piccadilly 
Circus. Even the residents of a typical apartment building often shared only the same 
postal address. The occupants of the desirable ground floor in the front house did not 
care to be acquainted with the tenants in the rear building, or with the inhabitants of 
the humble dwellings right next to them, known as Belvedere, which had been formed 
when suspended ceilings were installed in the high archways. In spite of the national 
socialists’ claim of bringing about a unified people’s community and enforced new 
rituals such as Sunday stews, living as neighbors did not necessarily mean a closer 
connection; it still often meant daily segregation.

When it came to characterizing Berlin, opinions differed sharply. Some perceived 
it as the beating heart of modernity, the locale of the cultural avant-garde, the city 
of lights, where life unfolded at night in cafes and cabarets, a metropolis measuring 
up to Paris, London, or New York.37 Intellectuals, writers, and artists were fascinated 
by Berlin and attempted to express the city’s rhythm, the speed, and the glamor of 
the metropolis. For others, among them the national socialists, Berlin embodied the 
abhorred modernity, the urban Moloch, devouring and destroying culture, a modern 
Babel, in which Christian values would drown and young people, especially, would 
fall prey to the temptations of the big city. It was not artistic sublimation but the 
trivialization of mass society that conservatives and nationalists thought to recognize 
in Berlin. In his diary, Goebbels wrote time and again—presumably as a play on Joe 
May’s film, which was successfully produced in Berlin—of an “Asphalt Desert.” “Sat 
for a long time with friends at Café Wilhelma,” he wrote in September 1926, a few 
weeks before he would take over the leadership of the NSDAP in the city as the new 
Gauleiter. “Then we strolled through the streets. Berlin at night. A hotbed of sin! And 
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I am supposed to throw myself into that?”38 These competing perceptions inspired 
literary representations that formed the basis for romanticized master narratives of 
the “Golden Twenties” only after World War Two and inspired the TV series Babylon 
Berlin even more recently.

Looking at it from the outside, the capital of the Reich before 1933 may have 
seemed not only a hotbed of sin but also a “red stronghold.” Indeed, in the city council 
elections of 1919, workers’ parties had been able to secure two-thirds of the votes, 
with the leftist-socialist USPD clearly in the lead. And even in the year 1932, when 
the national socialists claimed their great election successes, the left-wing parties 
held their lead in Berlin. During the Reichstag elections in November 1932, the 
communists even secured the highest number of votes and were able to stand their 
ground once more in the Wedding district during the anything but free elections 
in March 1933. Nevertheless, the majority of voters in the districts of Schöneberg, 
Steglitz, Wilmersdorf, and Zehlendorf had voted German nationalist between 1918 
and 1932. Even in those districts popularly referred to as workers’ districts, fissures 
fracture the seemingly homogenous image. In specific areas and Kiezen, the national 
socialists had already taken root long before 1933, with Sturmlokale serving as their 
strongholds. A Berlin invention, Sturmlokale were pubs that served as makeshift 
barracks for SA units. Payment was usually arranged in form of a guaranteed tab. This 
primitive but highly effective organizational structure kept the fighting spirits of the 
SA up. The party’s forceful power, as Daniel Siemens has pointed out recently, resulted 
from a calculated political strategy of provocation, violence, and “propaganda of 
beatings.”39 Goebbels stylized the “Battle for Berlin” (among other things in his book 
of the same title) into a myth, which he invoked once more during the street fights 
with the Red Army in April 1945.40

Starting in 1933, the NSDAP experienced a large influx in Berlin, too. Everywhere, 
newly appointed Blockwarte—and secretly spying neighbors—kept watch for those who 
hung their flag out of the window and those who did not. In bars, too, the surveillance 
became increasingly consistent. When Hermann Fricke, a butler, left a beer bar in 
Düsseldorf Street on December 23, 1936, late at night, he finally lost it. He responded 
to what had become the nearly mandatory “Hail Hitler” with the battle cry “Red Front.” 
Immediately, the fifty year old—a former KPF member, as it turned out later—was 
pursued by the other guests and seized at the next bar.41 Dozens of similar incidents 
can be found in Berlin police reports. Gestapo and ordinary police mercilessly took 
action against presumed and actual political opponents. This enforcement of power 
and striving for total control, the terror in the streets, and administrative fright lead to 
an exodus. Thousands of Berliners persecuted for political or racial motives—among 
them workers, white-collar workers, large- and small-scale manufacturers, as well as 
internationally renowned artists and scientists—were fleeing from their home city.42 
Tens of thousands of others were deported and murdered. Among the victims of the 
racist, murderous politics was the former colonial soldier Bayume Mohamed Husen,43 
as was Rudolf Langen, who, together with four other boys who had been labeled Jewish 
half-breeds, was seized from a city welfare center, taken to Hadamar, where he was 
murdered—as “mentally disabled.”44
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A Capital as Armory

Since the Treaty of Versailles had halted important industries, such as the 
manufacturing of weapons and uniforms, Berlin had been suffering since the 1920s 
from high structural unemployment.45 Berlin’s economy, dependent on exports, 
took especially hard hits with the collapse of international trade from the late 
1920s, so that the unemployment figures increased to 636,000 by the end of 1932, 
i.e., about 33 percent of the working population. Thus Berlin suffered—alongside 
the Silesian metropolis of Breslau—the highest unemployment rate of any major 
city in Germany.46 Whereas the city was involved in the armament from day one, 
the unemployment rate did not decrease perceptibly until 1935.47 However, the first 
signs of an economic overheating—shortage of basic materials—became noticeable 
as early as 1937. Furthermore, activity level and employment experienced a clear 
shift toward armaments-related industries in large-scale manufacting.48 Soon, skilled 
workers in particular became a “scarce commodity.” All prosperous large companies 
in the processing sectors reacted with rationalizations, and, more importantly, the 
introduction of conveyor belts, as these allowed for the replacement of specialized 
workers with unqualified ones. In parallel, the percentage of women in the workforce 
grew. For the first time, foreign workers were also recruited for industry—and 
with that, the groundwork for the kidnapping of hundreds of thousands of forced 
laborers was laid.49

At the same time, the capital was a node of commercial activity for Jews in the 
German Reich. By conservative estimation, every fifth Berlin company was run by or in 
cooperation with entrepreneurs who considered themselves Jewish or were persecuted 
for being Jewish. Consequently, about half of all Jewish businesses in Germany were 
located Berlin.50 They were able to resist the destruction of Jewish commercial activity 
for a remarkably long time. Because the anonymity of the city promised possibilities 
for economic perseverance, it had already become a harbor for Jewish entrepreneurs 
long before 1933. After 1933, this trend increased—among other reasons because 
Berlin was the seat of the largest Jewish congregation and of the places that offered the 
promise of lifesaving documents. In the end, however, the result of their resilience was 
that the Nazis, their aides, and their claqueurs annihilated Jewish commercial activity 
especially violently.

While Jewish companies were liquidated or sold, Berlin’s economy prospered. At 
the beginning of the war, companies located in Berlin made up not even 40 percent 
of the arms industry of what had become known as the Old Reich, or Germany, in 
its borders of 1937. In certain high-tech sectors, the city’s importance for armaments 
was even greater.51 The beginning of the war changed very little in the structure of 
businesses since distribution and steering systems were already established. The draft 
of male employees, however, had drastic effects. In replacement of those conscripted, 
women and former retirees, as well as concentration camp inmates and forced laborers 
were employed and exploited, respectively. “Memories of the Camp City,” one Czech 
forced laborer labeled a photograph from Berlin. Camps of all sorts could be found 
everywhere:
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At that time, Berlin was virtually plastered with high-rise barracks. In every gap 
of the giant city, be it ever so small, flights of brown building blocks, made from 
spruce wood and covered with tar paper, had settled in. Greater Berlin forms one 
single camp that crumbles apart between the solid buildings, the memorials, the 
office buildings, the train stations, the factories.52

In the end there were roughly 3,000 camps of various sizes and forms in Berlin.
Especially after the conquest of Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and France, 

the Reichswirtschaftsministerium entertained deliberations that Berlin could take over 
both London’s and New York’s role as the center of world commerce and finance. De 
facto foreign trade, however, had come to a standstill, and banking business trickled to 
a halt. Excess liquidity led to an inflation of financial balances. The Sparkasse of Berlin 
City tripled its deposits during the course of the first four war years from about 825 
million Reichsmark (1939) to 2.7 billion Reichsmark (1943) and thus finally reached 
the level of the then so-called major banks of Berlin, the Commerzbank, Dresdner-, 
and Deutsche Bank, the financial balances of which also nearly tripled between 1939 
and 1944.53 This flood of liquidity resulted from the strict rationing of consumer goods. 
Subsequently, the retail sector came to a halt. Even in the main shopping areas such 
as Leipziger Strasse or Kurfürstendamm, shops, coffee houses, and restaurants stood 
empty, as far as they had not already been destroyed during air strikes. More and more, 
commerce took place in the illegality of the black market.54 Although food rations had 
to be cut for the first time in April 1942, the majority of the city’s German population 
could still be provided for—at the expense of occupied areas—at a relatively high level 
until the end of 1944.55

The increase in air raids also played a role in the trend to concentrate arms 
production in larger factories. Since the smaller factories were often located in inner city 
areas, which were most at risk for air raids, it was suggested that they be closed so that 
the workers could be transferred to large-scale plants, where their work performance 
could be supervised more efficiently. Starting in 1942, numerous factories moved their 
operations into areas under less threat of air raids. At the end of 1944, Siemens alone 
was running approximately 140 “war relocation sites,” which were spread across the 
whole Reich and those areas (still) occupied by the Reich.56 At the end of 1944, a wave 
of site relocations by firms into the Western parts of Germany was underway as the last 
Jewish businesses were deleted from the Commercial Registry.57

Abyss

The Berliners who were part of what the national socialists promoted as 
Volksgemeinschaft, and who were not conscripted into the Wehrmacht, experienced 
the war first hand only with a time lag. After the German air force had destroyed 
Warsaw, Rotterdam, Coventry, and Belgrade, and knowingly condoned the deaths of 
civilians, the war returned virtually to its point of origin only in 1943. Although other 
cities were destroyed more comprehensively, no other city endured as many air raids as 
Berlin. Between November 1943 and March 1944, the allies launched seventeen major 
offensives that cost the lives of nearly 10,000 people. Berliners experienced the two 
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largest attacks on February 3 and March 28, 1945, during which the old city center was 
reduced to rubble and ash.58

In order to reach the German capital first, the Red Army initiated an offensive 
that overran the German defenses along the Oder River in February 1945—at a very 
high cost. This bloodshed set the frontlines for the extremely violent urban combat 
that began on the morning of April 16, 1945. Thousands of civilians perished while 
the fighting raged in the streets and houses until Soviet commandos hoisted the red 
banner atop the shot-riddled Reichstag on May 2, 1945. The number of the Battle of 
Berlin’s civilian and military victims remains unknown even today.59 Neither can a final 
statement be made about the devastation that the war had inflicted on the psyche of 
the survivors. Essays assigned in the first postwar school year to schoolchildren living 
in the Prenzlauer Berg district offer but a small glimpse. The carnage at Schönhauser 
Allee boulevard on May 2 had seared itself into the memory of the boys:

This attempted escape [by German troops] … began on May 2 at 3:30 in the 
morning, and it ended with a horrid catastrophe at 11:30 mid-day of the same 
day with a provisional cease-fire, shortly thereafter followed by the capitulation of 
Berlin … At that moment, no one would have thought of the dreadful blood bath 
that just occurred, if he had not had the gruesome sight before his eyes. Because in 
my cautious estimation, about 200 fallen and 500 wounded German soldiers were 
lying from Wichertstrasse to Schönhauser Allee [S-Bahn] station, next to countless 
quantities of weapons and equipment. Rocket launchers, guns, canons, tanks, 
vehicles, and humans were lying in an unimaginable chaotic entanglement. This 
was the most dreadful sight of my life, which I will never forget.60

In addition to the dead, who were hastily buried in mass graves, millions of cubic 
meters of debris remained. For its removal, reusable supplies were painstakingly 
recovered while the rest was piled up into mountains of rubble. This gargantuan effort 
created Berlin’s second highest elevation, Teufelsberg or Devil’s Mountain, which covers 
the first stages of another Nazi large-scale building project, Alfred Speer’s School of 
Defense Technology. Unexploded ordinance constitutes another lasting legacy. To this 
day, thousands of unexploded bombs and grenades litter Berlin’s subsoil. Nearly five 
decades after the conclusion of World War Two, in 1994, three construction workers 
lost their lives in Friedrichshain district when they hit an American bomb while laying 
the foundations for a new building.61 Even though the deaths continued, the end of the 
Battle of Berlin was for many—for Jews who had gone underground as much as for 
forced and slave laborers—a liberation. However, the Berlin Senate finally decided only 
in 2008 that—in spite of the surrounding circumstances, especially the mass rapes—
the whole city actually was liberated.

Summary

Of course, it had to be Berlin. Officially the first meeting of the Big Three after 
Germany’s unconditional surrender was called “Berlin Conference of the Three 
Heads of Government of the U.S.S.R., U.S.A., and U.K.” But, as the capital had been 
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reduced to a heap of rubble, the allies decided to meet in Potsdam across the Havel 
River to try to finalize their strategy on how to administer Germany. Taking a cue 
from the plans the Allies advocated at Potsdam, the results of national socialist rule in 
and over Berlin can be summarized in three “Ds”. Between 1933 and 1945 Berlin was, 
first, depopulated by political and racist persecution, aerial warfare, and street battles. 
The number of people living in the city sank from nearly 4.5 million people in 1942 to 
under 3 million in 1949. Second and simultaneously, the city was deindustrialized. This 
was partly due to racist prosecution—the destruction of Jewish commercial activity, 
and the result of the bombing and dismantling after the war. But it was also owed to 
the strategic considerations of companies that no longer saw a future in the divided 
city. Just like many others, Siemens moved its headquarters to Munich. In October 
1948, only about 20,000 companies were listed in the Commercial Register. In 1930, 
there had still been nearly 50,000.62 Third, the defeated city was demilitarized—albeit 
only of German military. West Berlin even became a refuge from mandatory military 
service. The former Wehrmacht and SS barracks were—until 1994—mainly used by 
the former allies.

But, the city was never demystified. While West Berlin tried to present itself as 
heir to the “Golden Twenties’” culture, East Berlin’s SED tried to draw on the myth 
of a “red” Berlin, highlighting “workers” resistance against the Nazis. Even though 
the Wilhelmstraße became insignificant, Berlin was still the former German capital. 
To lose ground there was losing face. And, of course, it had to be the Brandenburg 
Gate. In its vicinity—and ironically in the future British sector of West Berlin—
the Red Army erected a first victory monument. Just like its big brother, the huge 
monument the Soviets built in East Berlin’s Treptower park, it still stands there today, 
explicitly protected by the 1990 Four-Plus-Two Treaty, that ended World War Two 
after the Cold War.
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Few Cold War symbols could have been more significant, or more threatening to both 
sides in that conflict, than Berlin.1 Indeed, at the Vienna summit in June 1961, Nikita 
Sergeyevich Khrushchev described Berlin as “the most dangerous place in the world.”2 
At no time, perhaps, was that danger more apparent than during the 1962 Cuban 
Missile Crisis, thousands of kilometers removed from Central Europe. The diplomatic 
historian, Ernest R. May, once pointedly observed that for John F. Kennedy, the missile 
crisis was in many ways more about the once and future German capital than about 
the island of Cuba itself:

Kennedy interpreted the installation of missiles in Cuba as a move preparatory to a 
showdown on Berlin. For him, such a showdown would create a horrible dilemma. 
The United States had promised to protect the million and a half West Berliners 
from Soviet takeover, but had no means whatever for physically preventing the 
thousands of East German and Soviet troops that surrounded Berlin from taking 
control of the city if they chose to do so. The only protection for West Berlin was 
the US threat to respond to an attack by using nuclear weapons against the Soviet 
Union …. “A Soviet move on Berlin,” Kennedy said to the joint chiefs of staff, 
“leaves me only one alternative, which is to fire nuclear weapons—which is a hell 
of an alternative.”3

For much of the Cold War, Berlin was both an indispensable symbol and a 
very expensive prize, a “showcase of competing systems” (Schaufenster der 
Systemkonkurrenz).4 As Martin Luther King, Jr., put it on his visit to Berlin in 
September 1964: “Here in Berlin, one cannot help being aware that you are the hub 
around which turns the wheel of history.”5 Around the same time, the American 
author and essayist, Wallace Stegner, proclaimed that the story of post-1945 Berlin 
was Homeric in its epic dimensions: “The great book on Berlin is going to be a sort 
of Iliad, a story that dramatizes a power struggle in terms of the men who waged it.”6

But within a few years after King and Stegner had made these remarks, Berlin 
had lost much of its salience both as contested prize and disputed symbol, at least 
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for the four occupation powers, if not for the two German states themselves. Indeed, 
the perceived worth of the prize and the importance and nature of the symbol—or, 
rather, symbols—varied significantly during the course of the Cold War. From the 
symbolism of the “classic” age of pre-Wall ideological and geopolitical competition 
to the Wall itself, from the so-called “heroic” period of “America’s Berlin” as “outpost 
of freedom” in the 1950s and early 1960s to the age of American forgetfulness in the 
1970s and 1980s, from the symbolism of the Stalinallee to the symbolism of Kreuzberg’s 
“alternative” cultural scenes to the symbolism of the 750th anniversary celebrations in 
1987 that Krijn Thijs has described so effectively in this book and elsewhere, Cold War 
Berlin as prize and symbol was every bit as protean and shifting as the larger city itself 
throughout its entire modern history.7 Berlin has long been a place that has constantly 
reinvented and remade itself. To that extent, at least, Cold War Berlin—although a 
peculiar and unique place—did not represent a complete or total historical anomaly, as 
Brian Ladd, among others, reminded us some years ago. Berlin has long been a city of 
“startling incongruities,” he writes, and this was as true before 1945 and after 1990 as it 
was during the years of Cold War division.8

In this chapter, we will consider six central arguments. Most focus on the relationship 
between the United States and West Berlin. Other contributions to this volume will 
deal in greater detail with the other occupation powers, especially the Soviet Union:

●● At first, the United States was eager to continue cooperation with the Soviets in 
Berlin and elsewhere in Germany.

●● “America’s Berlin” began to emerge in late 1947, but only became part of the 
American national consciousness with the Airlift in 1948–9.

●● After reaching its apogee in the early 1960s, the symbolic significance of Berlin 
for the United States declined drastically, especially with the completion of the 
Quadripartite Agreement of September 1971.

●● The political leaders of West Berlin were worried about Americans’ lack of attention 
to West Berlin, and consciously tried to create powerful symbols that, among other 
things, could remind American leaders that Berlin was a worthwhile prize.

●● Soviet and East German attempts to transform East Berlin into a symbol of the 
superiority of socialism were numerous and generally consistent but not entirely 
successful.

●● As the symbolic salience of Berlin as Cold War symbol declined, after the late 
1960s the Western half of the divided city became a site of competing symbols and 
cultural resonances.

Let us deal with each of these points in turn.

Initial Allied Cooperation

Although effective four-power and local administration of Berlin faltered quickly 
after 1945, the Americans, and especially Lucius D. Clay, military governor of the 
US zone of occupation in Germany after 1947, remained eager to cooperate with 



Berlin as Symbol and as Prize 33

the Soviets in what Dwight D. Eisenhower had originally called “an experimental 
laboratory” of postwar collaboration for peace.9 One important example: As late 
as the summer of 1947, Clay raised no objections when the Soviet Union vetoed 
the selection of Ernst Reuter as lord mayor (Oberbürgermeister) of Berlin. In 
December 1946, the increasingly anti-communist Social Democratic Party (SPD) 
had emerged as the big winner in elections that had taken place in all four occupied 
sectors of the former capital city, and had selected the veteran SPD politician Otto 
Ostrowski as mayor. But when, in the spring of 1947, Ostrowski had met without 
authorization with representatives of the pro-Soviet Socialist Unity Party (SED), 
leading Berlin social democrats had objected vehemently, had ousted Ostrowski, 
and had named Ernst Reuter in his place. A veteran local politician who had held a 
number of important posts in Berlin and Magdeburg before 1933, Reuter had been 
persecuted by the Nazis and had returned to Berlin in late 1946 after eleven years in 
Turkish exile. From 1918 to 1922, Reuter had also been a member of the Communist 
Party, and indeed had served briefly as its general secretary before breaking with 
communism, returning to the SPD, and becoming a vehement anti-communist 
in later years. His selection as mayor in the spring of 1947 clearly represented a 
challenge to Soviet authority in the city, and to the position of the SED itself; in the 
summer, the Soviets simply vetoed his election. Just as significantly, Lucius Clay did 
not challenge the Soviet veto.10

In 1947 Berlin was obviously an important prize for the Americans, but not yet 
a symbol of democratic resistance to communism and Soviet expansionism. As the 
Reuter case showed, such feelings were stronger among Berlin social democrats—
including people such as Franz Neumann—than among American occupation officials 
or for that matter some Berlin Christian Democrats including Ferdinand Friedensburg, 
who continued for years to advocate efforts to cooperate with Soviet occupation 
authorities.11 Writing in English, Ernst Reuter put it this way in commenting on the 
unwillingness of the Americans to resist the Soviet veto:

Shortly before my election General Clay accepted in the Control Council, the 
instance superior to Allied Kommandatura, the principle of previous approval of 
the Oberbürgermeister’s election as demanded by the Russians. Thus it was obvious 
from the very first that a well-functioning administration of the city could not be 
established. This sudden decision of General Clay, the motives of which nobody 
could explain to us so far, was in our opinion the zero-point in the development 
of affairs in Berlin, id est, the point of the utmost compliance towards the Russian 
claims for dominancy, if you like, a sort of “Munich” for Berlin. Thus the Russians 
had, to my knowledge, already substantially won the battle about Berlin.12

For non-communist politicians like Reuter, the “Battle for Berlin” was potentially a 
life-and-death struggle. Thus anti-communist political leaders in Berlin emphasized 
not only the strategic significance but also the symbolic importance of the city well 
before the Western powers did so, out of fear that the Western powers might abandon 
both them and the city itself. In the words of US Ambassador Robert Murphy, State 
Department representative in Germany, in July 1947:



Cold War Berlin34

In their view, Germany stands before the fatal decision of the Great Powers and 
the extent of their apprehension concerning an unfavorable outcome is reflected 
in their outspoken fear that the western allies may withdraw from Berlin. They 
feel this would not only entail disaster for the non-Communist parties, but would 
also mean the abandonment of Berlin as a source of information and influence in 
the heart of the Soviet zone, that it would be capitalized by the Soviets as a sign of 
weakness on the part of the Western nations and might encourage them to set up a 
separate and highly integrated eastern German Bolshevist state with reconstructed 
armament industries based on Silesian coal.13

The Western powers, and especially the United States, would thus have to be reminded 
constantly of the importance of the city. Writing again in English, Reuter noted in 
December 1947 that:

Our heads will be on the line; and this struggle will be harder for us because, as a 
result of some bitter experiences, we cannot be confident that the Western powers 
will always and in every situation support us. The feeling of uncertainty is too 
great, and the terrible pressure that again and again weighs down on people is 
often too great. … This war of nerves will soon get worse, and we cannot see where 
it will lead us.14

America’s Berlin of the Airlift

As it turns out, Reuter and his allies were extraordinarily effective at projecting an 
image of heroic resistance, and, in this respect, the Soviet blockade and Allied airlift 
were almost made to order for them. This is not to imply that the threat was not 
real, only to suggest that the non-communist leaders of Berlin politics made very 
effective use of it in helping to create a new symbol of Berlin as beleaguered citadel 
of democracy. Neither was their concern entirely unjustified. In the spring of 1948, 
as Daniel Harrington has convincingly shown, “the Pentagon’s first impulse was to 
evacuate” Berlin, especially after Lucius Clay’s dire warnings to Washington about 
Soviet intentions; the ever-cautious General Omar Bradley, head of the US Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, was deeply skeptical about the viability of a Western presence in Berlin.15

But the Airlift succeeded far beyond even Clay’s expectations. What Andreas 
Daum, Dominik Geppert, Scott Krause, Stefanie Eisenhuth, and others have described 
as “America’s Berlin” emerged in the context of the airlift and the years immediately 
thereafter. Indeed, Eisenhuth argues convincingly that the blockade and airlift 
constituted the “foundational myth” of West Berlin and its special relationship to the 
United States. It was the joint creation of American occupation authorities on the 
ground, of the American media, and of an emerging anti-communist and democratic 
consensus in both the Western sectors of Berlin and in the United States.16 It was 
consciously developed and sustained by Ernst Reuter and supporters such as his 
publicist and adviser Hans Hirschfeld, who wanted to ensure that the Western Allies 
would never be tempted to leave the city or forget their obligations to it. Symbolism 
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was vital to the project of creating what Eisenhuth, drawing on Benedict Anderson, has 
called an “imagined community” of values between the United States and a democratic 
West Berlin.17 Its physical expressions are mostly still with us and represent a major 
aspect of Berlin’s landscape of architectural postwar modernism: the Free University 
of Berlin and the activities of the Ford Foundation there; the Steglitz Clinic that later 
became the Benjamin Franklin Clinic, the America Memorial Library (Amerika-
Gedenkbibliothek), the airlift memorial at Tempelhof airport; the Amerika-Haus; or 
the Congress Hall (Kongresshalle), to mention several well-known examples. Or there 
was the huge public relations campaign in the United States around the “Freedom Bell” 
(Freiheitsglocke) for West Berlin’s Schöneberg City Hall in 1950, and the sustained 
engagement of well-placed and influential Americans including Lucius Clay, Eleanor 
Lansing Dulles, or Shepard Stone for Berlin.18 Scott Krause has written compellingly 
on what might be called the “American Berlin lobby,” comparable in influence to the 
better-known (or at least more notorious) “China lobby.”19 Not to be overlooked, of 
course, was the continuing American military presence in West Berlin. The British 
and the French were also ubiquitous in their respective sectors—the annual British 
Military Tattoo was always a big event in West Berlin—but, given Cold War realities, 
until their departure in 1994 the Americans played an especially important role not 
only as “protective power” or Schutzmacht but also as a powerful cultural factor in 
the city, both as bearers and as mediators of US pop culture. Even the growing anti-
Americanism of Berlin students and of the city’s assorted “alternative” communities 
after the mid-1960s did not seriously lessen the impact of that cultural influence.20

Four-Power Berlin Agreement

Despite ambivalent feelings about West Berlin in West Germany, especially during the 
Adenauer years between 1949 and 1963, the federal government in Bonn regularly 
attempted to assert its presence in the divided former capital of the country, most 
significantly perhaps in the form of sustained West German financial subvention for 
West Berlin’s artificial economy.21 Such attempts, of course, whether they involved 
the official election of the West German president or the establishment of a Federal 
Environmental Office in West Berlin, invariably resulted in vehement protests from the 
Soviet side. In 1975, for example, the Soviets even objected when West German officials 
participated in the investigation of the terrorist kidnapping of Peter Lorenz, head of the 
West Berlin Christian Democratic Union (CDU).22 For their part, of course, the Soviets 
and their allies insisted that East Berlin was the capital of the GDR, a contention that 
met with various responses from the three Western powers, from rejection to a sort of 
muddled acceptance, especially after the signing of the Quadripartite Agreement in 
1971.23 Of particular importance to the Western Allies, of course, was the maintenance 
of the four-power occupation status for Berlin as a whole.24

The project of ensuring continued Western support for West Berlin quickly assumed 
certain standardized and even ritualized forms, and these continued until the very end 
of the Cold War. Thus it became de rigueur for the governing mayor of West Berlin—
who functioned, in the words of the New York Times, as a kind of prime minister and 
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foreign minister of a small country—to visit the capital cities of the three Western 
powers, especially shortly after assuming office.25 Ernst Reuter himself pioneered these 
trips, visiting the United States on three separate and really quite triumphal occasions 
between 1949 and 1953. Reuter’s US visits were elaborate multicity occasions, by no 
means perfunctory affairs limited to Washington, DC. In the new television age, and 
with his remarkable language skills, Reuter was exceptionally telegenic, as was his 
protégé and successor Willy Brandt, who shared Reuter’s capacity to express himself 
passionately and in colloquial American English.26 Of course, not all governing mayors 
of West Berlin could muster such skills; individuals such as Walther Schreiber, Otto 
Suhr, Heinrich Albertz, Dietrich Stobbe, Hans-Jochen Vogel, or Eberhard Diepgen 
might have been worthy and capable officeholders, but they were the very opposite of 
charismatic. (Indeed, Richard von Weizsäcker was the only governing mayor of West 
Berlin after 1966 who could remotely claim to wear the mantle of charisma.) But all 
the way down to Walter Momper in the spring of 1989, the Cold War-era governing 
mayors of West Berlin continued this tradition, even if the American media and the 
American public paid less and less attention to them. And, of course, there were the 
reciprocal visits by major Western leaders. One hardly need mention the Kennedy 
visit in June 1963, or the visits of Lyndon Johnson in 1961, Robert F. Kennedy and 
Martin Luther King, Jr., in 1964, Queen Elizabeth II in 1965 and 1978, Richard Nixon 
and Valéry Giscard d’Estaing in 1969, Prince Charles in 1973, Jimmy Carter in 1978, 
François Mitterrand in 1985 and 1987, or Ronald Reagan on three separate occasions, 
most notably in 1987 when he called on Mikhail Gorbachev to “tear down this wall.”27 
Increasingly, however, such visits became routine, obligatory affairs, suggesting that 
the city’s significance both as showcase and as flashpoint shifted considerably over the 
course of the Cold War.

For Americans its significance, as prize and as symbol, was at its height during the so-
called “heroic phase” between 1948 and the mid-1960s, culminating with the building 
of the Wall after August 1961 and John F. Kennedy’s visit in June 1963. Thereafter the 
symbolic significance of the divided city for the “West” and especially for the United 
States dwindled almost to the point of irrelevance by the 1980s. The ultimate symbol 
of Berlin’s Cold War division was, obviously, the Wall itself, but especially after the 
four-power agreement of 1971—arguably the turning point in the history of Cold War 
Berlin—the Wall became part of the landscape of what Ann Tusa originally called the 
“abnormal normality” of those years.28 Reuter’s original fears about American attention 
deficits and American forgetfulness were, in fact, quite justified. By the early 1980s, to 
at least some American leaders, it was not entirely clear that the originary four-power 
rights in Berlin mattered very much.

To be sure, military contingency plans by the West for the defense of Berlin, 
embodied in the well-known Live Oak organization—based in Belgium, and jointly 
administered by the USA, UK, France, and West Germany—with its regular military 
exercises, continued throughout all these years. Live Oak remained the ultimate 
expression of the determination by the three Western powers to assert their continued 
rights in Berlin, involving measured responses up to and including the possible use of 
nuclear weapons. In 1962 an incident on the transit Autobahn between West Germany 
and West Berlin came close to triggering a Live Oak response, the only time that such 
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a thing ever happened; but even after the conclusion of the Quadripartite Agreement 
in 1971, the three Western Allies and West Germany continued to maintain the Live 
Oak organization and its military exercises until 1990.29

Symbolic Reassertion

Still, by the late 1970s and 1980s, Berlin had lost much of its value as a prize and much 
of its luster as a symbol, except perhaps in travel guides, for example, the famous Arthur 
Frommer Europe on Five Dollars a Day series, consumed by hundreds of thousands of 
American tourists. Frommer had begun his travel guides as a GI stationed in West 
Berlin in the 1950s, and subsequent editions of his much celebrated book glamorized 
and popularized Berlin as an edgy city full of spies and Cold War intrigue. This served 
to invest the city with a scintillating quality at the very time that, in the years after the 
mid-1970s, West Berlin’s local politics had become increasingly provincial and squalid. 
The Wall itself had become a tourist attraction, increasingly ignored or sublimated by 
the population of Berlin itself. To American and British policymakers, however, West 
Berlin was increasingly something of a backwater, as their reports from about 1973 to 
the late 1980s frequently suggest. Indeed, so serious had the situation become as early 
as 1973, that John Kornblum, then a member of the US Mission in West Berlin and 
later Ambassador to Germany, felt obliged to write a formal memorandum on “Why 
Are We in Berlin?” for a seminar of major US foreign police decisionmakers. One of 
these was John Sherman Cooper, designated as first US Ambassador to the GDR, who 
openly questioned why the USA and its allies were still in Berlin three decades after 
the end of World War Two. Official American interest in Berlin continued to decline 
throughout the 1980s; and Kornblum is convinced that, had 1989 not intervened, the 
USA would have left Berlin by the mid-1990s.30

Confronted by the shifting realities of American interest in the divided city, the 
political leaders of West Berlin consciously tried to create their own symbols, to advance 
their own political interests and to ensure continued Allied support, all of course in the 
context of systemic competition with the East. (See the chapter by Clara M. Oberle in 
this volume about Berlin as a housing and urban planning laboratory.) Some examples 
are quite well known: in the 1950s, the Stalinallee in the East versus the Hansaviertel 
housing project in the West; or, three decades later, in 1987, the International Building 
Exhibition (IBA) in the West.31 Housing projects in the West, such as the Ernst-
Reuter-Siedlung, were built as close as possible to the sector boundary to East Berlin, a 
conscious strategy that West Berlin social democrats in particular strongly supported. 
Thus, for example, in 1955 Governing Mayor Otto Suhr had stated: “The reconstruction 
of destroyed city centers must be encouraged above all along the sector boundaries, 
both to eliminate the impression that the border areas consist of stone deserts and to 
give expression to our own genuine, future-oriented attitude about building and about 
life in general, in contrast to the façade culture of the eastern sector.” His successor, 
Willy Brandt, noted similarly in 1959: “It is our responsibility to use the construction 
of buildings on the sector boundary in order to build out toward the other part of the 
city. Here we have to give creative expression to our determination that this city must 
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still be regarded as one.”32 At the dedication of the Ernst-Reuter-Siedlung in Wedding, 
Senator Paul Hertz asserted that the settlement proved “that with it we are laying a 
cornerstone for a free and better future, for the unity of Berlin and of Germany.”33

Ideological Contestation

Interesting and typical in this context was the long dispute in the late 1950s and early 
1960s over the location of the new Philharmonie, and the role of music as political and 
cultural symbol. There is no question that, for West Berlin political leaders as various 
as the Christian democrat Joachim Tiburtius or the social democrat Willy Brandt, the 
Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra was a significant cultural and political advertisement 
for the city, especially as it began its frequent overseas tours under the aegis of Herbert 
von Karajan and orchestra intendant Wolfgang Stresemann, son of the Weimar foreign 
minister and himself an extraordinarily effective cultural diplomat. In 1973 Governing 
Mayor Klaus Schütz described the orchestra as an especially “effective ambassador” 
for the city, a sentiment that was echoed by virtually every other governing mayor of 
West Berlin.34

Thus the debate after 1956 over the location of the new Philharmonie, designed 
by Hans Scharoun, became a heated contest about cultural symbolism between the 
CDU and the SPD in West Berlin. The CDU, apparently resigned to the city’s division, 
favored the construction of a new building in the Bundesallee, in the heart of West 
Berlin behind the façade of the old Joachimsthalsches Gymnasium. The SPD favored 
an entirely new structure on the Kemperplatz, very close to the sectoral boundary 
between East and West, where it could serve as a focus for what it imagined would once 
again be a new city center, and in the meantime draw attention to the city’s division. 
Ultimately the SPD carried the argument, and Brandt put it this way at the Richtfest for 
the new building in 1961:

When we laid the cornerstone about a year ago, no one could have imagined that 
the new Philharmonie would become so frightfully disconnected from our fellow 
citizens in the other part of our city. On that side they have built a wall, and in fact 
behind it a second wall, bristling with barbed wire and so strongly guarded that no 
East Berliner can escape from that great prison. On this side, we are working busily 
to construct a place of inspiration for everyone. Over there, tanks and machine 
guns ensure that nobody can escape their economy of coercion.35

And on October 15, 1963, when the Philharmonie was officially opened, Brandt 
emphasized that it had been built specifically to reach out to the citizens of the East.36 It 
was thus a symbol of ideological contestation, at least in part, and represented another 
implicit challenge to the Soviet Union and the GDR.

How did the leadership of the Soviet Union and the GDR see Berlin, both as prize 
and as symbol?37 Without becoming derailed in a resuscitated debate over the causes 
and reasons for the division of Germany (see the works of Melvyn Leffler, Carolyn 
Eisenberg, Wilfried Loth, Norman Naimark, and others), it is clear that the Soviets 
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understood from the outset that there was indeed a battle for Germany and for Berlin.38 
They understood the value of the prize, which they had taken at such a high price in 
the spring of 1945. It was important, and was worth taking some risks for, as Stalin 
noted in his famous remarks to Wilhelm Pieck in the spring of 1948 about “kicking 
out” the Western powers.39 But it was not worth risking real war in 1948–9, although 
thirteen years later the danger was indeed quite real and quite grave, more dangerous 
even than was perhaps realized at the time. Thus the main argument under this fifth 
heading is again more summary than original: rather obviously, the meaning of Berlin, 
both as prize and as symbol, was shifting and variable both for the Soviets and their 
uncomfortable allies in the GDR. A world of difference separates the conquest of Berlin 
by Soviet armed forces in 1945 from Mikhail Gorbachev’s famous remarks about the 
forces of history on the occasion of the GDR’s fortieth anniversary in October 1989. Of 
course the Soviets, like their Western counterparts, left a physical mark on Berlin, from 
the war memorials in Treptow Park and the Tiergarten to the Soviet Embassy on Unter 
den Linden (completed between 1950 and 1953) and beyond. For the GDR itself, of 
course, East Berlin was also a “showcase,” a place of shifting meanings, discourses, and 
symbolism, from the Stalinallee to the Television Tower (Fernsehturm) to the Palace of 
the Republic (Palast der Republik) and, of course, the Wall itself. Here Martin Sabrow’s 
important book on GDR memory culture is an essential reference.40

Subcultural Differentiation

By the 1960s and 1970s, that is, after the so-called “heroic” period, Cold War West 
Berlin had become a place with a dizzying array of cultural resonances and cultural 
symbols, often antagonistic and countervailing. When and how did it begin, at 
least symbolically? With the Rolling Stones concert at the Waldbühne in 1965? 
With the ratcheting up of Vietnam protests in 1966? With the emergence of the 
Extraparliamentary Opposition or “APO”? With the shooting of Benno Ohnesorg 
during demonstrations against the visiting Shah of Iran on June 2, 1967? With the 
shooting of Rudi Dutschke in April 1968? Although cultural phenomena can never be 
dated precisely, West Berlin had become a very different kind of symbol after the 1960s 
and especially after the “abnormal normalization” of 1971, a strange combination of 
unique cultural Biotop, radical social and cultural experimentation, open city, global 
city, and seedy, provincial backwater with an artificially skewed demography and a 
subsidized economy. Olaf Leitner’s wonderful collection of interviews and memoirs 
regarding the West Berlin scene in the 1970s and 1980s is essential reading in this 
regard.41 So too are the recollections of the British disc jockey Mark Reeder, a long-
time resident of West Berlin, as well as accounts by Wolfgang Müller, founder of 
the legendary post-punk band Die tödliche Doris, and the American observer Paul 
Hockenos.42 It was a city symbolized by squatters, alternative lifestyles, and cutting-edge 
music from David Bowie, Iggy Pop, and Brian Eno to industrial rock à la Blixa Bargeld 
and Einstürzende Neubauten. And for many young people, and not just Germans, West 
Berlin in particular became an almost imaginary place, a fantasy island of alternative 
lifestyles. For example, the politically and socially satirical comic strip Doonesbury has 
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long been a kind of cultural documentary for American baby boomers. Its eponymous 
main character, Mike Doonesbury, had a younger brother named Benjy on the family 
farm in Oklahoma. In the early 1980s Benjy decided to become a punk, and renamed 
himself Saliva Putrid, or “Sal.” When, in one strip in March 1982, Mike asks “Sal” what 
he intends to do with his life, he replies: “I want to go over to Berlin and work the 
punk clubs and live in a squatters house with German skinheads until I get a record 
contract.”43

But it was also a city full of old-aged pensioners, traditional urban villages 
(symbolized by the German word Kiez), significant numbers of former foreign “guest 
workers” and their families (especially from Turkey), the constant presence of Allied 
military forces, and the continued reality of four-power occupation status. Certainly 
the best-known Kiez—or, perhaps, assemblage of Kieze—was the district of Kreuzberg, 
itself directly on the Berlin Wall and known for its alternative lifestyles.44 But Kreuzberg 
was just one of lots of neighborhoods, many of them separated not by physical walls 
but by invisible walls of experience, generation, psychology, and social class. Moreover, 
both Berlins were geographically quite large, and many Berliners lived far removed 
from the center of things, whether in the East Berlin housing developments of Marzahn 
or the West Berlin developments of Gropiusstadt and the Märkisches Viertel. For some 
native West Berliners who grew up in neighborhoods far removed from Kreuzberg, 
the isolated city was an “island of the fortunate,” a place of happy childhood memories 
utterly disconnected from alternative lifestyles.45 And even for many nonnatives 
the divided city, although physically unappealing, was a kind of “paradise.”46

All these communities occupied unique niches, a condition ultimately made 
possible by the Allied occupation regime and by the city’s physical isolation. These 
niche societies rarely intersected or overlapped with each other. In fact, as Paul 
Hockenos has rightly noted, the alternative communities of West Berlin in the 1980s 
were often suspicious of outsiders:

[I]n stark contrast to the post-Wall years of anarchy in eastern Berlin, where 
everybody was welcome, the subcultural niches in West Berlin were deep and 
narrow. Outsiders weren’t coddled, they were barked at. You might get past the 
doorway of trendy bars such as Risiko or Kumpelnest, but you’d have to sport just 
the right coiffeur to get a drink.

The house squatters were a breed unto themselves, who would bite your head off 
for daring to glance at their buildings, which were adorned with banners, flags and 
graffiti, presumably to be read. The scene’s ill-humour fused perfectly with native 
Berliners’ raw Berliner Schnauze, or Berliner insolence, ensuring that you’d likely 
get snapped at on all but lucky days.47

By the 1970s and 1980s, then, it increasingly seemed that the erstwhile “island city” of 
the 1950s and early 1960s had dissolved into an archipelago of little islands or atolls, 
culturally and politically quite distinctive, but all still surrounded by a communist 
sea that lots of islanders tried to ignore. East Berlin continued to occupy a privileged 
position in the GDR, which often aroused both envy and resentment in the rest of the 
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country. When significant resources were drained from elsewhere to support the city’s 
750th anniversary celebrations in 1987, car stickers sometimes showed up in Leipzig 
with the slogan “821 Jahre Leipzig” or in Dresden with “781 Jahre Dresden” as a form 
of satirical protest against the special position of the Hauptstadt der DDR.48 And then 
the Wall fell, and both the archipelago and the GDR disappeared into history.

The remaining chapters in this book explore in greater detail the disjointedness and 
resilience of Berlin, across and on both sides of the Cold War divide, while discussing 
and dissecting Cold War Berlin’s assorted memory cultures and symbolic discourses. 
They remind us again that Berlin has long been a restless place that, as noted at the 
outset, has reinvented and rediscovered itself in myriad ways.
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The historical narrative of the Berlin Wall has been dominated by the actions of 
the  powerful and the suffering of others.1 We know who built the Wall and why, 
how the Western powers reacted, and how the ruling Communist Party of the 
GDR (the SED) used these facts to stabilize its power.2 Less attention has been 
paid, however, to how the population of the GDR and East Berlin dealt with this 
Wall that further restricted its already limited mobility.3 Reactions in the fall of 
1961 included spontaneous protest as well as declarations of loyalty and hopes for 
the future—not all of which were expressed voluntarily—that were founded on a 
growing equanimity within the state party.4 However, after the new ruling conditions 
were firmly established, the Wall meant first and foremost a restriction in people’s 
everyday life.

This chapter discusses several reactions to the restrictions on everyday life that 
were produced by the border regime. It looks at the spaces close to the Berlin Wall as 
an example of negotiation processes in the East German dictatorship.5 Analyzing the 
conflicts between state agencies and populations in the border area behind the Berlin 
Wall helps us to understand how the GDR dictatorship functioned on an everyday 
level. This example primarily exposes existing differences and discussions that 
took place between state agencies that developed different attitudes and generated 
conflicting interests regarding the shaping, implementation, and coordination of 
state security measures. This approach may help to change the pervading image of 
SED rule as a monolithic state apparatus that could be directed by central orders.6 
The second point is to show ambiguities in the relationship between state and party 
agencies and the population. Norms were to a point open to negotiation—even where 
the border regime was concerned—and transgressions in everyday life were tolerated 
to a certain degree. This casts a new light on the strategies available to the population 
to handle with state agencies and their impositions in the GDR dictatorship on an 
everyday level.
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Space/Rules

In the GDR, leaving the country without authorization had been criminally prosecuted 
as desertion of the Republic since the end of the 1940s.7 In order to curb the escape 
movement to West Germany—and for additional reasons8—the leadership of the SED 
under Walter Ulbricht and Erich Honecker had a Wall erected in 1961. In terms of a 
drastic reduction in the number of escapes, it was a success. However, by cutting the 
remaining social ties between the two halves of the city, the barrier created new motives 
for the residents of East Berlin and the GDR to flee. This development, together with 
persisting economic and political problems, made it difficult for the SED to achieve its 
self-appointed goal of putting a complete halt to the escape movement. For the SED, 
each refugee who made it to the West in spite of the Wall and gained the attention 
of Western media felt like a defeat in the battle of ideologies and a reflection of an 
underlying rebellion.9

By constructing the Wall, the SED transformed a political conflict about social 
regulation that had stemmed from a lack of consensus between the state leadership 
and the people into a police matter at the Berlin Wall. Preventing the criminalized 
act of state desertion was the job of the police, and the decision to instead deploy the 
military at the border without restricting the authorized use of firearms to exceptional 
situations is proof of the importance the SED assigned to the issue.10 Because these 
measures proved insufficient to stop those fleeing in spite of intensive control of the 
Wall, the SED expanded its approach. Access to the Wall was to be preempted, and 
those fleeing were to be arrested as they approached the border.

As part of this strategy, a special zone was to be established along the Wall 
requiring a special permit for access. A model for this zone already existed at the 
internal German border where a restricted area with graduated access had been in 
place since 1952. Numerous restrictions on access and authorized activities were 
implemented in the border area.11 A similar security zone was to be established at 
the Wall. To this end, in September and October of 1961, many border residents were 
removed from this border area. The SED had thousands of residents resettled. The 
abandoned buildings were then walled up in order to restrict flight and to transform 
the houses themselves into obstacles to escape attempts. In order to successfully 
establish the SED’s ever-expanding security requirements for the border area, this 
action was followed later by resettlements in smaller numbers from around 1965 
until 1967 and in 1985.12

The planning for the border area proceeded quickly. After a draft was laid out in 
September 1961, the party apparatus presented its plan for an order to the Ministry 
of the Interior.13 The proposal had been accepted in January by the National Defense 
Council of the GDR, a de facto committee of the SED Party leadership and the SED 
Politburo. In March, the proposal was approved by the commander of the Soviet 
Forces Group in Germany, Marshal Ivan S. Konev, who had assumed the role of a 
Soviet military governor.14 On the basis of Soviet Ambassador Mikhail G. Pervukhin’s 
intervention, a final decision was postponed, and the SED attempted to obtain 
Moscow’s approval from the head of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
(CPSU).15
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This satisfied neither the local officers of the border police (transformed in 1962 
into border troops under the command of the Ministry of Defense), who were held 
personally responsible for each successful escape, nor the political leaders of the 
GDR. In anticipation of the decision from Moscow, local border commanders at some 
sectors of the Wall, in collaboration with local officials, had already issued directives 
for the creation of the border area—as did the city commander General Helmut Poppe, 
head of the border troops in East Berlin, in September 1962. It was only with special 
passes issued by the commanders of the local units that entry into a few buildings, 
complexes, and streets near the border was permitted. The city commander’s report 
does not indicate exactly when these restrictions, described as “measures for order,” 
were first put in place; they likely date from November 1961.16

Border troops and the secret police (the Stasi or MfS) considered the absence 
of a barrier in the military hinterlands of the Wall and the deficient surveillance to 
be a significant cause of the relatively high number of successful escape attempts. 
The city commander therefore encouraged Defense Minister Heinz Hoffmann 
in 1962 to improve surveillance there. Demolishing buildings and resettling 
additional residents would create the prerequisites for a deep array of control posts 
in the border area and enable the detection of potential escape preparations.17 The 
Ministry for State Security (MfS), of which the secret police of the GDR was a part, 
identified the absence of border regulations in Berlin as the cause of the high number 
of escapes.18

Meanwhile, the National Defense Council addressed the topic again on May 30, 
1962. It resolved to establish a border area, consisting of a ten- to 100-meter-wide strip 
behind the Wall, according to local conditions. The traffic in the immediate vicinity 
of the Wall was to be restricted and unauthorized people were to be denied access. 
The area was to be closed to traffic with additional fencing to keep passersby away. To 
supplement the monitoring of local residents and pedestrians, residential buildings, 
factories, and arcades were to be demolished to form an open terrain.19 With that, 
the creation of a distinct, especially guarded space at the Wall began independent of 
opinions being voiced in Moscow.

The Council of Ministers of the GDR and an order of the Minister of Defense, 
both of which came into effect on June 22, 1963, legalized the special regulations in 
the border area after Soviet reservations had been dispelled.20 On July 18, the city 
commander demanded additional signage and blockades and ordered that the border 
area be cartographically defined. Access roads were to be secured with permanent 
barricades (barbed wire fencing, painted lines, earth walls, etc.). Further access roads 
were to have checkpoints with tollgates. The Ministry of Defense ordered the border 
troops to complete the marking of the border area by noon on June 23.21

The provisions of the June 1963 decree entered the Border Regulation of the GDR 
in March 1964, making them permanent.22 On the GDR side of the Wall—in some 
instances, in the middle of Berlin’s city center—an area was established in which 
life was regulated by a special security concept. In the beginning, fences blocked 
the border area at many points, and police guarded the entrance points, but in the 
early 1970s barriers began to disappear. Afterwards it was possible to enter the entire 
border area without restriction, although it continued to be prohibited. The size of 
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the area continued to change until 1989. In the 1970s and 80s, after the border barrier 
constructions were removed and surveillance throughout the GDR was intensified, the 
area was scaled down.

Policing/Prevention

The border area had been established so that escapees could be identified and arrested 
before they reached the border fortifications. Therefore, defining and marking the 
area as restricted was not enough; the area required additional police surveillance, 
which was aimed at two groups in particular: residents who were generally already 
under suspicion of planning an escape, and foreigners. The border area was heavily 
patrolled by border police and the East German Police (Volkspolizei).23 Violations of 
the border regulations, in particular of regulatory restrictions on everyday life, as well 
as violations of the reporting obligations and the evasion of those reports, were each 
punishable by up to 2,000 marks and imprisonment of up to two years.24 Entry and 
residence without explicit authorization were prohibited.

The population living in the border area was registered by July 25, 1963, after which 
the police began conducting identification checks at the entrances to the border area 
and patrolling inside the area.25 Residents had to register with the civil authorities in 
order to be allowed to continue living in the border area. Moving into the area also 
required a permit. So-called district committees determined, with considerable input 
from the Volkspolizei and the secret police, who would be permitted to move into the 
area. Residents had to appeal to the Volkspolizei to receive passes for their visitors, 
and these were initially only granted in the case of the death of an immediate family 
member. Cultural or political events were strictly forbidden. Restaurants, cinemas, 
and boarding houses had to close. Employees of businesses in the border area also 
required special passes, which were limited to six months. This also applied to doctors 
and craftsmen, which had a considerably adverse impact on the everyday lives of the 
local population. In 1963, some 16,000 residents in East Berlin and 16,000 employees 
of 120 companies were affected by these restrictions. To minimize the demands of 
monitoring, additional people were moved out of the restricted area, businesses were 
relocated and buildings demolished.26

Monitoring access to the restricted area was the task of the Volkspolizei. The 
purpose of time-restricted and especially limited permits for residents and employees 
that had to be renewed regularly was to screen people who had access to the Wall 
vicinity. Specific groups, immigrants from West Germany or returned escapees, were 
generally not granted passes. The same was true for stateless persons and Western 
foreigners. “Work-shy or asocial elements” and “promiscuous persons” were also 
deemed high-risk groups. Immigrants from the West and foreigners who already 
worked or lived there were to be monitored. Passes for private visitors were only 
issued in urgent cases.27

The authorities of the GDR could expel people from the border area with a simple 
order, regardless of how long they had resided there. Such orders were issued by the 
Department of Internal Affairs of the Municipal Administration in collaboration with 
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the secret police, border troops, and Volkspolizei. People were constantly being expelled 
until 1989. From December 1979 to May 1982, twenty-five applications for expulsion 
were filed by the border troops alone, two of them in Berlin.28 Compared with the rest 
of the GDR, the pressure to conform socially grew considerably in the border area as 
a result of the latent threat of expulsion. This affected not only political dissidence but 
also lifestyles that were classified as “asocial” or nonconformist.

Such decisions could not be contested legally, but they were subject to revision 
by appeal. In the 1980s, it was possible in some individual cases to acquire a permit 
authorizing a move into the border area by petition—mostly in cases where the 
Municipal Residence Commission had been sloppy, allowing people to move into 
residences without verifying the status of their permit beforehand. In one case, a 
man who had been found guilty of a political offense, who had attracted attention for 
“provocative behavior towards the Volkspolizei” on several occasions and who lived 
with a friend in the border zone without registering with the police, was even able, at 
least temporarily, to stay by petitioning Erich Honecker, threatening to quit his job and 
applying to leave the country.29

Over time, the border area became subject to surveillance by border troops, the 
Volkspolizei, and the secret police, a level of control that was intense, even by GDR 
standards. The border guards surveyed the hinterland of the Wall from their watchtowers 
in the border strip and set up patrols in the border area. In the police stations along the 
Wall, half of the personnel was employed exclusively for this purpose.30 They checked 
IDs and passes and during foot patrols collected information from residents that they 
could follow up onsite. The buildings were also inspected regularly. Cellars and attics 
had to be fitted with locks that met specific security standards, but that could readily 
be unlocked by the border troops.31 Measures to monitor the border area worked quite 
well to prevent escapes; in the early 1980s approximately 80 percent of all potential 
escapees were arrested before reaching the first obstacle at the border strip.32 However, 
this monitoring also had adverse effects: the residents felt they were being continuously 
watched.

Security authorities were supported by a number of honorary assistants and 
informers.33 Border troops and the Volkspolizei employed so-called volunteer 
assistants who were brought in for additional support in the evenings. In contrast 
to the informants of the secret police who remained invisible, these people were 
employed in the border area primarily for patrolling. Gatekeepers were charged with 
checking residence permits at building entrances. In the 1980s, additional support 
groups recruited from the local population of the border area were added. In allotment 
gardens, nursery schools, schools, and other public establishments, “border security 
groups” (Grenzsicherheitsaktive) had to be on the lookout for foreigners and help 
prevent escape attempts. In the border area of Berlin’s Treptow district, in which 1,367 
people resided in 1984, the Volkspolizei had at its disposal more than 178 volunteer 
assistants; the number of border troop assistants is not known, but was likely about 
fifty. Furthermore, there were twenty-three “committees for order and safety in the 
border area,” forty-six “border safety groups,” and 279 “associates of the social border 
notification reporting system.”34 Moreover, civil authorities and additional persons 
were also involved in the surveillance system.35 The border area was thus covered 
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by a tight system of surveillance. These volunteer assistants did not always work 
according to guidelines, but their existence alone strengthened the enormous pressure 
to conform.

Transgression/Conflicts

The residents in the border area were required to submit applications to the Volkspolizei 
for private visits weeks in advance so that an investigation could be conducted by 
the secret police. Permits were approved only restrictively, and applicants had to 
provide detailed justification. Because of the mandatory authorization process, many 
activities that were in themselves quite ordinary, such as having visitors or bringing 
home a girlfriend in the evening, were connected with a disproportionate amount 
of bureaucratic effort, had to be aborted, or became illegal. To comply with border 
regulations, a significant part of social life had to take place outside the border area, 
and therefore outside the domestic setting.

The numerous inspections and the intense monitoring resulted in a large number 
of temporary arrests, which tied up a considerable amount of the Volkspolizei forces, 
who had to investigate whether it was a simple misdemeanor punishable by fine, or a 
case of preparing an escape or even an actual flight attempt. In the border area of the 
Potsdam district, the Volkspolizei detected 60 percent of the 1,392 prosecuted cases 
of violations of the border regulations in 1982 and 1983; the others were reported by 
different authorities.36 Many of the people who were arrested had not understood the 
significance of the restricted area. In other cases, everyday logic had led them to ignore 
the prohibitions. In 1984, two pupils from Teltow were arrested in the border area 
because they wanted to pick up a school friend. They were taken to the police station 
and intensely interrogated and finally handed over to their parents who were lectured 
by the Volkspolizei about the border regulations. Another pupil was arrested because 
he had helped his mother, a postal worker, carry the mail. A man was arrested while 
visiting family friends because he had stepped two meters into the border area. For 
this, he had to pay a fine of ten marks.37 Numerous such examples exist: again and 
again, people ended up, purposely or unintentionally, in the border area.38

The implementation of the access restrictions was already causing considerable 
problems in 1965/6. Many businesses in the border area did not comply because the 
efforts of controlling were too time consuming. During business deliveries, attention 
was not always paid as to whether the drivers had a border permit, and there was a 
reluctance to repeatedly send people without a permit away. To some extent, violations 
were an outgrowth of everyday necessities. Many people entered the border area for 
personal reasons, for example, to bring women home safely or to take a shortcut. Others 
overlooked the prohibition signs when they were under the influence of alcohol.39 
Neither did doctors let the lack of a pass keep them from visiting patients. There were 
visitors from both East and West Berlin who simply wanted to see the Wall. Numerous 
people were also confused, disregarded the warning signs, entered the border area to 
tell the border soldiers their opinions on the border regime, or to criticize the SED, 
or the political system of the GDR.40 The implementation of the restrictions caused 
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problems from the start, especially in places where security authorities had to rely on 
the cooperation and obedience of the people.

From the perspective of the authorities, the problem was exacerbated by border area 
residents who assisted escapees, as the alarmed SED leadership of the district Potsdam 
determined in 1965. There were examples of citizens using their knowledge of the area 
to provide “help and assistance” to escapees. The district leadership concluded that this 
security problem could only be resolved through the close collaboration of all security 
agencies and local party representatives with the residents at the border.41

But surveillance and close cooperation remained ineffective. The Berlin Criminal 
Investigation Department determined that, in 1976, people were no longer abiding 
by the border regulations and were entering the border area without authorization, 
justifying their actions offensively. According to their analysis, 90 percent of the 
border regulation violations were connected to visits from friends and family. In 
accounts from the Volkspolizei, border area residents abetted the misdemeanors by 
not exerting enough influence on their visitors and not urging them to obey the 
border regulations. A portion of the population was of the opinion that passes were 
no longer required.42

The obstinate disregard for the regulations irritated the Volkspolizei even more 
since they were not used to being publicly contradicted. Some residents were obviously 
fed up with the restrictions and had little fear of punishment. The longer the Wall 
stood, the less necessary seemed the special regulations to a growing proportion of 
the population. Having grown accustomed to the Wall, they found the restrictions 
increasingly anachronistic. Living space in East Berlin had grown scarce, making 
apartments in the border area more acceptable, but younger people in particular were 
less eager to tolerate the associated restrictions on their everyday lives.

The conflicts point to a fundamental problem that was related to security concepts 
for the border area. A portion of the border residents distanced itself from the state, 
which relied on residents’ compliance and strove for their collaboration. It was not 
only the restrictions that created tension but also the increasingly visible distrust 
on the part of the regime. Evidently, the majority of those who had reluctantly, but 
successfully assimilated into the system felt especially annoyed. Citizens who had 
shown willingness to offer the cooperation expected of them at work and in their free 
time, as well as the ostentatious loyalty demanded, especially chalked this fundamental 
mistrust up to the state.43 They saw it as a personal affront and insult, when they were 
denied passes for friends and family members. The secret police reported that those 
who were affected by the rules and the surveillance measures repeatedly criticized the 
lack of trust, and this information was spread in the state apparatus.

Repression/Negotiations

By implementing specific regulations in the border area behind the Wall to solve the 
problem of escapes, the SED created a new source of urban disorder. The restrictions 
were so severe and palpable that they considerably diminished the quality of life. 
Everyday tasks led to regulatory infractions whose connection to the border regime 
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made them a matter of state security in the view of the SED. The party attempted to 
solve this self-created regulatory problem by intensifying surveillance.

The Volkspolizei responded to violations with temporary arrests. That enabled 
them, along with the secret police, to use interrogations and personal data searches to 
determine whether the person in question had been under suspicion of attempting an 
escape in the past. If that was not the case, the arrested person was released, usually 
after intensive instruction and paying a fine. However, detailed reports and accounts 
of such cases had to be submitted in writing. For the Volkspolizei, arresting people who 
were barely aware of having done something wrong took considerable effort, but did 
not appear to have a deterring effect.

The SED tried to strengthen public relations in an effort to change the attitudes of at 
least a part of the population. By 1965 “honorary military political advisory councils” 
had been formed at the daily papers, and, in 1964, the Märkische Volksstimme, the 
Potsdam district newspaper, published 139 articles about the border troops. This 
meant that Potsdamers could read about matters of border control and the successes 
of the border troops over breakfast every three days.44 Strong pressure was placed on 
people to act as informants. When students at a school in Berlin’s Köpenick district 
discovered an escapee in October 1965, they were already so well-conditioned that one 
of them informed the Volkspolizei while the others kept an eye on the escapee. As a 
reward, the Volkspolizei awarded the young informer a new bicycle during the rollcall 
for the Young Pioneers, and the BZ am Abend published a laudatory article.45

But the propaganda was not sufficient. According to the criteria of the border 
troops, satisfactory integration of the border had not been achieved by the early 1970s. 
At a conference with the secret police, General Erich Peter, chief of the border troops, 
pointed out that over half of all escapees were residents of the border area. An officer 
of the secret police seconded him, stating that the statistics showed that the pressure 
on the Berlin Wall was stemming from the hinterlands near the border.46 It remained 
so for the next several years, which seemed to be a problem especially because the 
residents in the Wall’s vicinity were more successful in their escape attempts than those 
who lived further away in the GDR. The relatively high involvement of the border 
residents in the flight movement remained a problem for the SED until 1989.

One of the possibilities that was repeatedly discussed among the security agencies 
and the SED was to place greater restrictions on the allocation of passes. The use of 
passes to regulate access was the source of constant conflict between the residents and 
the Volkspolizei and SED. The last was cautious in this point, because it endangered 
the other goal of party officials, namely, to mobilize the border population’s help in 
securing the border. Because the permits required verification from the Volkspolizei 
and secret police in coordination with other agencies, they involved relatively long 
processing times. The discontent produced by this and the denial of private applications 
concerned the party officials responsible for engaging the population’s collaboration in 
different social and political efforts of the SED.47

The differing responsibilities generated conflict among the agencies involved in the 
procedures for authorization. The border troops, which were held responsible for any 
successful escape attempts, had the strongest interest in limiting access to the border 
area as much as possible. The fewer people let through, the simpler their surveillance 
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and monitoring assignments in the border area, and the fewer potential escapees 
reached the Wall. The secret police defined escape prevention as their central concern 
in the mid-1970s. In their function as the overarching security authority, they sided 
with border troops. They repeatedly complained that the monitoring was sloppily 
managed and the stipulated consultation with their own responsible departments was 
often overlooked. The Volkspolizei, by way of contrast, saw the review of applicants 
chiefly as extra work that required additional personnel. They tried to minimize the 
demands on their everyday duties. Standing in direct contact with the applicants and 
moreover under pressure to provide explanations, they were willing to some extent 
make some concessions. Local party councils feared the resentment of the citizenry and 
attempted to live up to their own claims of socialist justice. Furthermore, the criticism 
from border troops and secret police called into question the supposed educational 
successes in the mobilization of border residents for the political and social order of 
the GDR. They therefore mostly followed a similar line to the Volkspolizei and argued 
for easing regulations.48

On the basis of these different interests and viewpoints, the involved institutions 
laid out differing criteria for the approval of passes, the permissions for moving into 
the border area and expulsion orders. This led to conflicts over the general guidelines 
that had to be dealt with in numerous exceptional cases and which led to pointing 
blame when an issued pass facilitated an escape.

Criticism often targeted the practice of the Volkspolizei, which was described 
as too liberal. As early as 1963, border officers criticized that passes were being 
granted without prior thorough personal investigation. Moreover, the number of 
passes and permits for West Germans was too high.49 It was suggested that the 
Volkspolizei should use more intensive monitoring practices to limit illegal entry. 
In 1967 a high-ranking border officer complained that businesses in the border 
area, more specifically their police-like industrial security, gave out worker passes 
that were valid for one month to “allegedly verified persons.” According to him, at 
some railway buildings, a permit signed by a manager granted access to the border 
area. In addition, other companies were not sufficiently controlling entry onto their 
company grounds. In fact, even the East Berlin Construction Ministry only kept 
one logbook in which visitors had to sign themselves in. Such negligence yielded 
unfettered border area access to a large number of people, which significantly 
heightened the threat of escape.50

This is the line of argumentation that the border troops followed in the succeeding 
years. In 1974 the chief of the border troops criticized that “untrustworthy 
elements” were still able to travel into the border area and would exploit this for 
the “reconnaissance, preparation and realization of a border breach.” Apparently, 
the Volkspolizei’s investigation of the applicants was insufficient, and they issued 
too many permits.51 Such criticisms, compounded by individual cases in which pass 
holders had managed to escape, successfully focused the attention of the secret police 
on the escape of pass holders, and this attested to the considerable deficiencies in 
the verification and issuing practices of the Volkspolizei. The secret police further 
expanded the screening of applicants for entry to the border area. In addition, 
their district offices acquired a veto right against an affirmative decision from the 
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Volkspolizei.52 As a result, the secret police deepened their influence on the permit 
process in the last decades of the GDR. Whether they were successful in those efforts 
is not an issue for this chapter.

A second option to restrict illegal access entailed exerting direct pressure. Company 
managers who repeatedly sent craftsmen and other service personnel into the border 
area without a valid pass were summoned by the Volkspolizei or received a written 
warning. The same happened to residents who frequently received guests without 
passes: in the 1970s, they were summoned for a reprimand by the Volkspolizei. Because 
expulsion from the border area and the loss of one’s residence was a real possibility, 
there were often “no further incidents” to record after such a summons.53 In this way, 
specific successes were achieved, but they required a great deal of effort.

Third, to facilitate the inspection and be able to detect potential escapees, the secret 
police and the Volkspolizei established personalized und indexed border files that they 
would use to detect repeat offenders. After an arrest in the border area, the person was 
investigated at the next police station. If the individual did not have a permit, a fine was 
imposed. Furthermore, the Volkspolizei, together with the secret police, determined 
whether they were dealing with a case of attempted flight or scouting of the border 
fortifications. The personal data was recorded to make it possible to trace who had 
been found in the border area illegally at different locations or by different agencies. 
Should this be the case, or if the person was known to the authorities, the secret police 
either took him into custody or placed him under surveillance.

People held under suspicion included returnees and immigrants from West 
Germany. In Berlin, they were recorded in files that were kept by the Volkspolizei district 
offices (Inspektion). In 1965, it was possible to identify a person who was recorded 
in the files. On October 10, an employee of the secret police who had deserted was 
arrested in the city district of Köpenick. In the hearing, he admitted having talked in 
a restaurant about the possibility of fleeing to West Berlin with a man whose name he 
did not know. The only thing he knew about the man was his approximate age and 
that he had already fled to the West once before. Five days later the district office in 
Berlin-Mitte was able to present a list of fifty-three men living in the near vicinity of 
the restaurant, who were recorded returnees. The secret police arrested a man having 
identified him using photos included with the list.54

The Berlin criminal investigation department also kept files on people who had 
profited from an unauthorized visit to the border area. Because visitors could only be 
discouraged by draconian measures, pressure had to be put on those who were visited, 
who were more easily influenced by the threat of expulsion. In 1976, the Border Task 
Force of the Criminal Investigation Department began to create a file in the Mitte 
district on people who frequently had visitors without passes. In 1977, the file included 
fourteen people and served as the basis for the aforementioned police warnings. The 
Volkspolizei created a similar file for Prenzlauer Berg in 1973, with entries dating 
back to the year 1971.55 A “file of border endangerer” of the Criminal Investigation 
Department is also mentioned in 1981, but it is unclear how long it was kept and what 
type of person was recorded in it.56

Because violations of the border regulation were generally handled by different 
authorities onsite and punished with a warning or a small fine, the accumulation of 
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instances of illegal entry could not be assessed using locally managed files. In order to 
find out who was surveying border facilities and planning an escape and who had been 
caught multiple times doing so, the data needed to be compared. Therefore, the secret 
police centralized recordkeeping in May 1980. From then on, according to Instruction 
1/80, all violations of border regulations had to be fed into a central database of persons 
(Zentrale Personendatenbank, ZPDB). The database included investigation results of 
the secret police as well as violations assessed by the Volkspolizei, their assistants, the 
border troops, the border assistants, and other authorities.57

The centralization of the data, however, did not completely solve the problem of 
local investigations. It soon became evident that neither the border troops nor the 
Volkspolizei had submitted thorough arrest reports. The other security authorities 
were not capable or willing to hand over detailed reports on relevant data quickly 
because the task required a comparatively high effort on their part.58 In 1983, for 
example, only 35 percent of cases of the Volkspolizei in the district of Potsdam were 
reported to the secret police.59 Neither continual criticism nor the increase of secret 
police agents working as police officers in the Volkspolizei had an impact on this 
deficit. In 1986, the suspicion was expressed that many border violations not only 
were not reported, but were not even punished “in order to spare someone from 
having to write a report.”60

Conclusion

The SED built the Wall in an attempt to solve a problem: the majority of the GDR 
population did not agree with its ideas on social order, and therefore many wanted 
to leave the country. Feeling to stand in competition with the Federal Republic, the 
party perceived the growing escape movement as rejection by part of the population 
and a form of rebellion against its rule in the GDR. By establishing a restricted 
area behind the Wall as means to solve the persistant escape problem, the GDR 
rulers turned a political conflict into a long-term regulatory matter for the police. 
The restrictions connected with the regulations for the border area made common 
behavior patterns illegal. It was, in the end, the security concept for the border 
area, which produced violations of norms. The longer the Wall stood, the more 
anachronist the restrictions felt to a growing number of residents, who responded 
by simply disregarding them as bothersome.

With that, the SED in East Berlin created a new phenomenon of urban disorder. 
The context of the border regime turned everyday actions into potentially state-
endangering offences. When the party reacted by casting a dense net of surveillance 
over the municipal territory, a permanent conflict between border residents and 
security authorities arose. The deployment of numerous informants and voluntary 
assistants in both open and secret surveillance created an extraordinary social pressure 
to conform. Nevertheless, the imposed administrative fines and the threatening 
gestures lost their ability to deter through fear. The state mistrust that was expressed 
through the surveillance only strengthened the conflicts of loyalty within a border 
population that was growing increasingly self-confident.
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The violations of the border regulations were so frequent and their disregard so 
blatant that the Volkspolizei, which was tasked with enforcing them, refused to step in, 
in part to avoid further conflicts with the population but also to conserve their own 
resources. They were prepared to use legal measures in the border area to put selective 
pressure on residents. Although local councils of the SED, which were concerned about 
the loyalty and the mobilization potential of the population, followed a similar line. The 
Volkspolizei drew criticism from the border troops, who wanted to deflect the escape 
problem as far as possible from the realm of their responsibility and from the Wall. 
They were seconded by the secret police, the Stasi, and the central SED leadership, who 
perceived the escape problem as a severe threat to the existence of the GDR. Regulating 
access led to a long-lasting conflict among the involved agencies, a conflict they were 
unable to resolve. Due to a lack of cooperation, implementing central files also proved 
unsuccessful, in particular because the substantial curbing of violations and escape 
attempts by the border population remained the standard of measure.

Through a cautious defiance, as becomes visible in the breach of the border 
regulation, and against the background of sustained conflict between the authorities 
involved in the border regime, some residents were able to reclaim a degree of social 
freedom of movement in direct conflict with the state power. Such negotiation 
processes are especially visible at the border, as becomes apparent with the successive 
reduction of in the size of the border area. The relevance of the border regime for the 
SED leadership prompted a relatively heavy amount of reporting, and the conflicts 
connected to it vividly highlight stances, strategies, and processes. For a social history 
of the GDR that is interested in studying social conflicts, their conditions and results, 
as well as in the question of the legitimacy of the socialist social order, the border 
regime remains a central subject.
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In the summer of 1988, Berlin was the pop and rock ’n’ roll capital of the world.1 
Among others, Joe Cocker, James Brown, and Bryan Adams performed at the outdoor 
bicycle racetrack in Berlin Weißensee in East Germany. On July 19, “The Boss” 
himself, Bruce Springsteen, and the E-Street Band played in front of a crowd of 160,000 
ticket holders as well as many, many more who had entered the grounds after the state 
youth organizers had caved in to popular demand and opened all the gates. Officially, 
it had been declared a “Konzert für Nikaragua,” celebrating the ninth anniversary of 
the Sandinista Revolution. The series of concerts had been organized as a reaction to 
the three-day “Concert for Berlin,” held at the Reichstag the year before, when David 
Bowie, Genesis, and other international bands had rocked West Berlin on the occasion 
of the 750th anniversary of the city. Fans in the East who had tried to get close enough 
to hear the music, some of them shouting “down with the Wall” and celebrating the 
reformist Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, had been driven away by the police and 
the Stasi, the GDR’s secret police. In 1988, there was another series of concerts held 
at the Reichstag, but this time the East German government was prepared, and its 
youth organization FDJ brought some Western superstars including James Brown to 
the GDR. The “Godfather of Soul” sang in one part of the city while, at the same time, 
Pink Floyd played in the other. On June 19, 1988, Michael Jackson was scheduled to 
perform at the Reichstag. The Stasi was now placed on alert, fearing confrontations 
with East German Jackson fans this time.2

At first, the possibility of a diversionary concert (Ablenkkonzert) was discussed. 
The idea was to show Jackson’s performance on video screens in a stadium with a brief 
tape delay so that—should an undesirable political statement be made—the broadcast 
could be interrupted and video of an earlier Jackson concert shown. Instead, as part 
of the three-day Friedenswoche der Berliner Jugend (Berlin Youth Peace Week) in 
Weißensee, Canadian Bryan Adams, introduced by East Germany’s figure skating star 
and Olympic champion Katarina Witt, brought “‘The Summer of ’69” to the East in 
a virtual song contest with Michael Jackson. Still, thousands of young East Germans 
instead went to the Brandenburg Gate to hear the “King of Pop’s” first concert in Berlin 
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and this time West German TV crews trying to report on this were harassed by the 
Stasi.3

During the Cold War, the international credibility of both the United States and 
the Soviet Union was in part tied to their credibility in a divided Germany and a 
divided Berlin. If there was “America’s Berlin,” as Ernest May has convincingly argued, 
then there surely was “Russia’s Berlin” as well.4 East and West Berlin were of special 
symbolic significance. They were showcases to prove the superiority of the respective 
systems they represented and were competing politically, ideologically, economically, 
and culturally. That also made the divided city especially attractive for international 
visitors, politicians, artists, and others. And, in the summer of 1988, it provided music 
fans on both sides of the Wall with a spectacular lineup of stars.

At other times during the Cold War, it was political “stars” competing for attention 
in Berlin, sometimes in close temporal proximity with one another. On June 26, 
1963, President John F. Kennedy came to West Berlin. Only two days later, his 
Soviet counterpart, Nikita Khrushchev, arrived in East Berlin. Both were actors on 
a global stage and in late June of 1963, the city became their platform for carefully 
choreographed performances featuring multiple directors. Andreas Daum, in his 
major study on “Kennedy in Berlin,” has emphasized “the dynamics of the public sphere 
and the performative quality of politics.”5 Regarding Cold War Berlin, this involved 
ensuring a certain level of visibility, not just of military forces, but also of prominent 
representatives. The visits by Kennedy and Khrushchev to Berlin, the latter planned 
as a direct response to that of Kennedy, were staged for many different audiences. In 
order to understand their importance, meaning, and symbolism, they need to be put 
into the larger historical context of the Second Berlin Crisis. The latter also provided 
the backdrop for another visit to Berlin, in this case to both parts of the divided city, by 
the American civil rights leader, Martin Luther King, Jr. from September 12–14, 1964. 
With few exceptions, those who have written about the visits of King, Khrushchev, 
and Kennedy to Berlin—the last of which garnered the most attention—have used 
Western sources. For this chapter, the East German press, especially the official party 
daily, Neues Deutschland, was analyzed.

Credibility and the Second Berlin Crisis

For the United States, the Berlin Airlift—a reaction to the blockade of the Western part 
of the city that Stalin had imposed on June 24, 1948—had long-term consequences. 
US security interests became even more closely tied to those of Western Europe 
than before, the goal of defending the freedom of West Berliners became crucial 
to American credibility in the Cold War and was also invoked during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis or in American justifications for escalating its military engagement 
in Vietnam.6 Partly as a consequence of that, for a couple of decades the governing 
mayor of Berlin assumed a symbolic and political role that was at least as important as 
that of the German chancellor. As the top representative of Berlin, Willy Brandt was 
welcomed to the White House by Kennedy as early as mid-March 1961. Chancellor 
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Konrad Adenauer, in stark contrast, did not meet the president in Washington until 
November 1962.7

Kennedy’s visit to the divided city in June 1963 has to be seen in the context of the 
Second Berlin Crisis. In November 1958, during Eisenhower’s second term, Khrushchev 
had issued an ultimatum to the other three occupying powers—France, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States—demanding a new status for East Germany and West 
Berlin.8 Khrushchev wanted Berlin to become a “free” and demilitarized city. He also 
threatened to sign a separate peace treaty with the GDR. The goal was to drive the 
Western powers out of the city. His ultimatum eventually expired, but the Soviet leader 
renewed it soon after the Vienna summit meeting with Kennedy in early June 1961. 
This put even more pressure on the American president, who many felt had not stood 
up to Khrushchev in Vienna. What was at stake was what Robert McMahon described 
as one of “the most critical of all U.S. foreign policy objectives,” namely, credibility. 
McMahon rightly emphasized its “double meaning.” In addition to credibility vis-à-vis 
its “enemies,” America’s credibility with its allies was equally important. They should 
not doubt that the US would be ready to use military force to defend their freedom and 
territorial integrity.9 This was as much about capabilities as about beliefs and perceptions 
which “could be as important as the real thing,” as John Lewis Gaddis argued.10

Kennedy needed to reaffirm and restore American credibility on Berlin twice in the 
summer of 1961, the first time with the Soviet leadership. The stakes were high, and 
the outcome of the Berlin conflict, as former Secretary of State Dean Acheson argued 
after the Vienna summit, “will go far to determine the confidence of Europe—indeed, 
of the world—in the United States. It is not too much to say that the whole position of 
the United States is in the balance.” The consensus was that Kennedy had to send a clear 
message to counter the perception of weakness. He did so in a TV and radio address on 
the Berlin Crisis on July 25, 1961. The American president warned the Soviets that an 
attack on West Berlin “will be regarded as an attack upon us all.” The security and freedom 
of West Berlin was inseparable from that of America. In his so-called “three essentials,” 
Kennedy made clear where no compromise would be possible: 1. the occupation rights 
of the Allies in West Berlin; 2. free access to West Berlin; 3. the freedom of the West 
Berliners. Kennedy talked about Berlin’s political significance at length:

For West Berlin lying exposed 110 miles inside East Germany, surrounded by 
Soviet troops and close to Soviet supply lines, has many roles. It is more than a 
showcase of liberty, a symbol, an island of freedom in a Communist sea. It is even 
more than a link with the Free World, a beacon of hope behind the Iron Curtain, 
an escape hatch for refugees. West Berlin is all of that. But above all it has now 
become—as never before—the great testing place of Western courage and will, a 
focal point where our solemn commitments stretching back over the years since 
1945, and Soviet ambitions now meet in basic confrontation.11

In his speech, Kennedy also asked Congress for even more defense spending and 
requested money for civil defense. According to public opinion polls at the time, a 
majority of the American public supported him on this and was ready to go to war 
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for the freedom of West Berlin.12 In Moscow, reactions were strong. According 
to John McCloy, the chairman of the Council on Foreign Relations and former US 
High Commissioner in Germany, Khrushchev stated that the president had “in effect 
declared preliminary war” on the Soviets.13

The speech had an additional, unintended effect. The fact that Kennedy had 
repeatedly and deliberately spoken only about West Berlin had also been registered 
in East Germany, so that the stream of people leaving the country via West Berlin 
actually grew, putting additional pressure on the SED and on Khrushchev, whose 
own credibility—not least because of the two ultimatums—was also closely tied to 
the city. He finally agreed to the request by the East German leadership to close the 
border between East and West Berlin. The process began on August 13, 1961. Robert 
Dallek fittingly described the American reaction to what became “the Wall” as “studied 
caution.”14 The State Department sent out a strong protest, but that was it for a couple 
of days. There was even a sense of relief within the Kennedy administration that a 
war to defend the freedom of West Berlin had become very unlikely now. Kennedy’s 
adviser Kenneth O’Donnell described the president’s view of the situation:

Actually he saw the wall as the turning point that would lead to the end of the 
Berlin crisis. He said to me: “Why would Khrushchev put up a wall if he really 
intended to seize Berlin? There wouldn’t be any need of a wall if he occupied the 
whole city. This is his way out of the predicament. It’s not a very nice solution, but 
a wall is a hell of a lot better than a war.”15

But Kennedy had underestimated the psychological effect of the events in Berlin 
that would lead to a second crisis of credibility that summer, this time with America’s 
allies. According to Edward R. Murrow, who had arrived in West Berlin on August 12, 
the USA was now facing “a crisis of confidence which endangers quite seriously our 
position.” Kennedy’s speech on July 25, the director of the United States Information 
Service (USIA) argued, had been viewed as a firm public confirmation of the United 
States’ commitment to Berlin. In contrast to that, the American reaction to the border 
closing had led to “disillusionment,” a “feeling of letdown.”16 This is reflected in the 
August 16, 1961 edition of West Germany’s largest daily tabloid Bild-Zeitung, which in 
characteristically large letters ran the front page headline:

The East is Acting—What Is the West Doing?
The West Is Doing NOTHING.
President Kennedy Remains Silent …
Macmillan Is Hunting …
and Adenauer Is Complaining about Willy Brandt.17

The main message of the paper’s editorial on the left-hand side of the front page read: 
“We are disappointed”: disappointed in the Western alliance, which claimed that Allied 
rights had not been touched and which seemed to leave the Germans, and especially 
the West Berliners, alone in one of their darkest hours. Partly moved by public pressure, 
Berlin’s Governing Mayor Willy Brandt had already sent a letter to Kennedy with a 
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similar message the day before. In it, he criticized the weak reaction of the Western 
Allies, and while he did not doubt Allied guarantees of the freedom of West Berlin, he 
warned of “political psychological dangers in two respects”: a growing confidence of 
the Eastern powers and “a crisis of confidence in Western powers.” West Berlin, instead 
of being the place people flee to, could now become the place that people flee from, 
Brandt warned.18

While Kennedy was angry about the rather undiplomatic letter from Germany, he 
quickly understood that something needed to be done to restore America’s credibility. 
Murrow, mostly worried about the “psychological climate,” had recommended to “take 
a number of steps which need not necessarily affect the substance of our position 
but which if sufficiently well publicized would evidence the interest and support 
which we have so often pledged.”19 Kennedy did just that by sending Vice President 
Lyndon B. Johnson and General Lucius D. Clay, the hero of the airlift, as his personal 
emissaries to Berlin. Furthermore, 1,500 additional American soldiers were ordered 
to West Berlin to restore confidence. In a letter to Brandt, Kennedy called the latter 
“symbolic—but not symbolic only.” That was also true of his decision to send Johnson 
and Clay. “This was not shallow show business,” Andreas Daum wrote, “but performed 
crisis management in the service of realpolitik.”20

On August 20, 1961, Ambassador Walter C. Dowling cabled to Washington that 
Johnson and Clay had brought a “record-breaking one million” people to the streets. 
Johnson, who at first had not been happy about his mission to Berlin, literally mingled 
with the crowds and even happily drank from open bottles of wine handed to him. The 
visit was an “overwhelming success in restoring Berlin morale […] the most significant 
event in Berlin history since lifting of blockade,” Dowling reported. Like Clay and 
Johnson, the 1,500 American soldiers who had been sent from West Germany to 
West Berlin to demonstrate one of the three essentials—access—were cheered by 
large crowds: “Battle group commander said only comparable welcome ‘was when we 
liberated France’.”21 The Washington Sunday Star on August 20, 1961 called it “a good 
deal of play acting. And yet, at this time and in this place, the most absurdly theatrical 
gestures can be of the greatest importance.”22 Two years later, the president himself 
would receive an even more triumphant welcome in West Berlin.23

Kennedy in Berlin

The year 1963 proved a difficult time in transatlantic relations. The Kennedy 
administration had concerns about the Franco-German treaty of friendship (Elysée 
Treaty), which French President Charles de Gaulle and West German Chancellor 
Konrad Adenauer had signed in January 1963. The Americans saw the treaty as 
signaling a possible Franco-German axis that could even lead to a separate settlement 
with the Soviet Union. One of the main purposes of Kennedy’s visit to Western 
Europe and especially to West Germany in June 1963 was therefore to reassert the 
importance of the Western alliance under American leadership, especially against 
French attempts to reduce US influence in Europe. Again, that involved much 
more than a traditional power play and also meant outperforming de Gaulle. The 
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French president had visited Germany in early September of the previous year and 
received a warm welcome from hundreds of thousands of people in the streets. On 
September 4, 1962 at Bonn City Hall, the former leader of the French resistance 
against Nazi occupation spoke of his admiration for “the great German people” (das 
große deutsche Volk)—in German! Another goal of Kennedy’s trip was to renew 
American credibility in Europe, which had suffered during the height of the Second 
Berlin Crisis in 1961. The Berlin visit would be the highlight of that trip—together 
with Kennedy’s stop in Ireland, which had a special personal meaning for the 
descendant of poor Irish immigrants.24

Once Kennedy’s plans to visit Western Europe had become known in early 1963, 
Adenauer invited him to add Germany to his itinerary. Willy Brandt quickly followed 
with his own invitation to the president. By the second half of March, Kennedy had 
committed to visiting West Berlin. It would be the final destination in Germany after 
Cologne, Bonn, Frankfurt, and Wiesbaden. Kennedy would be the first American 
president to come to the city since 1945. There was some debate at home as to whether 
the president should go to Europe at this point in time. Some thought he should 
focus instead on the major civil rights conflicts being played out in places such as 
Birmingham, Alabama. Others doubted that anything could be achieved. The trip was, 
however, carefully planned, especially the day Kennedy would spend in the Western 
part of divided Berlin.25

On that day, the focus would not be on political discussions or meetings, but on 
making an impression. A telegram from the Berlin Mission to the State Department 
sent on May 1, 1961, discussed the preliminary planning and the goals of the president’s 
visit. These included “to demonstrate anew and unmistakably breadth and depth of 
US-Berlin solidarity […] in impressive and personalized form.” Kennedy’s visit should 
“produce advantageous political impression internationally” as well as give Berliners 
“helpful (albeit at moment not essential) psychological lift.” To reach these goals and to 
get “maximum (preferably record) public attendance,” several suggestions were made. 
Instead of Kennedy spending hours inside City Hall, the tour of the city in an open 
limousine should be extended. The telegram also called for “additional crowd capacity 
areas […] for supplemental mass appearances” as well as “increase[d] exposure of 
important target groups to the president.”26 Most of those recommendations were 
taken up.

President Kennedy spent only eight hours in the city, much of that time being 
driven through the streets.27 The carefully planned fifty-three-kilometer-long route 
passed along Kurfürstendamm and the Gedächtniskirche as well as some of the new 
housing developments. More than 1 million cheering people lined the streets. For the 
afternoon, another speech at Freie Universität Berlin had been added. The university, 
founded with American support in 1948, had become an important symbol of the close 
relationship between the USA and Berlin. And here the president would be exposed to 
one of the most important target groups: German students.

Kennedy did not plan to visit the Eastern part of the city and had said so again in a 
press conference in Bonn on June 24. But he did insist on a stop at Checkpoint Charlie, 
where, in October 1961, the famous tank confrontation had taken place. Not doing 
so might have been interpreted as a show of weakness. Brandt had instead wanted 
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him to visit the monument for the victims of the Wall. Kennedy also stopped at the 
Brandenburg Gate.28

His visit was met with much interest, and not only in Berlin. German TV and radio 
provided complete live coverage. In addition, there was partial live coverage in the 
USA and in other places around the world. In part because de Gaulle’s visit loomed 
large, many people wondered whether the American president would say a few words 
in German. Some statements had been prepared for him in “German” or rather in 
something that would sound German when read:

ish FROYA mish
im FRY-en bear-LEAN tsu zine.
dee SHTAT ist ine LOISH-tendes zim-bowl
fear oy-RO-pah oont dee GANTSA VELT.
ear MOOT
oont ee-ra OUSE-dow-ar
habn dee VORTA
ish bin ine bear-LEAN-ar
tsu inem shtolt-sen be-KENT-niss
VAIR-den lassn.29

Kennedy possibly felt somewhat uncomfortable reading this strange “German” and he 
decided not use most of the lines. Seeing the Wall in a number of places, Kennedy was 
touched and also decided that the draft for his main speech at City Hall in Schöneberg, 
which had gone through many revisions, did not feel appropriate anymore. Instead, 
he decided mostly to improvise what would become one of his most famous speeches. 
He did use a couple of lines in German, including the now iconic Ich bin ein Berliner, 
written down on a notecard a few minutes before.30 But he added a strong criticism 
of communism and the Wall, calling it “the most obvious and vivid demonstration 
of the failures of the communist system, for all the world to see, […] an offense not 
only against history but an offense against humanity, separating families, dividing 
husbands and wives and brothers and sisters, and dividing a people who wish to be 
joined together.” Kennedy also argued that cooperation with the Soviets would not be 
possible.31 That, however, was in sharp contrast to the content and spirit of another one 
of his famous speeches, delivered at the American University in Washington, DC, just 
a couple of weeks before. In it, Kennedy had powerfully questioned the Cold War logic, 
emphasized what both sides had in common, and shown his readiness to negotiate.32 
Indeed, the tone of his speech at Berlin’s City Hall shocked some of his advisers. A 
few hours later, Kennedy used his speech at Freie Universität Berlin to reaffirm his 
commitment to working together with the Soviets.33

Overall, Kennedy’s trip was a tremendous success, its impact going beyond West 
Berlin and West Germany. After only his first day in the country, Universal Newsreels 
could happily tell viewers back home that he had “won friends by the millions.” And, 
even more importantly, in Cologne, “twice the number” of people had welcomed the 
American president than had greeted the French president the year before, “when he 
was here to woo Adenauer into the French camp.” Narrator Ed Herlihy made it sound 
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as if that made the United States twice as important as France.34 That part of the mission 
seemed to have been accomplished with ease. In addition, the cheers of “Ken-ne-dy” 
from millions of people in the streets could also be regarded as signs of thankfulness by 
the German people and the West Berliners for the help and support the United States 
had given them for so many years. While Kennedy had been celebrated like a pop star 
in several Latin American countries before, the proximity to the communist bloc in 
divided Berlin ensured that his triumphant day in the city sent a much bigger political 
message to both East and West. Some of that was due to the careful planning that had 
gone into every detail of his Berlin visit. But, ironically, the trip is best remembered 
for the speech at City Hall where Kennedy had disregarded the script. In what, as his 
widow Jackie wrote, might be her husband’s most remembered words, Kennedy had 
strongly and emotionally connected Western ideas of freedom to the city: “All free 
men, wherever they may live, are citizens of Berlin, and, therefore, as a free man, I take 
pride in the words ‘Ich bin ein Berliner!’”35

East Germany and the Kennedy visit

On the other side of the Wall, Kennedy’s visit had been regarded with much concern. 
After his plans had become known, the East German authorities even considered 
denying him overflight rights. But that position did not find support in Moscow, 
partly because the Americans had the right to use an air corridor. Instead, measures 
focused on publicly attacking Kennedy and the West German government, including 
the support of peace demonstrations in the Federal Republic and the distribution of a 
newspaper and leaflets in West Berlin on the day of Kennedy’s visit criticizing America’s 
policy toward Cuba and—in the spirit of Khrushchev’s ultimatum—demanding a 
normalization of the relationship between West Berlin and the GDR. In addition, the 
president was told: “Ami go home!”36 The space between the pillars of the Brandenburg 
Gate was covered with red cloth and the East German flag. This made it impossible 
for Kennedy to look through it. When he had reached an elevated platform near the 
Brandenburg Gate, a large sign in English was driven in front of the gate, reminding 
the president of the Yalta and Potsdam Agreements as well as warning him of German 
militarists and “Nazism.”37

Weeks in advance of Kennedy’s visit, East German media had launched an anti-
American propaganda campaign. It was directed by the “agitation committee” of the 
Central Committee of the SED, the GDR’s ruling party. The Agitationskommission, 
whose main job was to control and guide mass media to win public support for 
government policy, had asked East German media not to overrate Kennedy’s visit. 
Instead, they should focus on the denial of civil rights to African Americans, on the 
influence of revanchists in Bonn who did not recognize the new German borders, and 
on the Nazi past of German politicians.38 And so they did.

In May and June 1963, Neues Deutschland published dozens of articles on Kennedy, 
American politics, and the president’s planned trip to Germany. A major focus was 
on racial segregation and the civil rights movement in the United States. Describing 
protests and police violence in places such as Birmingham, Alabama, the newspaper 
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in late May criticized that while Kennedy saw the USA as a model democracy, African 
Americans were still living without rights like slaves and suffering the “inhuman 
terror of malicious white rabble-rousers.”39 In an editorial, Kennedy, the “crusader 
for democracy,” was criticized for not doing enough to support black Americans.40 
Repeatedly, the New York Times columnist Walter Lippmann and others were quoted 
as saying that Kennedy should stay at home and take care of important domestic issues. 
That seemed to make even more sense if one took the view that little could be achieved 
in Western Europe. There were political crises caused by scandals in Britain and Italy. 
In the Federal Republic, Adenauer had announced that Ludwig Erhard would soon 
replace him. And the successor for the recently deceased Pope John III would have 
been crowned only a few days before Kennedy’s arrival.41

The negative reporting was briefly muted after Kennedy had given his “Peace 
Speech” at the American University on June 10, especially since it had received 
a positive response from Khrushchev. And while it was criticized that Kennedy’s 
rhetoric was partly contradicted by his actions, the focus shifted to the revanchists 
in West Germany.42 Several articles dealt with their strong criticism of Kennedy and 
accused Adenauer of supporting them. In a lengthy article, Foreign Minister Lothar 
Bolz warned the American president of these warmongers who wanted to draw the 
United States into a nuclear war. A cartoon depicted four representatives of militaristic 
Landsmannschaften (Germans born in the former Eastern territories of the Reich) 
demanding Lebensraum in the East, the reintegration of the former German territories 
in the East that were lost after World War Two, and the nuclear bomb. Adenauer asked 
for Kennedy’s help in achieving these goals.43 Another cartoon showed the president 
shaking hands with Hans Globke. Adenauer’s chief of staff was depicted as a Nazi with 
a bloody hand that signified that, as one of the official commentators of the Nuremberg 
Laws, he bore responsibility for the death of millions of people. For the East German 
government, people such as Globke were proof that the Adenauer government had 
not broken with the German Nazi past. Since Kennedy did not listen to the many 
warnings, he was guilty by association.44

When the day of Kennedy’s arrival in Germany drew closer, Neues Deutschland 
once again focused on America’s domestic problems such as social injustice, high 
crime rates as well as racial segregation and violence against African Americans. A 
couple of cartoons showed Kennedy getting ready to preach order and human rights 
abroad instead of putting his own house in order. America’s military involvement in 
Vietnam was also criticized.45

A few days before Kennedy was scheduled to arrive, Neues Deutschland made fun 
of the security precautions for his visit to West Berlin.46 But there was comparatively 
little coverage of his actual trip and none on the enthusiastic welcome he received 
in places including Bonn and Cologne. His speech in the historic Paulskirche in 
Frankfurt was criticized because he had not discussed a German peace treaty.47 
The same was true for his day in Berlin. Again, there was no mention of the public 
response, but now the comments on what Kennedy had said became vicious. They 
were aimed especially at the president’s speech in front of City Hall. For Neues 
Deutschland, it had included “vile anti-communist attacks,” which provided direct 
support to West German revanchists. It was—rightly—pointed out that this was 
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“the language of the Cold War” and that it contradicted Kennedy’s speech at the 
American University on June 10. And while Kennedy had previously been accused 
of associating with former Nazis, an editorial now drew a direct comparison between 
his speech and those of Nazi leaders: “Weren’t these the anti-Communist tirades 
of Hitler and Goebbels that poured through the loudspeakers?” But the Wall had 
shown Kennedy the limits of his power. And there was special satisfaction that the 
sign that was driven in front of the Brandenburg Gate had supposedly disturbed 
Kennedy so much that he had left the Gate much sooner than originally planned, 
and that the message had had an impact on him for the rest of the day. The fact 
that the New York Times—seen as the official US paper—showed a photo of the sign 
on its front page with a translation the next day was also celebrated.48 That some 
international press outlets had remained critical of Kennedy’s visit was duly noted.49 
The Aktuelle Kamera, East Germany’s main TV news program, quoted I.F. Stone’s 
Bi-Weekly in its evening edition on June 26:

There’s a Wall Nearer Home than Berlin. Mr. Kennedy, like the rest of us, has much 
to learn in the racial crisis. It will not be solved by fitful leadership. He cannot 
make one good TV talk and then rush off to be photographed at the Wall in Berlin. 
He’d better stay home and concern himself with the no less real wall between white 
and black at home.50

The East German authorities had not been able to completely hide undesirable 
information from their own public, however. By listening to the live coverage by West 
Berlin radio stations, East Germans had witnessed the enormous impression Kennedy 
had made. Some East Germans held up a sign at Checkpoint Charlie welcoming 
Kennedy, and East German construction workers successfully smuggled a bouquet 
of flowers to Kennedy.51 But, overall, they felt that they had done well, controlling 
the impact and to some degree even disrupting the president’s plans. But the most 
spectacular reaction to the Kennedy visit came two days after he had left the city.

Khrushchev in Berlin

In early June, the CIA had reported rumors in SED circles that Nikita Khrushchev 
might come to East Berlin around the time of Kennedy’s visit to the Western part 
of the city, possibly “in order to confer with President Kennedy.” While there was 
no hard information, the CIA quite correctly regarded these rumors as “perhaps an 
indication of the party members’ concern over the possible impact of the presidential 
visit and the need to counter it.”52 Officially, the Soviet leader was still planning to 
visit Yugoslavia. But on June 24, one day after Kennedy had arrived in Germany, it 
was announced that Khrushchev would visit East Berlin and East Germany, beginning 
on June 28. The official reason was the seventieth birthday of East Germany’s leader, 
Walter Ulbricht, but Neues Deutschland admitted that it was a surprise visit, indirectly 
indicating that it had been planned not long in advance.53 Communist Party leaders 
from Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Bulgaria would come to Berlin as well. 
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In contrast to Kennedy, whose visit to the city marked the first by a US president after 
1945, it was Khrushchev’s seventh time in Berlin.54 But this visit was supposed to be 
special, precisely because it was designed as a direct response to Kennedy’s triumph. 
And not only was it triggered by it, Kennedy’s visit also served as a model for how to 
stage such an event. The West German UFA-Wochenschau newsreel correctly stated 
that Khrushchev’s visit was meant to “counterbalance” Kennedy’s.55

To build up emotions in the East German public, there was a lot of positive press 
coverage in advance of Khrushchev’s arrival. Daily front page headlines informed the 
readers about the upcoming visit. Day by day, even Neues Deutschland more and more 
resembled the tabloid press on its front page, with headlines getting larger and turning 
red and the text losing its formal tone. While on June 25 the newspaper at the top of the 
front page somewhat formally announced the “Visit of Comrade N.S. Khrushchev to 
the GDR,” the next day—again at the top of the front page—the headline read “Berlin 
Expecting Nikita.” And it quoted international media confirming that this was a sign 
of the unlimited support of the Soviet Union for East Germany.56

At the same time, GDR newspapers were still critically discussing Kennedy’s visit 
to West Berlin. The evening paper BZ am Abend announced Khrushchev’s visit in a 
small red box on the front page next to the large black headline: “Waves of Protest in 
the USA,” claiming that 20 million African Americans were demanding civil rights 
and the end of segregation. The article neither mentioned an existing petition signed 
by millions of people nor listed demonstrations whose number could have come close 
to 20 million, but the point was abundantly clear: Kennedy had left his country during 
a major crisis. In a similar way, the Berlin daily Berliner Zeitung printed both the 
announcement of Khrushchev’s visit and an article on racial violence and protest in 
the USA on its front page.57

Many articles in East German newspapers focused on the growing anticipation. 
“Ordinary citizens” described how much they were looking forward to be part of 
the crowds welcoming the Soviet leader. Neues Deutschland predicted a “triumphant 
welcome.” Berliners were officially asked to decorate the city and put up thousands of 
flags.58 The BZ described the visitor as a statesman who stood for peace, and on June 28, 
Neues Deutschland announced on its front page in large red letters: “Welcome, Germany’s 
Best Friend” next to a welcome poem written by Willi Layh.59 That same day, the main 
headline of Berliner Zeitung was also printed in large red letters, welcoming Nikita 
Khrushchev in both Russian and German.60 As had been the case during Kennedy’s visit 
to West Berlin, schools and factories would be closed so that hundreds of thousands of 
people could line the streets to see and cheer the special international guest (not all of them 
happily or voluntarily), many shouting “Ni-ki-ta” the same way Berliners on the other 
side of the Wall had shouted “Ken-ne-dy” a few days before. Just like Kennedy, the Soviet 
leader would be driven through the city in an open car, led by the police motorcycle squad. 
Newspapers printed the route in advance on their front pages.61 And just like Kennedy, 
Khrushchev would give a speech at City Hall, in this case, the Red City Hall in East Berlin.

At the beginning of his speech, he said that recently other international visitors 
had been in Berlin, “some travel to West Berlin—others to East Berlin.” Next he 
discussed why they all came to the city: “Some say that they visit West Berlin with the 
goal of normalizing the situation and ending the ‘Cold War,’ even though their actions 
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actually show the opposite.” Khrushchev did not mention Kennedy explicitly, but 
everyone knew to whom he was alluding and whom he was criticizing. The main part 
of his speech, however, was about the achievements of socialism and in praise of the 
brotherhood and cooperation between the socialist countries.62 That Khrushchev, as a 
reaction to Kennedy’s strong criticism of the Wall, said “I love the Wall” in that speech 
is wrong. But a day later he told workers at a machine tool factory in Berlin-Marzahn:

I have read that the president of the United States of America looked at the Wall 
with great discontent. He did not like it at all.

But I like it extraordinarily! [Applause] The working class of the GDR built a 
wall. The hole was blocked so that no wolf could break into the German Democratic 
Republic anymore. Is that bad? That is good! [Applause].63

Beginning with the BZ am Abend, which, in its edition of June 28, was already 
celebrating Khrushchev’s visit, as well as the Aktuelle Kamera, which described his 
tour though the city as “incredibly triumphant,” the East German press tried to 
find headlines that would match those of Western newspapers that had covered the 
Kennedy visit. The BZ am Abend repeatedly spoke of embracing “Nikita” in large black 
headlines underlined in red.64 On the front page of the Berliner Zeitung, large red 
letters read: “He was welcomed by the hearts of the citizens of Berlin.” The newspaper 
covered the visit on several pages in text and pictures, calling it a “great national event.” 
That was probably a deliberate allusion to how Willy Brandt, just a few days before, 
had characterized Kennedy’s visit as: “A great day in the history of our city.”65 Neues 
Deutschland—in large red letters on the front page—emphasized that half a million 
people had cheered the Soviet leader, giving him an “unparalleled welcome.” It also 
showed a picture of his literal embrace with Walter Ulbricht at Schönefeld Airport.66 
The fact that international news media reported on the Khrushchev visit was cited as 
additional proof that it had been an “event of importance in world politics.”67

The competition did not end with the actual visits. On both sides, official 
documentaries were produced to commemorate the two “historic” visits: Germany 
Greets Kennedy—Four Historic Days in West Germany68 and Thanks to the Friend 
by East Germany’s state-owned film production company DEFA.69 The Liga für 
Völkerfreundschaft (League for Friendship among Nations) in East Berlin published 
a multilingual brochure, partially in color, about the Khrushchev visit.70 In the West, 
several publishing houses sold special editions of their newspapers or magazines 
devoted to Kennedy’s trip to Germany. The Press and Information Office of the West 
Berlin state government published a special color brochure.71 Record producer Deutsche 
Grammophon Gesellschaft produced a vinyl LP record with Kennedy’s speeches on it.72

In contrast to Kennedy, who had only spent eight hours in Berlin, Khrushchev 
stayed for three days. And while Kennedy’s visit was the only one of his presidency, 
the Soviet leader had been to Berlin several times before. Ignoring the triumphant 
welcome Kennedy had received wherever he had stopped in Europe, in East Germany, 
the divisions inside the Western alliance and inside Germany itself were emphasized 
even after the president had left. With other communist leaders joining Khrushchev 
in East Berlin, the message here, in contrast, was one of unity and cooperation.73 As 
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a direct response, the West German UFA-Wochenschau explicitly mentioned frictions 
inside the Eastern bloc. Citing international media, it called the “opportunistic 
fraternization” in East Berlin a “fiasco.”74

Given the official endorsement of the American civil rights movement by the East 
German government, the visit by Martin Luther King, Jr. to Berlin the following year 
might also have been used to celebrate “unity” and “cooperation.” But the GDR had 
trouble endorsing King’s message of “freedom.”75

King in Berlin

On a visit to the United States in May 1964, Willy Brandt met Martin Luther King, 
Jr. for the first time and invited him to Berlin. Together with Ralph Abernathy, his 
vice president at the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the civil rights leader 
came to the divided city from September 12 to 14 that same year.76 King, who would 
receive the Nobel Peace Prize in December 1964, was celebrated in both Germanys 
for his activities fighting racial segregation in the United States. As Maria Höhn and 
Martin Klimke write in their seminal study on the civil rights struggle and Germany, 
King and others like him seemed to especially fit the GDR’s “ideological commitment 
to combat imperialism, colonialism, and racism.”77

King had a full schedule on September 13. He signed the golden book at Rathaus 
Schöneberg, spoke at a memorial service for John F. Kennedy at the Berlin Philharmonic 
Hall, and then took part in a reception at the Berlin Academy of Arts.

In his comments on John F. Kennedy at the Berlin Philharmonic Hall, King praised 
the dead president for his commitment to civil rights and his willingness to use federal 
power to enforce it as well as for his new thinking on the Cold War. His violent death, 
King said, had led to a “period of profound soul searching.” He also spoke of Kennedy’s 
dream, which in parts resembled the dream King himself had so powerfully spoken of 
during the March on Washington. And he quoted Kennedy’s “Ich bin ein Berliner.”78 
Afterwards he addressed more than 20,000 people at the Waldbühne, an open air stage, 
about the civil rights movement, its Christian roots, and how much still needed to 
be achieved. King also talked about the Cold War divisions that were so dramatically 
visible in Berlin.79

Next, King went to see the section of the Berlin Wall where early in the morning 
Michael Meyer had been shot while trying to flee East Germany. The twenty-one-
year-old had been rescued by a US soldier after shots had been fired from both sides. 
King also inspected where the bullets had hit a building. Later that day, King received 
an honorary doctoral degree of the Theological School of the West Berlin Protestant 
Church in the home of Bishop Dr. Otto Dibelius. In the early evening, he arrived at 
Checkpoint Charlie in order to cross the border into East Berlin and give a sermon 
at Marienkirche (St. Mary’s Church). It was followed by another church service at 
Sophienkirche (Sophia Church) and a meeting with representatives of the Protestant 
Church Berlin Brandenburg. King had been invited to East Berlin by Provost Heinrich 
Grüber, a former pastor at Marienkirche, who after the building of the Wall had not 
been allowed to return to East Germany and now lived in West Berlin.80
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That he planned to visit East Berlin and talk there had been reported both in the US 
press and announced by West Berlin radio as well as in at least one East German paper. 
The BZ am Abend put a short announcement about King’s planned sermon in its “In a 
Nutshell” section on September 12.81 So it should not have come as a complete surprise 
to the East German border guards when, according to the border guards’ report, the 
prominent civil rights leader arrived at the border crossing on September 13 at around 
7:40 pm. However, they did not immediately recognize him and King did not have 
his passport with him. Members of the State Department had taken it away, most 
likely to prevent him from getting into East Berlin, possibly because of the incident 
earlier in the day. King himself told his driver Ralph Zorn that it had been done for 
“security reasons.” Zorn, an American-born priest who lived and worked in West 
Berlin, and Alcyone Scott of the Lutheran World Foundation tried to get King across 
anyway, convinced that, because of his fame, he would be recognized. According to the 
report of the East German border guards, the two claimed that the man with them had 
forgotten his passport in West Berlin. But without identification, they did not want to 
let the “negro theologian” into “democratic Berlin.” Finally, one of the border guards 
did recognize the civil rights leader. In the end, after superiors had given their OK, 
King’s American Express card was accepted as identification and around 7:52 pm he 
could continue his trip to Marienkirche, where more than 2,000 people were already 
waiting for him. In order to accommodate everyone who had come out, it was decided 
that King would speak also at Sophienkirche, which meant that King would be giving 
effectively the same speech three times that day.82

King’s appearance in East Germany was met with mixed feelings by the government. 
Racial segregation and the civil rights movement with King as its most prominent 
leader had received quite a lot of coverage in East German media, partly because it 
offered an opportunity to criticize the United States. But while in the end King had 
been allowed to enter the country even without a passport, he was not granted an 
official welcome and there were no meetings with East German officials. His visit had 
not been advertised or used for propaganda purposes, and there were no interviews 
with him. Very likely, King would have rejected any attempt to be used for anti-
American propaganda purposes by the East German regime, not the least because of 
charges by some of his critics in the United States that he was already cooperating with 
communists.83

King’s brief visit to East Berlin did not make it onto the front page of every major 
newspaper. Neues Deutschland, using a short news article by East Germany’s news 
agency ADN, hid a small news item on King’s sermon in Marienkirche on page 2, 
calling him “a well-known negro clergyman.” The Berliner Zeitung printed only a 
slightly longer version of the same report on page 8, adding a sentence on King’s speech 
at Waldbühne. Neither newspaper seems to have sent a reporter to cover the event.84

Other papers did report about King on their front page. The BZ am Abend printed 
a photo of King and Zorn on the pulpit of Marienkirche. The text was similar to 
the one in the other papers, but mentioned that the service had started with the 
choir performing a song “in which the American negroes express their longing 
for freedom.”85 The Neue Zeit published by far the longest article. The daily of East 
Germany’s CDU, a block party supporting the ruling SED, showed a picture of King 
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and black African students from Humboldt University on its front page. The main 
headline quoted the last sentence of King’s speech: “We will be free one day.” The 
remainder of the headline as well as the main text then focused on the racial situation 
and the civil rights struggle in America.

While “We will be free one day” could indeed have been read as a comment on 
human rights in East Germany, none of the articles in the East German press elaborated 
on what else King had said at Waldbühne and in both churches. His “freedom” message 
and his comments about the East–West division explain the unease which his visit had 
provoked among the East German authorities and media. King, who had witnessed 
the cruelties connected to the Wall earlier that day, spoke about Berlin “as a symbol 
of the divisions of men on the face of the earth.” He also said that “God’s children” 
lived on both sides of the “wall” and that “no man-made barrier can obliterate that 
fact,” emphasizing that “in Christ there is no East or West, no North or South.” Later 
in the speech he again came back to the theme that with Jesus Christ’s “victory […] 
over the world, whether it be an Eastern world or a Western World,” even political 
division could be overcome. King refrained from openly taking sides, but his message 
could also be interpreted as a rejection of East German-style socialism.86 King’s final 
words could have come straight out of one of his speeches to an audience of Americans 
fighting for civil rights: “With this [Christian] faith we will be able to work together, to 
pray together, to struggle together, to suffer together, to stand up for freedom together, 
knowing that we will be free one day.” But to many in the audience this was a message 
of hope that their own freedom could be achieved. That sentiment is also expressed in 
the gospel song the choir had sung as a welcome to King. “Go down Moses” includes 
the line “Let my people go.”87

King, in pointing out and attacking some of the ugly sides of the United States, could 
be useful to East German propaganda. He and others were praised “as the heroes of the 
‘other America’—the America of the oppressed.”88 Accordingly, a few days after King 
had left Berlin, the Neue Zeit strongly defended King against an attack in the obscure 
right-wing weekly Wochen-Echo, which among other things had accused him of being 
a communist.89 But at the same time, King’s rhetoric, which had also been vilified as 
“Communist” by some of his opponents in the United States, called into question the 
legitimacy of the East German regime. The FBI, which considered King to be one of 
the most dangerous men in America, regularly wiretapped him. On September 14, the 
Stasi had his speech at Marienkirche taped.

Conclusion

The building of the Wall meant a stabilization of the situation in Berlin. There was no 
more threat of immediate war. After the peaceful and somewhat lucky ending of the 
Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962, Kennedy and Khrushchev began some attempts 
at détente with the Limited Nuclear Test Ban Treaty and the Hot Line Agreement. 
Kennedy’s speech at the American University was another important step to real 
understanding and cooperation. Nevertheless, that did not mean an end to Cold War 
rivalries, as Kennedy’s and Khrushchev’s respective visits to Berlin prove that Berlin 
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still mattered, also in world politics. But since the superpowers had shown that they 
did not want to go to war over Berlin, the competition moved to a different and 
far less dangerous level; it often took place in a highly charged public sphere, with 
prominent “actors” and on different “stages”; not buttressed by tanks, but amplified by 
loudspeakers. And while King was praised on both sides, over the years things started 
to change in each “camp.”

When in 1987 President Ronald Reagan visited West Berlin on the occasion of 
the 750th anniversary of the city’s founding and delivered his famous demand: “Mr. 
Gorbachev, tear down this wall,” Germans saw the United States and especially its 
president much more critically than they had in the early 1960s. While many Berliners 
cheered Reagan, there were also mass demonstrations against him. On the other side 
of the Wall, things were also not quite the same anymore: Mikhail Gorbachev, who had 
become the leader of the Soviet Union in 1985, was still “embraced” on his arrival. But 
he was not welcomed as the best friend of the GDR by the East German leadership in 
1989 or cheered as “Gorbi” in the East German media like he was in the West. There 
were open disagreements about the future course of East Germany, and the Soviet 
Union had turned from a model country into a problematic ally. At the same time, 
Gorbachev became increasingly popular in the West. After Reagan and Gorbachev 
had signed the INF Treaty in December 1987, eliminating medium-range nuclear 
missiles, the Cold War became less of a military contest. Finally, the summer of 1988 
was marked not by a competition of political figures in the still divided city, but by a 
battle of the bands.90 The latter turned out to be a logistical challenge for East Germany, 
where concerts on such a large scale had never taken place. The stage was built with 
material needed to construct highway bridges. The long cables from the mixer to 
the stage were covered with conveyor belts from bucket-wheel excavators used in 
large surface mining. It was even more difficult to control the ideological message. 
In 1987, David Bowie had greeted those listening on the other side of the Wall in 
German. When in the following year the stage in West Berlin was again built next to 
the Reichstag, medical concerns served as a pretext for preventing the concert from 
crossing the border: Loud music ostensibly posed a health risk for those in the nearby 
university clinic Charité and noise limits were imposed on Pink Floyd. Neither the 
band nor music promoter Peter Schwenkow was ready to follow this order, however, 
and Schwenkow later had to pay a large fine.

There were also difficulties with Springsteen. The artist and his managers had not 
been informed that his concert was advertised as a solidarity concert for Nicaragua. 
When he found out a few hours before the concert, the show was nearly canceled. 
His management was not ready to accept the argument that “Nicaragua” should be 
seen as just another sponsor like Coca-Cola or Pepsi. In the end, the political banners 
were taken down from the stage—yet posters and the tickets still read “Concert for 
Nicaragua” and “Nicaragua in the heart,” respectively.

Whether out of anger about how the East German concert organizers had tried 
to instrumentalize him or whether he would have done it anyway, Springsteen did 
comment on the East–West division. Introducing Chimes of Freedom, he said that he 
had not come in order to support or oppose a government, but to play his music for the 
East Berliners “in the hope that one day all barriers will be torn down.”91 Springsteen 
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had originally wanted to say “walls,” but when his fearful West German concert 
organizers intervened, he agreed to speak of “barriers” instead. That most likely did not 
make much of a difference to many in the audience. The Springsteen concert surely did 
not start a movement that led to the fall of the Wall, as Erik Kirschbaum has implied. 
But it showed to what extremes the East German regime was prepared to go in order 
to pacify its youth. It paid in hard currency for Western stars to counter those playing 
in the West. And up to 300,000 East Germans—some waving home-made flags of the 
class enemy—joined Bruce Springsteen on July 19, 1988 during the largest concert in 
the history of the country in singing Born in the USA!92
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This chapter seeks to contribute to the wider discussion of Berlin and its place in the 
Cold War by turning to the immediate postwar, Allied-occupied city. An area well-
suited for critical “locating” of the Cold War may be that of housing; by its very nature, 
location matters. The situation in rubble-strewn Berlin entailed an urgent housing 
crisis, with a million residents and thus about one-third of the city rendered homeless 
by 1945.1 In this setting, a very engaged Allied–German network of professionals 
concerned with urban planning and housing—the so-called International Committee 
for Building and Housing [abbr. International Committee]—emerged and operated. 
While Allied Housing Subcommittee and International Committee records are 
incomplete and dispersed across archives in the USA, France, Britain, Russia, and 
Germany, they deserve investigation for they may contribute to our understanding of 
Cold War agency and even the way we think about the nascent Cold War itself.

This International Committee for Building and Housing had been created by the 
Allied Control Council’s Subcommittee on Housing within weeks of the July 4 arrival of 
the Western Allies in Berlin, following Soviet initiative. Next to Berlin-stationed Allied 
urban planners, architects, economists, and lawmakers who were all members of the 
military administrations, it also included their German counterparts. As of October 
1945, for two and a half years, this quadrilingual urban experts’ think-tank met once 
a week in Berlin-Dahlem, under alternating Allied chairmanship. Members of the 
Berlin Magistrate Housing Department were always present as this was mandatory for 
them—often it was the department head, Hans Scharoun himself, who appeared—but 
many more people seemed to have participated voluntarily. In the course of the first 
postwar year alone, members of the group, qua committee, organized a formal archive 
and research network, the so-called International Research Council on Housing, 
presented lectures (for instance on Igelit houses), exhibitions (such as Berlin Plant), 
and excursions (for instance, to Warsaw), invited guest speakers (Gropius came, New 
York City counsel members were invited), created an architecture library (mainly 
taken from Technische Hochschule and former Bauakademie holdings), discussed 
ways to conceptualize the problems of the modern metropolis, experimented with 
designs and policies, and helped draft housing policies for Berlin and Germany. Their 
urban laboratory was rubble-strewn Berlin.
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In conditions of scarcity and competition over limited resources such as housing 
in the aftermath of war, one might expect divides to become pronounced. As this 
study of the Allied Housing officers’ and the International Committee’s response to 
the housing crisis suggests, however, a more complex dynamic emerges: just when in 
other arenas the Cold War was evolving as apparent conflict, not least over resources, 
here we have a story of convergence. Open conflict in transportation matters 
was already apparent in 1945, ranging from disputes over dismantling of tracks, 
confiscation of trains and locomotives, police authority over stations, to control over 
Reichsbahn and BVG operations.2 In the area of food supply, differences between 
East and Western Allies—e.g., with both Soviet pajoks and US CARE package food 
supplies bypassing magistrate central distribution and accompanied by political 
messages, or with the Soviet refusal to deliver produce from their occupation zone to 
Berlin’s Western sectors from July 19, 1946 on—likewise indicated East–West Allied 
conflicts could translate to conflicting policies.3 The sources of the International 
Committee meanwhile suggest that competition for authority and common scarcity 
might also lead to a convergence of policies. Thus, if we look at the realm of housing, 
the emerging Cold War appeared as one in which—in light of Allied competition—we 
see joint experimentation, collaboration, leading even to a joint law, Control Council 
Law 18, the housing law for all of Germany.

An overarching question of the chapter is thus how we might think of the nascent 
Cold War. What motivations or experiences helped determine its shape in the realm of 
housing? What agency and room for maneuver was there for the actors involved? And 
related to this, which housing ideas and practices gained particular prominence among 
the members of the Allied International Committee on Building and Housing and the 
International Research Council? As the chapter traces these, it asks how Cold War, 
old war, and the specificities of the place—Berlin—factor into this story. Finally, what 
insights might a study that focuses on mid-level professionals provide? In a conclusion, 
the chapter thus considers implications for our understanding of place and of Berlin in 
the early Cold War, for our overall concept of “Cold War” and the agency of the actors 
in it.

The Berlin Setting and the Challenge of Governability

One key motivation in the creation and collaborative work of the International 
Committee lay in the very conditions on the ground, experienced by all four Allies in 
similar fashion: a gravely disorienting, rubbled urban landscape which the members 
of the military administrations struggled to navigate, and a housing, homelessness and 
refugee crisis in Berlin that they perceived as urgent and dangerous.

Indeed, Berlin’s housing structure, although not as destroyed as often depicted, was 
affected by the war and the more than 50,000 tons of shells dropped over the city.4 The 
districts of Mitte, Friedrichshain, Tiergarten, and Kreuzberg, densely populated areas, 
sites of commercial and political power, industry, and, perhaps most importantly, the 
districts in which Berlin’s main railway stations stood, had borne the brunt of the 
attacks.5 By April 1945, more than 500,000 apartments were completely destroyed, 
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and while we don’t have entirely reliable figures, an estimated 1 million people were 
rendered homeless.6 Compared to housing in 1943, the loss amounted to about one-
third of all apartments. Of the remaining dwellings, some were in disrepair. Of course, 
all in all, 70 percent of all housing structures were only mildly damaged or even entirely 
intact; compared to many other European cities (Rotterdam, Minsk, Warsaw), the 
damage was very small, and average housing space per person was still greater than 
in most other European cities.7 Yet even to the European Allies, the destruction was 
serious, keenly noticeable. At the same time, again much like in large parts of Europe 
in a period spanning war and first postwar years, there were substantial population 
movements.8 In Berlin, there was mainly an influx of people into the city, fewer 
leaving. Thousands of evacuated Berlin children were returning, as were released 
German POWs. Then there were ethnic Germans arriving from places further east 
and south; by February 1946 half a million people were entering Berlin every month. 
Added to this were large numbers of so-called displaced persons, critically eyed by 
local populations. All of this—in the setting of a broken city, one perceived as more 
destroyed than it was—amounted to the perception of overcrowding and chaos in the 
eyes of Allies.

When reading the records of American and German descriptions of the 
Berlin cityscape, one is struck by actors’ preoccupation with the debris, chaos, 
and destruction. As T.J. Kent, an urban planner assigned by OMGUS to Berlin 
in September 1945, reported, “looking down on the pocked city from the air, 
one sees block after block of white rubble heaps and thousands of black, roofless, 
honeycombed shells that once were five-story apartments.”9 The effect of this sight 
was “so awful and created such gruesome mental images that it was not possible to 
think in constructive terms” at first.10 On the ground, Soviet Red Army members in 
particular, but Western Allied forces as well, repeatedly got lost in the “urban jungle” 
or “sea of debris” that represented Berlin. Street signs were often absent, renamed 
illegally by local grassroots antifascist groups, and, even if present, not always helpful. 
Berliners were quick to notice “strange detouring” and Allied disorientation.11 
Indeed, once on location and amid the rubble, members of the occupation forces 
likened the appearance of fragmented houses, homeless people, and rubbled streets 
to “a surrealist painting,” and British, French, Soviet, and American forces alike feared 
spreading disease, guerilla war, and uprisings.12 A less lyrical observer described 
Berlin as simply “a mess.”13

Amid the debris, with streets no longer recognizable, and a population very much 
in flux and unaccounted for, the Allies thus deemed orientation, and therefore also 
control over Germans extremely difficult. Memories of uprisings in other postwar 
scenarios, not least of Petrograd in 1917 (as far as western Allies were concerned), 
or Berlin and Munich in 1919, were present in the Allies’ minds, as situations to be 
avoided. Even before they entered Berlin, they had been part of abstract discussions 
for postwar Berlin and Germany. Winning and maintaining a peace would involve 
serious planning.14 Indeed, despite Allied military leaders’ and various military 
government branches’ hesitation to allow for Berlin urban planning, such planning 
was embraced in order “to retain control in the interest of the occupying forces.”15 
The Berlin experiences on the ground made the need for “keeping the peace” through 
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planning even more urgent to the Allied housing officers and even colleagues of other 
departments.16 In this manner, they, of course, connected to much of modern urban 
planning, concerned first and foremost with governability and control.17

Furthermore, next to concern about potential German aggression in the immediate 
postwar, the members of the Allied occupation also feared, rightly so, the detrimental 
health effects of inadequate and lacking housing. Especially during the winter months, 
even for Germans a minimum of habitable space of “hygienic weatherproofness” was to 
be made available.18 Deaths related to excessive exposure to cold and precipitation could 
significantly increase in the winter months. The numbers of pneumonia, influenza, and 
tuberculosis patients were repeatedly becoming so high that hospitals could no longer 
take them in.19 The Allies were thus most interested in fighting a war against the cold. 
Even more threatening, in the first postwar months, outbreaks of cholera, typhoid fever, 
and dysentery were threatening to take on pandemic dimensions, posing a threat to 
Berliners and Allies alike.20 Again, similarly to the urban planning response of earlier 
centuries, one motivation thus also came from the threat of epidemics spreading. Not 
only were they spreading, they were also transgressing boundaries. Thus distinctions 
between occupiers and occupied, refugees, DPs, and other inhabitants, or divides 
between political systems and any Cold War sides would simply be permeable, the 
problem of epidemics a shared one. These conditions of coexistence necessitated 
practical cooperation beyond ideological divisions in other realms.

It is against this background of Allied experiences in Berlin on the ground with 
disorientation, health, and governability concerns that we can come to understand the 
creation of the International Committee. What followed then was a highly involved 
joint effort by Allied housing officers to acquire local knowledge and to find solutions 
aimed at greater control of place, plagues, and people. As the founding documents 
indicate, a main reason for the establishment of the International Committee on 
Building and Housing was thus access to such resources as to operate effectively in 
Berlin. Allied planners working for the Allied military occupation were far away from 
their home libraries and lacked the most basic reference works. More importantly, 
planning and housing professionals on all Allied sides lacked information on Berlin. 
Blueprints, maps, and statistics of a wide variety, whether on the hygiene or traffic 
infrastructure, the location of hospitals in the various Bezirke, the social composition, 
the health of the population, housing stock of different neighborhoods, or the 
layout of apartment complexes and neighborhoods, first and foremost, would help 
orient themselves and then to formulate responses on location.21 A center of urban, 
metropolitan studies, these urban experts argued, and a central information center for 
knowledge of Berlin itself would thus be key.22 In order to create this library, archive, 
and network, the help of Germans was necessary. Berlin’s architects and planners knew 
the literature and could locate many of the necessary materials. Moreover, men like 
Martin Mächler, Karl Böttcher, or Hans Scharoun and their staff of the Berlin housing 
administration were also a living archive and resource.23 As the growing scholarship 
on Berlin architects’ biographies has shown, the largest part of the Magistrate Planning 
Department members had already worked in the planning and building departments 
of Berlin itself in the previous decades, some spanning all regimes.24
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A Global Housing Question

The Berlin housing crisis, disorientation, and the need for a reference center, while 
pressing, was however not the only motivation for joining. Besides practical concerns 
for Berlin, the founders of the International Committee and its Research Council 
had also made it their mission to study “the new problems as they pose themselves 
to metropolitan cities such as Moscow, Berlin, and Paris” (US, Polish, and British 
cities are later also invoked).25 Architecture, urban planning, and housing featured 
prominently in the activities of the Committee. They would hear talks and learn 
about housing plans in the Netherlands, in Poland, in the Soviet Union, in Britain.26 
In particular, they wanted to learn from their peers about different solutions to the 
problem of overcrowding and homelessness and the possibility of adopting “new 
building technologies” for cheap and quick new buildings.27 Although large-scale, 
long-term planning schemes were of initial interest and the International Committee 
even hosted an exhibition and oversaw a Berlin planning competition, the challenge of 
providing mass housing quickly and cheaply for a range of constituents proved to be at 
the center of conversations.

The housing crisis was, after all, not limited to Berlin: all of Europe suffered from 
a severe housing crisis, and much of the world seemed to be engaged in discussing it. 
The 1945 and 1946 volumes of practically all architectural and urban planning journals 
from Germany, Britain, France, the USA and, to some extent, the Soviet Union are 
indicative of this.28 And there was public interest in the housing question. Countless 
popular publications on the problem of housing “Europe’s Homeless Millions” were 
published in the mid-1940s. The discourse on housing included a large public on all 
Allied sides.29 France, after all, had lost more than 1 million homes in the war. And 
in Britain and the Soviet Union, the figures were dramatically higher, as the Allies 
were keenly aware, as is evident even in the Potsdam agreements themselves.30 But also 
beyond Europe, in the USA, Canada, or Australia, in Brazil, South Africa and Japan, 
governments and architects were concerned with affordable, mass-produced housing. 
Not least as, in the US case, they had to accommodate returning soldiers and meet 
the growing expectations of those on the home front, such that by May 22, 1946, US 
Congress would declare a “national housing emergency.”31 Labor migration during the 
war had added to the housing problems. In the Soviet Union, large-scale destruction 
in the war, migrations of industry and laboring populations (forced) and war-related 
massive population shifts, had led to a most severe housing crisis and an interest in 
finding affordable, mobile solutions. Even in cases where they had been abroad for 
several years, Allied personnel stationed in Berlin were aware of dire housing needs in 
their home countries and communities.32

Furthermore, a worldwide shortage of building materials such as wood, cement, steel, 
and brick had aggravated the situation and motivated participation in the Committee. 
Innovative techniques and materials might help solve the crises at home and help 
domestic industry. The postwar years (just as the last wartime years) were marked by a 
veritable race for new building patents that would allow the cheap mass production of 
housing, both in the interest of housing the homeless cheaply and quickly, but also in 
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the interest of economic profit. Thus, President Truman, as Europeans keenly noted at 
the time, had proclaimed that “housing must be transformed into a new industry, more 
important even than the automobile industry.”33 Given both economic interest and 
housing shortage, the top US housing officer, Wilson Wyatt, noted that new building 
technologies were receiving “a flurry of attention” from politicians, industry, and the 
general public alike.34 Similar attention is evident in French, British, and Soviet records.

The world was interested in developing and testing new housing technology, and 
the housing debates in Berlin were informed by this greater discourse. It comes as 
little surprise then that recycled and synthetic materials (e.g., polyethylene, igelit, 
plexiglass, fake wood, and asbestos) were the most frequently discussed technical 
topic in the earlier meetings at the Berlin International Committee on Building and 
Housing, as were the processes and technologies such as the Brom patent that enabled 
prefabricated building.35

All sides hoped that after a period of only limited international intellectual exchange 
during the war, much could be learnt from the other. While the British and French members 
of the Committee occasionally voiced concern about intellectual property rights, industrial 
espionage, and the problem of sharing insights with Germans, the interest to learn from 
fellow Allies and Germans themselves appeared to dominate. Of course, much of Bauhaus 
research on cheap, prefabricated housing had been received abroad already earlier,36 but 
since 1933, the Nazis had poured considerable resources into further development in that 
area, as had German companies such as MAN, so the participants hoped that most recent 
German technological knowhow could be gained now.37 Besides the aforementioned 
lectures, the members of this International Committee, Germans and Allies alike, organized 
excursions across Germany to learn more about the possibilities in this realm.

In the first months of its existence, into mid-1946, the Berlin-stationed urban 
experts thus most enthusiastically welcomed what they regarded as an opportunity to 
explore and develop architectural mass production and standardized housing, to be of 
use for their own country but also for the Berlin setting. They very likely also sought 
out collaboration with the newly reconstituted Technical University (April 1946) and 
its Institut für Städtebau, and through Scharoun to a variety of Berlin planners with 
ties to the Werkbund tradition.38

In turn, the International Committee presented a platform for Scharoun and 
colleagues to highlight their ideas and plans, push for funding, and present their work. 
They, too, used it as tool to not only hold on to existing Berlin architectural writing 
collections, but to even add to the collection and invite prominent architects from 
abroad. The Scharoun correspondence furthermore suggests that he and his German 
colleagues operated with great confidence, hoping their contributions and urban 
planning, as well as the Weimar-era planning traditions would help the German cause 
and that of making Berlin a Weltstadt again.39

Housing as Legitimacy and the Politics of Comparison

The collaborative activities of the members of the International Committee may 
be read as reaction to a shared context of a global postwar housing crisis and both 
professional and respective Allied interests expressed within these. Cooperation was 
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not a given. Yet cooperation, and sharing libraries and technologies might ensure that 
not only one side would get a hold of valuable knowledge. But there is another story 
to be told. The Allied common attention to housing and planning also fit into a larger 
history of rule in the age of mass politics. Whether liberal democracy, authoritarian 
regime or dictatorship, by the twentieth century, housing quality, standards and 
welfare served as the chiffre for the legitimacy of a regime or aspiring political actor. 
Contemporaneous discourses on housing in the Allied home societies themselves 
show the prominence of expectations vis-à-vis housing; one that had grown especially 
in conjunction with war. Accelerated by the wartime sacrifices and heightened 
expectations concerning the postwar period—Nicole Rudolph, Norman Naimark, 
Mark Edele, Natalie Belsky, Amir Weimer and Bradley Abrahams have worked on 
this—state involvement in housing and planning had become the expected norm.40 
The increasingly vocal housing demands and expressions of entitlement threatened 
the legitimacy of regimes. This was evident in popular protests, petitions, lawsuits 
in all Allied states, but likewise in Berlin, Hamburg, and across Germany where they 
were closely monitored.41 The main work for which the Committee on Building and 
Housing may still be known—Berlin Plant, a 1946 exhibition organized by members 
of the Allied Housing Committee, which showcased each of the Allies’ best housing 
solutions in a “national style”—can indeed be read as motivated by common efforts to 
gain legitimacy on the ground.42

Cold War Comparisons

Berlin Plant, with its exhibition of differences in style, can also, however, be regarded 
as exemplar of Cold War competition and difference. It may already point toward 
the later Cold War exhibitions historian Paul Betts has examined in such detail, 
including the 1953 Besser Leben-Schöner Wohnen show in East Berlin, the So Wohnt 
Amerika exhibition in 1949 by OMGUS, the Marshall Plan model home exhibitions, 
publications such as “Rental Barracks of Capitalism, Living Palaces of Socialism,” 
to culminate in the famous Khrushchev–Nixon kitchen debates.43 As Greg Castillo 
likewise has shown in his study of “Peoples at an Exhibition” and of the US- and Soviet-
sponsored training of German architects (in the former case, a program designed with 
UNC Chapel Hill), the Allies indeed used architecture and urban planning as arms in 
their systemic competition.44 Architectural historians have suggested that architecture 
and urban planning lent itself well to this competition, thanks to the practical necessity 
for housing, the existing political divide on location, the potential for each of the 
competing regimes to find a base of support in the population, and the symbolic power 
of housing.45

The converging work of the International Committee and the Allied Housing 
Committee of the Control Council in this context, their embracing even of joint 
exhibitions, may thus be read as response to and even expression of the early 
stages of this competition. It is also visible in the discussions and press releases 
of members of the Housing Committee on minimum housing standards, in 
which, for example Soviet housing officers publicized their demands for absurdly 
high minimum housing standards compared to French and British demands. 
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Likewise, Berlin newspapers reflected this competition, one, Berliner Zeitung, for 
instance contrasting the role of the Soviet Military Administration in providing 
glass for winter repairs on Berlin housing, school, and hospitals, a grosszügige 
Hilfsaktion, with the limited help by the nichtsowjetischen Besatzungssektoren.46 
Such articles appeared precisely when Berliners, in this case, the Berlin guild of 
glass cutters had publicly criticized one particular Cold War side, likely much 
aware that such comparisons would be challenging legitimacy. The Cold War 
competition is likewise evident in Scharoun’s even mentioning the production 
of a Propagandafilm on housing and reconstruction.47 All of this points to the 
propagandistic value and the element of comparison. Allied opinion surveys 
and letters of Berliners to their district housing administration, to Mayor Louise 
Schroeder, or to Hans Scharoun’s office, furthermore show that Berliners indeed 
made these comparisons between the Allies.

Comparisons with National Socialism

Without doubt, the work of the International Committee was motivated by nascent 
Cold War competition with housing as shorthand for legitimacy. It would moreover 
evolve into distinctive searches for a recognizable socialist versus Western-style 
urban modernism. But simultaneously, we can read the competition as part of a 
longer practice of states seeking legitimacy, across the dictatorship-democracy or the 
prewar–war–postwar divide. The sources on Allied housing work also suggest that 
conflict between Soviets and Western Allies in the emerging Cold War was not the 
only and possibly not even the most important motivation for common engagement 
with housing. Rather, earlier competition mattered. Not least, it was the competition 
with (or against) national socialism, one which all Allies in 1945 and 1946 shared. The 
Allied emphasis on housing, and eventually, their common approach should therefore 
also be read in the context of its competing against national socialist propaganda. 
The latter had proposed it was the state or system’s responsibility to plan and provide 
adequate housing for the entire Volk. It is evident, for example, in early NS election 
campaigns, in later rhetoric from the Volkswohnung program, or in the messages of the 
Sowjet Paradies exhibition, which had furthermore fed into expectations of abysmal 
housing under the Soviets, Hitler’s and Goebbels’ verdict that “the peace would be 
terrible,” the Allies brutish.48

Allied housing officers represented their respective state’s interests for governability 
and control, and one motivation in their engagement and eventual convergence 
may have been systemic competition and winning over the populations. It was not 
only competition between Cold War rivals but just as much between the Allies and 
the ghosts of national socialist housing promises and propaganda. Yet one must be 
careful not to consider Allied housing officers as solely “seeing like a state” (to use 
James Scott’s idiom), representing national interest, Allied governance concerns, 
or Cold War sides. They were also professionals, driven by common professional 
interests.
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Professional Motivations and the Urban Laboratory

Shared professional interest guided much of the work of the members of the 
International Committee on Building and Housing. The exchange of ideas by the 
Committee’s architects, planners, and their German counterparts was vivid and 
enthusiastic, not least because they were all in once place and eager to reconnect with 
an international community after the isolating years of war. Unfortunately, besides 
their names (Smith, Nuttall, Druwing, Dix, Henry, Thompson, Paddock, Rhodes, 
Woltschegorsky, Schnitke, Fayolle, Varroquier, the visiting Kent) and ranks (between 
lieutenant and major), there is little else we know about these housing officers and 
planners.49 We know that some, Fayolle, and Nuttall, for instance, had worked in 
city planning offices before and during the war. Kent, not a permanent member, was 
famously the director of the urban planning office for the City of San Francisco. Yet 
as opposed to Hans Scharoun—Head of the Berlin Magistrate Building and Housing 
Department at the time—who had expertise in urban reconstruction from the 
aftermath of World War One, most of these men do not appear to have been published 
or well-known practitioners of the field. In their requests for Berlin planning literature 
and overall communications, they do, however, indicate a professional background in 
urban planning or architecture.

As urban planners and architects, they could advance their education, learning, 
and professional networks. The involvement in the International Committee—with 
its international guest lectures, Dahlem-based rich architectural library, access to 
Weimar- and Nazi-era patents and plans, and field trips—presented an opportunity 
to learn and share resources. Their interest, for example, in sharing knowledge of new 
serialized building techniques sometimes even went counter to the interests of high 
command, concerned with industrial espionage and the danger of letting German 
urbanists acquire more knowledge and power.50 And while there was a clear state 
or national interest by each side in finding cheap building solutions and devising 
planning for the reconstruction of war-ravaged cities, these interests also were those 
of the architectural and urban planning profession. We see similar phenomena among 
professionals from other backgrounds, who likewise saw the particular postwar setting 
in Berlin as an opportunity to exchange. They could explore the new and catch up, 
expressing the sentiment—as Red Army officer Wladimir Gelfand did: “Now is the 
time […], to see, what one hasn’t seen to date—the world abroad—and to learn about 
all those things of which one knew so little, of which one didn’t have a clear idea.”51 
To the Allied architects, likewise, Berlin was an opportunity. And Berlin would be 
their perfect urban laboratory. Here, Berlin planners were “bravely trying to educate 
themselves and adjust their thinking as they cope[d] with their problems so that both 
their emergency and long-range plans [would] be of practical value to Berlin and the 
world.”52 T.J. Kent, reporting back to his own professional association (the MIT-based 
American Institute of Urban Planners), thus enthusiastically reported that the thinking 
and work produced in Berlin, this urban laboratory, would educate and be “a challenge 
to our own planning skill.” It was possible that here “the most advanced ideas of urban 
organization” would emerge. It was an “unprecedented opportunity.”53
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Thus, the Allied housing officers, as architectural professionals, very much 
welcomed partially destroyed Berlin as an urban laboratory in which new ideas 
and techniques could be tested. British Military Administration housing officers 
embarked, for example, in Spandau on “the experiment of constructing six new 
houses of an agreed design within the limits of the standards laid down by Control 
Commission.”54 The language of experimentation abounds. And all four Allies plus the 
Berlin-stationed German architects participated in the development of new prototypes 
of mass-producible new building that were to be exhibited as part of Berlin Plant.55

But the short-term outcome of all of these efforts was indicative of the biggest 
problem: lack of resources. Funds, skilled labor, and, once again, building materials 
were missing, and given Germany’s role and given the housing shortages in every 
one of the Allied nations at that time, funds for reconstruction and building were not 
yet forthcoming by 1946. So rather than real houses, Berlin Plant showed miniature 
models of “national style.” And the six houses built by the British in Spandau (they 
looked rather like Quonset huts) hardly solved the problem of making up for more 
than 500,000 missing dwellings in Berlin.56

In this very concrete situation of material scarcity in Berlin, experienced by all, the 
need for finding practical solutions may have led to very practical cooperation beyond 
ideological divides. Since their arrival in Berlin in 1945 and well into 1947, a top 
concern of Allied architects and urbanists was material and even manpower shortages.57 
During this period, collaboration, for example, in common tasks (generating statistics 
for all of Berlin, surveying housing across the city) and shared personnel, materials, 
patents, techniques, and libraries were all expressions of very practical solutions that 
transcended ideological difference.

From Reconstruction to Redistribution or from  
Architecture to Law

These practical efforts aside, Allied housing officers stationed in Berlin were keenly 
aware of continuously growing German discontent regarding the housing crisis for 
which “Allied bombing terror” and the Allied occupation were blamed.58 While Berlin 
Magistrate architects and planners around Scharoun, Bonatz, and Mächler continued 
to work on massive urban planning and reconstruction schemes, Allied housing 
officers, from 1946 on, began to slowly spend less time in meetings of the International 
Committee on Building and Housing (which was dissolved in 1948) with its emphasis 
on intellectual exchange about new planning, new building, and new materials and 
technologies. The Research Council section of the International Committee, which 
from October 1945 until June 1946 had met every Thursday, by August 1946 had 
“ceased to function.”59 Discussions of polyethylene houses, skyscrapers, modular 
homes, or central “house robots” were left to the dreams of Berliners and German 
architects and urban planners for the time being.60 Even Scharoun’s opening speech of 
the jointly organized Berlin Plant exhibition indicated a turning away from the initially 
innovative emphasis: “At this moment, finding sufficient dwelling space appears more 
important than the sum of all technical innovations.”61
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Allied cooperation across the Cold War divide did not end here. These same Allied 
housing officers had turned their collective attention rather to finding immediately 
effective solutions that would house the estimated 1 million homeless Berliners. For 
German resentment had increased, as had the cases of highly contagious diseases. 
Information and surveys gathered of the city had made clear that despite its initial 
appearance, much of Berlin was still intact and Berlin was, overall, not as crowded as it 
looked. And thus not just the Soviets saw what some earlier thinkers about the urban 
housing question, including Engels and Lenin, had already noted for postwar settings: 
new construction did not have to be the solution. Redistribution would already solve 
the housing crisis.62 Western Allies in Berlin agreed.63 As one British housing inspector 
in Berlin noted: “[T]he problem seem[ed] less one of emergency repair than of 
redistribution of living space.”64

Eventually, with the aid of the Berlin Magistrate, the Allies jointly wrote a new 
housing legislation for Berlin and all of Germany in March 1946, one that aimed to 
redistribute housing and entitled every Berliner to housing. Berliners and Germans, 
the law (Kontrollratsgesetz Nr. 18) ultimately provided, would have to make room 
for one another, if need be, through forced sharing and requisitioning. This would 
also distribute the population more evenly across the city. For the occupiers on the 
ground were concerned with the spread of disease and growing unrest in the densely 
inhabited areas. In other words, overcrowding was thus to be prevented. And, no less 
important: as Germans seemed rather resentful, providing housing for the largest 
number of people was important as well. The new housing law, with the promise to 
house everyone, at a minimum standard (at least seven square meters per person), was 
thus meant to assure everyone: we (the occupiers/authority/state) are taking care of 
you and are thus legitimate and worthy of approval.65

Within mere months after this law was put into effect (in August 1946), Berlin 
homelessness was thus drastically reduced.66 All large-scale rebuilding plans and 
new technologies originally discussed in the International Committee for solving 
the crisis had been replaced by a practical policy of redistribution. This policy, by 
Allied standards, could be regarded as a success: it presented a solution to the urgent 
housing crisis, got the population off the street and into residences and thus more 
easily governed, and neither uprisings nor pandemics developed in the setting of the 
partially destroyed city. Moreover, precisely while Germans had become attuned to 
pick up on any divide between nascent Cold War sides, this was a policy that made 
delegitimizing comparisons difficult.

Implications of this Study

Does the story of the short life of the International Committee (1945–1948) and the 
Research Council (1945–1946) then represent a story of failure? And how might the 
brief history of intensive exchanges between Allies from all sides and Germans fit 
into our project of locating Berlin in the Cold War and the Cold War in Berlin? The 
following are some implications of this study.
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Concerning the Specificity of Place and the Role of Berlin in the Cold War

This story of convergence of ideas and policies, and of changing approaches shows 
what a focus on the immediate setting can contribute. There is by now a large body of 
literature on different Allied ideas for Germany as they were expressed in the planning 
stages of the war. Yet, the case of the International Committee for Building and Housing 
and the emerging joint Allied housing policy after 1945 indicates that it did not follow 
a blueprint. Rather it came as reaction to the often (especially to the Western Allies) 
shocking conditions of scarcity on the ground, observable on a daily basis—in Berlin. 
Moreover, it was arguably precisely because of the impact of the shared space, one in 
which the problems encountered were common, and one in which the competition 
already by 1945 had become palpable, that the solutions also converged. A perspective 
on mid-level professionals thus shows that Cold War policies, in this story, were not 
produced only in Moscow or Washington.

Like Paul Steege, who in Black Market-Cold War has called for a “shift from the 
rarified space of international diplomacy and the halls of power to everyday battles to 
cope with scarcity,” this study suggests that in order to understand Cold War politics in 
Berlin and beyond, a focus on the low- and mid-level actors operating on the ground 
is fruitful.67 It indicates that the Allied urban planners’ and architects’ entanglements 
in everyday struggles on the ground also impacted policies, not least as their studies 
in the International Committee led them to the realization that redistribution was 
possible. That common ground for them was Berlin.

This study also points to the importance of practical considerations in the 
nascent Cold War. The very conditions of scarcity and health threats, not unique 
to Berlin but experienced there, can be a factor in understanding convergence and 
collaboration across the ideological divide. Thus, the greater the competition for 
scarce resources, the more joint activity and convergence of policy we see in the area 
of urban planning and housing. This fits with findings of some recent histories of later 
postwar architecture and urban planning work beyond Europe, in socialist countries 
of Africa, the Middle East, and Asia during the Cold War. Their authors have also 
emphasized the importance of place and scarcity. As Łukasz Stanek reminds us, this 
scarcity ensured that there emerged “multiple, pragmatic forms of collaboration 
between various actors on both sides of the Iron Curtain.”68 The Berlin setting of 
1945–8 bears striking similarities to these findings: while some of the official rhetoric 
and self-presentation may have stressed Cold War difference, pragmatic approaches, 
and shared practical concerns onsite—in conditions of scarcity—led to collaborative 
efforts across the Iron Curtain divide.69

Proximity matters in many ways when we consider the Cold War in Berlin, in which 
the Allies literally were on common ground. With such physical proximity these mid-
level members of the Allied occupation may have striven to accept this coexistence 
across ideological lines in search for a new and practical “normal.”70 Moreover, space 
mattered in other ways. The Allied housing officers were on location in Berlin, the 
furthest distance of travel between Allied sides was Karlshorst to Dahlem, less than 
twenty-five kilometers, so meetings of the International Research Council would 
have involved manageable commutes for any member travelling to it. Such proximity 
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allowed also for a frequency and structure of exchange that made a convergence of 
ideas possible. Meeting in person weekly, sometimes for ten hours at a time, surveying 
the city on foot, together, and collecting urban planning resources as group, developing 
ideas jointly was thus possible.

Conflict and the Nascent Cold War Conversation

This study takes place during the nascent Cold War in Berlin, with marked 
differences and outright conflict already visible in many areas. It has asked about 
the convergence in approach and successful collaboration we see in the case of 
housing (compared to political, transportation, or economic branches). At first 
glance, this may appear as counter to common understandings of the Cold War as 
a story of difference and division. The case of housing shows that precisely because 
of the conflict and competition, approaches could be common. Given the presence 
of all Allies in the city, divergences in housing policies would be visible, tangible, 
and commented on by Berliners. The Berlin setting added weight to the politics 
of comparison. It is possible that precisely because of the centrality of housing 
for legitimacy—housing itself being a symbol (and Berlin, in turn a symbol in the 
Cold War, as David Barclay has shown)—finding a policy in which one did not lose 
out in the competition became so important. A joint Allied approach was thus at 
once a response to German practices of comparison and response to the growing 
competition.

In the planning and housing exhibitions that emerged in this period, precursors 
to the famous kitchen debates, we can read difference and ideological competition 
of the nascent Cold War. But we must also note that similar media and fora were 
embraced, that there was a common Allied interest in “branding” their mass housing 
solutions. Anthropologist Katherine Verderey has thus read the Cold War as not 
only a military confrontation but “a cognitive organization of the world,” the search 
for a recognizable “socialist” or “Western aesthetic,” a “socialist” or “US style.”71 The 
story of housing plans and exhibitions such as Berlin Plant can be placed in this 
Cold War cultural tradition. When it came to finding practical housing solutions, 
the discussion of redistributive models through new housing laws, we likewise see 
this. It was not only the story of competition or even entanglements. The Cold War 
was one conversation. Yet its direction was open and could fluctuate. The study 
suggests that in the years 1945–6 especially, the nascent Cold War was not a one-
way street. There was room for cooperation and finding a common language, amid 
differences.

Narrating a History of Berlin and the Nascent Cold War

The Cold War as giving shape to the conversation (or being this conversation) in this 
Berlin setting is one prominent and important story we can tell with the records of the 
International Committee. But it is not the only one. Shifting perspective from high 
ranking to mid-level representatives of the Cold War sides can also be fruitful for 
another reason. For the mid-level members’ work and motivations, operating in this 
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Cold War context must also be understood as part of the history of their professions. By 
nature, the work of housing and urban planning is collaborative, driven by aggregate 
actors.72 The participants of the International Committee as practicing urban planners 
may have already been predisposed to operate in collaborative terms. Not only the 
time span, but also the object of study—in this case, a profession and group set up to 
work collaboratively—clearly has an impact on the story we tell of “Berlin in the Cold 
War, the Cold War in Berlin.”

Moreover, one may read this case as part of a larger, international history of 
urban professionals, technocrats, and governments already embracing population 
management thinking. Geoff Eley has placed such population management approach 
in the “deep history” of Empire building and social engineering that “extends both 
back to the 1880s or even 1860s and forward to the end of the twentieth century.”73 
Others have read them as spanning the 1930s and 1950s especially.74 Such a 
management approach could involve the movement of populations within a city 
(moving unhoused Tiergarten, Kreuzberg, or Neukölln residents), and it could be 
applied to the “streams” of refugees, DPs, returnees whom the Allies tried to direct. 
The ultimate goal here was placement, even if temporary, control, and governability. 
This approach suited Western capitalist, emerging welfare-corporatist, and Stalinist 
systems alike. It could be applied to the movement and management of labor, and 
to the movement and management of so-called “displaced” populations (displaced 
by war, the movement of capital, ethnic, and political cleansing). Here, despite the 
postwar rhetoric of Cold War difference and new beginnings, the continuities with 
wartime and earlier approaches should not be overlooked. It was the experiences 
and practices of Civil War, the Great Depression, and especially World War Two—
and the immensity of the postwar housing challenge—that gave prominence to such 
managerial approaches and allowed for a remarkable convergence across the political 
divides.75

Berlin’s history in the immediate postwar has come to be associated with the 
emerging Cold War systemic competition, and rightly so. The evidence presented 
shows that this nascent Cold War competition was also present in the realm of 
housing, keenly felt as it related to claims to authority by each side. Yet longer spanning 
professional histories as well as records from the very postwar moment itself call for 
caution when reading the years of 1945 and 1946 as driven by Cold War considerations 
alone. Older population management and urban planning traditions can help explain 
the postwar convergence of approaches, and so can the shared challenges and common 
ground on which they found themselves in 1945. The records of the Allied housing 
officers working in Berlin during this period, and the joint German–Allied activities of 
the International Committee on Building and Housing capture an important moment 
then: it was one of an unstable, rubbled, potentially disease-ridden Berlin, one in which 
Allied urban planners could at once compete and collaborate, one in which neither 
the end of the Old War, nor the power of the Cold War was yet firmly cemented. It 
was undeniably there, but the form and expression it would take was still subject to 
experimentation and practical considerations. Motivations could thus coexist: from 
Old War to Cold War, to a simple war against the cold.
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East and West Berlin were entangled in a multitude of ways. In spite of competing 
systems, there were numerous connections both before and after the erection of 
the Wall between the two halves of this divided city. Modern entertainment culture 
was a very important one. It was a driving force of entanglement processes, as it 
overcame in equal measure social and spatial boundaries.1 This is a key reason why 
popular entertainment was frequently politicized in spite of its being rooted in the 
simple need for entertainment.2 This goes especially for the postwar period marked by 
system confrontation, in which audiovisual media in particular offered cross-border 
entertainment and therefore became the object of heated political conflicts.3 Political 
and pedagogical elites in both East and West initially reacted with the same resentment 
toward the newfangled entertainment enjoyed by postwar youth, condemning 
it as “trash and filth” (Schmutz und Schund) merely because it didn’t conform with 
traditional educated middle-class notions of high culture and serious entertainment. 
In the GDR, Western-oriented juvenile entertainment was branded as an “ideological 
diversion of the class enemy” and was hence doubly stigmatized.4

The entanglement and politicization of modern entertainment culture are particularly 
manifest in East and West Berlin, as will be shown in the following with respect to the Berlin 
neighborhoods of Friedrichshain (East) und Kreuzberg (West). These two districts shared a 
common border, on the fault line of the Cold War.5 And yet this East–West entanglement in 
the form of a transborder culture of entertainment was subject to constant historical change, 
mirroring processes of media transformation from cinema to television. In this chapter, I 
will show, first, how before 1961 East Germans flocked to cinemas close to the border in 
Kreuzberg. Second, using interviews with contemporary witnesses in Friedrichshain, I will 
show how the practice of going to nearby Western cinemas was replaced in East Berlin 
with the widespread consumption of Western television after the construction of the Wall. 
Third, I will show that modern media entertainment in the divided urban community of 
Berlin was a particularly explosive issue, conflating as it did the ideological boundaries of 
the Cold War with traditional fears about the unbridled amusement of urban working-class 
youth. Cultural criticism and the Cold War often went hand in hand here, hard as this may 
be to imagine nowadays in the new “party capital” of Berlin.

6

Entangled Entertainment: Cinema and 
Television in Cold War Berlin

Hanno Hochmuth
Translated by David Burnett



Cold War Berlin106

The Kreuzberg Border Cinemas

Kreuzberg, like other West Berlin districts, had a total of ten so-called border cinemas 
(Grenzkinos) prior to 1961. These were located close to the sector border and mainly 
targeted visitors from East Berlin and elsewhere in the GDR. The real draw of border 
cinemas was the wide array of popular American entertainment films they offered 
at reduced prices.6 East Berlin cinemas could not compete in this regard. Most were 
in poor condition with superannuated projection equipment dating largely from the 
prewar period. The East, moreover, did not produce enough feature films, and not 
enough circulating copies of the ones it did, to meet the city’s considerable demand 
for entertainment. More importantly, however, was that most of the films running 
in East Berlin movie theaters had a distinctly didactic tone. A large proportion of 
contemporary East German films was set in the world of socialist manufacturing—
precisely what the majority of moviegoers were trying to escape from during their 
hours off.7 It is therefore no surprise that many of them chose to go to Western cinemas 
instead, which promised a temporary respite from the harsh realities of daily life under 
the SED regime.

For the operators of these West Berlin cinemas, the steady stream of East German 
moviegoers was a huge source of income. Although they paid only 50 pfennigs per 
show on presenting an East German ID—and often a mere 25 pfennigs for matinée 
screenings, less than half of the regular price—they nonetheless filled up the cinemas, 
even in the late 1950s when in many places the rise of television was leading to “cinema 
extinction.” Moreover, at the behest of the American-occupying forces border cinemas 
were exempt from paying the usual entertainment tax to the Berlin Senate. This gave 
the operators of these cinemas a considerable competitive advantage over movie 
theaters in the Western hinterland.8

The successful West Berlin model met with harsh criticism in the Eastern half 
of the city. The daily “mental border crossing”9 of the population of East Berlin 
and its interest in American productions were a political thorn in the side of the 
SED. The films being shown at these cinemas did not conform with the notions of 
good entertainment that the GDR had inherited from the Weimar Republic and its 
working-class culture. Non-purposeful pastimes that did not promote the education 
and edification of the public were not part of the concept of entertainment espoused by 
the SED well into the 1970s.10 This turned out in the long term to be a big disadvantage 
for the East in the competition between a socialist and a capitalist model of Germany, 
a battle also being waged in the domain of popular media.11 The West was eminently 
more attractive, not least in terms of its entertainment offerings.

But even in West Berlin, critics lamented the popular westerns and gangster movies 
being screened in the border cinemas. These hostile reactions were a culture-critical 
statement rooted in the paternalist “trash and filth” campaigns that began at the 
turn of the twentieth century.12 Even in the 1950s, this sense of resentment was still 
widespread, often coupled with a deep-seated anti-Americanism among parts of the 
social elite.13 The Berlin Senate fought a vicious battle with private cinema operators 
about the quality of movies being shown at border cinemas. The issue was mainly 
sexual licentiousness and graphic depictions of violence. The debate culminated 
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in the so-called All-Berlin Cultural Plan (Gesamtberliner Kulturplan) of 1958, 
explicitly taking into account moviegoers from the East. Only quality films, so-called 
Prädikatsfilme, which were given the rating of “valuable” or “especially valuable” by 
the Film Evaluation Office in Wiesbaden were eligible for state subsidies. This was 
in no way detrimental to the appeal of West Berlin border cinemas, however. East 
Berliners were allowed to purchase their admission tickets using Eastern currency at 
a set exchange rate of 1:1, and the number of East German moviegoers in West Berlin 
border cinemas actually increased to 600,000 a month.14

The SED was suspicious of this stream of viewers and kept close tabs on them. 
Indeed, East Berlin functionaries were often among the best authorities on what was 
playing in West Berlin. Despite this sense of mistrust, there were occasional attempts 
to learn from the enemy,15 allowing the East to gain some ground. Thus, for example, 
in 1956, during the brief political “thaw” in the GDR, East Berlin cinemas temporarily 
increased their popularity by pandering to public tastes and importing Western movies 
(albeit not American ones). Border cinemas were set up in the East, attempting to lure 
Western visitors by offering popular Western movies at lower prices. But even with 
reduced fees for the unemployed, these movie theaters failed to live up to expectations 
and, in the end, the cinema war was clearly decided in favor of the West.16 It was only 
the erection of the Berlin Wall that succeeded in keeping East German moviegoers 
out of West Berlin cinemas for good. With that the economic basis of border cinemas 
vanished overnight, forcing five of the ten Kreuzberg border cinemas to close by the 
end of 1961.17

Michael Lemke talks about an “entangled society” in characterizing divided Berlin 
before the construction of the Wall.18 The intense politicization in both halves of this 
city during the height of the Cold War notwithstanding, the societies of East and West 
Berlin remained closely intertwined prior to 1961. This was particularly true in day-
to-day life. The inhabitants of this divided city crossed borders to shop for food, go to 
school, and earn their living, but especially for entertainment, which included going 
to the cinema. The entertainment offerings of this entangled “media public sphere” 
were appropriated in a private manner by consumers, who followed their personal 
entertainment preferences and flocked to The Magnificent Seven and Ben Hur. Thus, 
the Kreuzberg border cinemas linked not only East and West but also the public and 
the private sphere.

Western Television in East Berlin

With the construction of the Wall in 1961, electronic media overtook the role that 
border cinemas once occupied, becoming the most important link between East and 
West. This included Western radio programs, which were available on the airwaves 
throughout most of the GDR and had a formative influence on developments in the 
East. The popular broadcaster Radio in the American Sector (RIAS), for instance, 
played a crucial role in the national uprising of June 17, 1953.19 The SED therefore 
sought to prevent its people from listening to the RIAS program by disturbing its 
frequencies. The jamming of radio signals, however, only affected medium and long 
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wave, but not very high frequencies (UKW) that were most commonly used in Berlin. 
By the 1960s and 1970s, the number of jamming signals decreased. The SED no longer 
invested in jamming radio techniques.20

Western TV shows, too, were an important bridge between East and West.21 With 
the exception of the so-called “valley of the clueless” in the region of Dresden and a 
few areas in the remote northeast corner of the GDR, most East Germans—about 80 
percent—were able to tune into the two main West German national broadcasters, 
ARD and ZDF, in the 1970s and 1980s.22 Western television became all the more 
important once it became a mass medium. In the course of the 1960s, the majority 
of households in the GDR gained access to a TV set.23 Most could pick up Western 
channels, which subsequently took on the role of a surrogate public sphere in the GDR.

East Berlin had almost ideal conditions for receiving radio and television programs 
due to its close proximity to West Berlin broadcasting stations. And yet there was 
nothing free and easy about tuning in to Western stations, the act itself being highly 
politicized as it undermined the SED’s media and information monopoly. Listening 
to or watching Western media was denounced by the SED as “ideological diversion of 
the class enemy.” The culmination of this ideological struggle against Western German 
media was the “Lightning Contra NATO Stations” campaign in the fall of 1961, when 
the SED, having sealed the border, now cracked down on “mental border-crossers.” 
Thousands of members of the Free German Youth (FDJ) were sent up on to rooftops 
across the country to check which way the antennas were facing and correct them if 
necessary.24 The tenement blocks of Friedrichshain, built in quadrangle fashion, made 
this task even easier, allowing eager FDJ members to literally jump from roof to roof. 
What they failed to take into account, however, were the antennas some occupants 
had secretly installed under the roofs in the attics of their buildings and, hence, out of 
public view.25

Another strategy for disguising the consumption of Western media was restricting 
communication about it to a wholly private context. The distinction between public 
and private in the GDR was something people learned early on.26 Schoolchildren 
were careful about what they said in public about the TV programs they watched 
at home. Under no circumstances were their teachers allowed to find out that they 
and their families were familiar with Western TV. Thus, many parents impressed on 
their children from a very young age that it was better to keep quiet in public about 
their evening viewing habits, because even a candid answer to seemingly harmless 
questions—what the “Little Sandman” character looked like in the East German 
bedtime show or the trademark East German clock ident—could serve as an indication 
to teachers which TV stations they watched at home and hence get parents or pupils 
into trouble.27 As the chief agency of education in the GDR, the school system jealously 
guarded the SED’s information monopoly. One of its major tasks was to educate the 
“new socialist individual,” who was supposed to be free of all capitalist influences. 
But given the existence of a “dual television landscape,”28 this was an all but hopeless 
endeavor, leading to countless conflicts between teachers and pupils.29

The consumption of Western television in the GDR can best be reconstructed 
by analyzing these conflicts. This task presents two primary difficulties, however. 
On the one hand, TV reception is fleeting by nature and hard to trace historically; 
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contemporary audience research on television in the GDR would only permit drawing 
indirect conclusions about East Germans’ consumption of Western programming.30 On 
the other hand, the fact that these audiovisual media were oriented toward a national 
audience and broadcast nationwide makes it hard to reach any specific conclusions 
about the local consumption of Western television in the capital of the GDR. Media-
historical interviews, however, are one way to retrospectively reconstruct historical 
media behaviors. Seven interviews with former East German teachers at polytechnic 
high schools (POS) in Friedrichshain and Prenzlauer Berg will serve as a basis for 
the following investigation of Western television and its politicization in East Berlin.31 
Granted, these interviews are not a representative or objective reflection of past reality, 
but are merely an individual and limited approach to the topic. It was evident that 
the interviewees constructed their biographies as the interview progressed and were 
not immune to interpretive patterns acquired since the events transpired. A critical 
interpretation of these interviews with former teachers has to take into account the 
radical break in social relations, their personal, professional and material development, 
changes in the school system, as well as the transformation of the media landscape 
since 1989.

The teachers interviewed often had no time to watch television because of their 
heavy workload.32 Added to this was the systematic convergence of curricular and 
extracurricular activities in the GDR. As propagandists of the state, teachers had to 
organize flag ceremonies or communist youth-group activities such as afternoon 
“Pioneer” meetings and a mandatory year-long civics class for FDJ members; they had 
to maintain contact with factory or farm brigades sponsoring children’s groups, do 
military recruiting, and much, much more.33 They were highly public individuals and 
had considerably less free time than their fellow citizens. Furthermore, television—in 
particular entertainment shows—contradicted in many respects the values and social 
prestige of the educated middle classes that many teachers in the GDR were trying to 
convey, in spite of the fact that they themselves rarely came from this social background. 
Thus, in spite of the wholesale replacement of educators and cultural elites in the GDR, 
conventional paradigms of the teaching profession had largely remained intact.34 This 
included the widely shared conviction among teachers that reading a good book was 
always preferable to watching TV.

It is thus all the more remarkable that the majority of teachers surveyed indicated 
that they did, in fact, watch television on a regular basis. And almost all of them 
sooner or later had some experience with Western programming. Some came from 
functionary families that tended to toe the party line and refused to turn on ARD and 
ZDF for ideological reasons, or from regions where they couldn’t get Western stations. 
And yet most of them began to watch both East and West German programming at the 
latest when they started their own families and began their careers. Western television, 
however, was more present in East Berlin than it was in other parts of the country. One 
of the teachers interviewed, who had come to Friedrichshain to work at a POS after 
teacher training in Neubrandenburg, experienced a kind of culture shock in Berlin:

I’d sometimes meet up with colleagues from work. I was in Berlin now! And they’d 
say: “Hey, have you seen this?” Something completely idiotic to me nowadays: 
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Dallas. At 9:30 the whole street echoed with its theme song. And, well, you’d end 
up watching it too, and actually thought it was pretty cool. It was a totally different 
world. […] Just seeing the whole Western lifestyle and how the people there 
dressed, all fancy-schmancy, and then all the thrilling intrigues. It definitely had 
something. […] I think that was my introduction to Western television.35

These statements bespeak the ubiquity and allure of Western television. They also 
show that it was not uncommon to talk with colleagues at school about the experience 
of watching programs made by the class enemy. A teacher who wanted to be accepted 
by other teaching staff had to take part in this kind of small talk. To be sure, this kind 
of communication about Western TV was only possible in a more narrow, private 
circle, in which there was a kind of tacit agreement—quite typical, incidentally, in a 
“dictatorship of limits” like the GDR, where individuals had certain freedoms and a 
scope of maneuver as long as they remained in their immediate social surroundings, 
but quickly encountered limits the higher up they went.36 There was certainly no 
discussing Western programs with school directors or administrators, since the latter 
had an unequivocal claim to political leadership and considerable powers of sanction.

And yet the remarkable thing is that none of the teachers interviewed could recall 
any kind of official prohibition. Instead, they made repeated mention of it being a 
“taboo” to watch Western television. This term would indicate that Western television 
in the GDR existed in a legal gray zone. With the exception of the service regulations 
for members of the armed forces, there was no law making it a punishable offense to 
tune in to Western programs. That private television-watching habits were nonetheless 
a taboo topic is probably attributable to the abovementioned campaigns from the early 
1960s against using Western radio and television. The “antenna-storming” after the 
construction of the Wall was accompanied by the demanding of written declarations 
renouncing the use of Western media. “Voluntary” agreements of this sort were 
expected especially of university students, and served in the case of violations as a 
lever for possible expulsion. Several of the teachers interviewed recalled university 
classmates being punished to set an example after they were caught using Western 
media or admitted to having done so. One teacher, who began his teacher training in 
East Berlin in the fall of 1961, told the following about a fellow student:

He’d watched a soccer game with his study group—it’s really quite ridiculous—
in the Mitte district of Berlin, on a TV set with a tabletop antenna. As chance 
would have it, the picture was better on the Western channel. So they switched 
to the Western channel and turned off the sound, then listened to the game on 
the radio while following the picture on TV. And for fear of being denounced, 
this individual […] said that he simply wanted to state for the record that he was 
watching Western television with his study group—about five or six people—and 
that, while he was sorry about it, he just wanted to get it out in the open so that 
everything would be fine.37

The student was lucky and was not expelled. Too many of his classmates were 
involved in the affair and the demand for new teachers was simply too great to expel 
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them all from teachers’ training college. And so the students got away with a warning 
and were allowed to continue their studies. Said teacher, however, had learned his 
lesson from the public disciplinary procedure that followed and refrained from using 
Western TV or radio after that. This applied to entertainment shows as well. After 
all, the student was not criticized for watching a political information program on 
Western TV but for tuning in to a sports event, and this just because of better picture 
quality. The authorities in this instance were not only interested in upholding the 
SED’s monopoly on information; the reception of Western entertainment shows was 
actually considered a threat: the dreaded “ideological diversion of the imperialist 
mass media.”38

This belief in the direct negative influencing of the East German population 
through Western media had two basic causes. First, the SED clung tenaciously 
to Lenin’s understanding of the mass media as a propaganda tool, so that the 
entertainment function of television was long underestimated. East German television 
was conceived as a journalistic medium in which even cultural content was meant to 
reflect socialist convictions.39 Entertainment was there to serve propaganda interests. 
The SED imputed this same intention to Western television—although, granted, with 
a different agenda. It suspected that the capitalist “consciousness industry” was lurking 
behind the enemy’s entertainment shows and was out to manipulate unsuspecting 
East Germans.

The second cause for the rejection of Western entertainment programs was to 
be found in the generational conflict that emerged in the GDR in the 1950s. The 
old communist leaders, socialized in the Weimar labor movement and hence eager 
to spread education to the masses, as well as the functional elites of the immediate 
postwar generation, the so-called generation of reconstruction (Aufbaugeneration), 
which experienced tremendous upward mobility after the war, both had trouble 
understanding the generation that followed. Although the latter were the first 
generation of East German citizens supposedly raised in an atmosphere free of 
capitalist influences and hence fulfilling the ideal of the new socialist individual, 
many young people had other aims in life than building socialism, and generally 
seemed more interested in jeans and rock and roll. Hence the younger generation 
had become an “internal enemy.”40 Political and educational functionaries blamed 
this situation on Western entertainment and took vigorous measures to counteract 
it—antenna-storming, confiscation of TV and radio sets, making public examples of 
offenders.41

The consumption of Western television and radio was thus systematically politicized, 
even though the consumers of these programs rarely had political motivations and 
mostly did so for personal pleasure. The media habits of most East Germans were 
primarily an individual pursuit of happiness aimed at satisfying their personal needs.42 
In this respect, the GDR was no different from other modern societies.43 This essentially 
unpolitical satisfaction of needs in the GDR took on a political character, however, in 
the context of the Cold War and given the existence of mass media spanning the Cold 
War divide. It was this that made the private consumption of Western television a form 
of cultural resistance and occasionally of silent protest. The thrill of doing something 
forbidden was sometimes just as important.
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The fact that Western TV became a political taboo stood in stark contrast to 
the daily media habits of most East German citizens. As public propagandists and 
private consumers, the teachers interviewed found different ways of dealing with the 
conflict between political expectations and personal viewing behavior. By no means 
were they mere “transmission belts” of the SED dictatorship who implemented in 
a linear manner the claims to power of state and party and systematically opposed 
their students using Western media. In reality, they developed eigensinnig (self-willed) 
strategies of dealing with this problem.44 Some teachers did, in fact, renounce Western 
television, demanding that their children and students do the same. This was probably 
done in the spirit of timeserving more than as a matter of conviction. While there 
were teachers who consistently rejected Western television on ideological grounds, 
pragmatic considerations were usually the deciding factor. As teachers and multipliers 
of state power, they imagined they were under particular scrutiny and abstained from 
watching Western TV at home in the interest of protecting themselves, so as not to 
be denounced by their own children. By willingly putting on ideological blinders and 
only tuning in to East German television, they also avoided uncomfortable truths and 
confrontations. For the very same reason, these teachers demanded that their students 
also toe the line and only use East German media. Some teachers found this was the 
easiest way to nip discordant voices in the bud.

Other teachers ignored the television-viewing habits of their students and regularly 
watched Western programs themselves. Remarkably, they did not feel conflicted; 
they simply repressed the dissonance between the authorities’ demand for loyalty 
and their own media-consuming habits. The majority of interviews confirmed this 
finding. Political loyalty to the East and an orientation toward Western media were 
by no means mutually exclusive. Many teachers felt they had earned a loyalty bonus 
through their considerable social commitment in other, often conflict-ridden areas 
where accountability toward their superiors was greater—their efforts, for example, 
to get as many schoolchildren as possible to take part in the Jugendweihe, the state-
sponsored communist coming-of-age ceremony. It was only natural, then, to minimize 
this claim to loyalty in their own private sphere. At least at home they deserved a break 
and should be able to tune in to whatever they wanted, Dallas or Einer wird gewinnen.45 
This tacit arrangement extended to the viewing habits of their students. Many teachers 
basically condoned what they themselves practiced.

Finally, some teachers adopted a third strategy with regard to Western television 
by openly repudiating the claim to renounce watching Western TV. These were no 
closet oppositionists, but self-assertive SED members whose fundamental convictions 
as socialists allowed them to deem certain demands of the party as fallacious and 
reinterpret them with reference to the founding fathers of socialism. This widespread 
form of eigensinnig behavior in the GDR found expression in the words of a teacher in 
Friedrichshain:

At some point I told myself, it’s a stupid demand, and I looked for arguments to 
back it up and said, for example: Karl Marx developed his theory of capitalism 
while living in the midst of capitalism. He experienced it as reality and was able 
to think critically and develop a theory out of it and judge for himself if what he 
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had seen was good or bad. We’re constantly supposed to condemn a system that 
we actually know nothing about, except what they’re generous enough to share 
with us. So I said to myself: This is nonsense, no way. I can’t live in water and still 
stay dry.46

The teacher quoted here taught civics (Staatsbürgerkunde) and was therefore even more 
responsible for the political-ideological education of his pupils, and hence routinely 
ran into trouble when his students came with conflicting information they’d gleaned 
from Western programs. He had no choice but to watch these shows himself in order 
to reduce this cognitive dissonance. If he hadn’t, his students would have “cooked 
his goose,” he recalled in retrospect. Paradoxically, it was the restrictive information 
policy of the SED that forced him to be more open toward Western television. Like 
many other teachers, he felt let down by his own country’s television programming, 
which doggedly remained silent about certain political events that Western TV 
reported on exhaustively:

There were a lot of things we had no information about. I remember once, for 
example, when a Korean airliner was shot down, causing the deaths of hundreds of 
people. And I remember it so clearly, because we asked: “Is it true or not, because 
Western TV reported on it and Eastern TV said nothing?” Then we made some 
inquiries at the district committee of the Party: “Is it true?”—“It’s not true.” Then, 
day by day, a little bit more of the truth came out, and in the end the story went: It 
was suspected of being a spy plane, that’s why. Whatever the case may have been, 
we were totally left in the dark. And the dumbest comment was when they said: 
“If you have a class standpoint, you’ll know what to say to your students.” In other 
words: Ernst Thälmann was a wonderful person, so none of that can be true.47

Teachers were largely left to their own devices when it came to the topic of Western 
television. And their insecurity only increased in the last two decades of the GDR. 
This can be traced back to three new challenges that teachers faced with no clear 
instructions from the Ministry of Education on how to deal with them in the classroom. 
First, the party line on Western TV changed in 1971 when Erich Honecker came to 
power. The new head of state and party leader declared in 1973 that everyone could 
“turn on or off Western mass media as they pleased, especially West German radio 
and television.”48 The party leadership slowly began to accept the fact that Western 
TV was perceived by East German citizens as an increase in their quality of living and 
therefore had a stabilizing effect.49 The school system was hardly affected, however, by 
this piecemeal liberalization. Teachers were not given an official “all clear” with regard 
to Western TV. Completely abandoning the bogeyman of “Western media” would 
have eroded the socialist self-image that schools were supposed to communicate. The 
result was that for many teachers their earlier experiences of conflict and prohibitions 
encountered in the 1960s remained a formative influence. Come 1989, the taboo of 
Western television had hardly been lifted in the GDR.

Second, East German television underwent a fundamental change in 1971 after 
a speech by Honecker at the Eighth Party Congress of the SED when he attested to 
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a “certain tediousness” of their own television programming. Two great program 
reforms took the entertainment needs of East German viewers into consideration, 
evincing clear parallels to Honecker’s economic and social policy, which aimed to 
win the population’s loyalty by offering more consumer choices. This included the 
Saturday evening variety show Ein Kessel Buntes (“A Cauldron of Color”), which now 
featured original performances by stars from the West. Then, in 1982, “alternative 
programming” was introduced, moving all political magazine shows on East German 
television from primetime slots to later in the evening, giving way to entertainment 
shows increasingly imported from the West.50 In their attempts to attract viewers, East 
German program directors had learned from the enemy. Hence television in the GDR 
became more and more like its counterpart in the West.51 Teachers who for years had 
fought against the pernicious effects of Western entertainment shows were suddenly 
deeply irritated by the conformist nature of East German television and had a lot of 
explaining to do to their students. They felt like they’d been stabbed in the back by 
their own TV stations.

Third, television in West Germany also underwent a momentous change with the 
advent of private television stations in 1985, which, as of 1987, were freely available 
on the airwaves in East Berlin as well. The private broadcasters SAT 1 and RTL Plus 
offered mostly American series to begin with. Private TV also established entirely new 
formats like the morning edition—an unfamiliar challenge for many of the teachers 
interviewed.52 One of the teachers from Friedrichshain recalled:

I was astonished to find out that my students were even watching television before 
they came to school. I was pretty flabbergasted. I couldn’t understand why anyone 
would watch TV before school. And it was obviously private stations they were 
watching. […] These students were usually the ones whose grades were not so good, 
and it was naturally hard not to comment: “You should sleep a little longer instead 
of watching TV.” By the late 1980s, the situation was a little more relaxed, though. 
It was not about politics anymore, but the fact that they were simply spending too 
much time in front of the TV set. It was evident in their poor performance, their 
lack of concentration, in everything.53

Teachers were opposed to morning programs not so much in their function as 
the propagandists of the state and guardians of the SED’s monopoly on the media 
but in  their role as concerned educators. It was in their own professional interest 
that they struggled with private broadcasters for the attention of their students. By 
associating the American shows broadcasted on private stations with the notion of 
“trash and filth,” they reactivated a deep-seated resentment characteristic of their 
profession, the loathing of American popular culture, thus calling to mind the 
postwar years in East and West when an educated middle-class elite was waging a 
hopeless battle against dime novels and jazz music.54 The fear that private television 
was dumbing the population down was rooted in a long tradition of German cultural 
criticism on the part of concerned educators. In this regard, the politicization of 
entertainment in the GDR needs to be viewed not merely against the backdrop of 
the SED’s desire to structure everyday life according to its own dictatorial interests, 
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but also as part of a cross-system engagement with modern mass culture and the 
entertainment-oriented mass consumption it entailed.

Conclusion: Media History as Urban History

In East Berlin, this cultural struggle had an added element of controversy given 
that it was primarily working-class youth from older East Berlin neighborhoods 
whom the SED leadership considered especially susceptible to imported Western 
entertainment. Just like in the immediate postwar period, when juvenile delinquents 
such as the notorious Gladow gang on Schreinerstrasse in Friedrichshain were 
inspired by American gangster movies to carry out their own heists,55 popular 
Western media were suspected of corrupting working-class youths. This was evident 
in the state’s reaction to the massive numbers of East Germans going to Kreuzberg 
border cinemas prior to 1961, which after the construction of the Wall were replaced 
with the widespread reception of Western radio and television programs. Even 
though the SED’s attitude toward “political-ideological diversion of the class enemy” 
did relax somewhat over the decades, the enjoyment of Western TV in the East 
remained politically charged.

The fact that interest in Western entertainment shows mostly sprang from an 
unpolitical desire for distraction tended to get short shrift. And yet, in a broader sense, 
Western media did convey alternative lifestyles different than the ones on offer in the 
GDR. They showed how different life was on the other side of the Wall—and how many 
ways there were to have fun. Thus, the Blattschuss Brothers singing their Kreuzberg 
Nights on the ZDF hit parade in 1978 conjured up images of the “Wild West” in the 
minds of East Berliners.56 When Western popstars such as David Bowie performed on 
the immediate Western side of the Brandenburg Gate in 1987, during celebrations to 
mark the 750th anniversary of Berlin, East German fans flocked to the Eastern side 
before being dispersed by their own security forces. For the very first time, indignant 
fans reacted by publicly chanting “The Wall must go!” or singing “Kreuzberg nights are 
long …” with ambiguous reference to the West Berlin May Day riots.57 Even though 
there was no direct link here to the fall of the Wall two years later, these events presaged 
the system-defeating power of a Western entertainment culture that had served as a 
central connector between East and West Berlin throughout the city’s division.

Entertainment culture between East and West was not a one-way street, however. 
Countless West Berliners made pilgrimages to East Berlin in order to go to the opera 
or theater, or to buy cheap books, records, and alcohol. And yet there is no denying 
that this entanglement was largely asymmetric on account of the greater appeal of 
Western entertainment. Whereas Western movies, television series, and radio shows 
were eagerly followed in East Berlin, the West Berlin subculture of the 1980s more or 
less completely ignored the East.58 The history of entertainment culture in East and 
West Berlin thus exemplifies the asymmetric histories, both parallel and entangled, of 
East–West German postwar history.59

At first glance, the entanglement of mass media between East and West Berlin 
may not seem all that different than that between the GDR and the Federal Republic 
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overall. On closer examination, however, the special situation of Berlin reveals specific 
historical features with regard to entertainment culture. Personal entanglements 
between East and West Berlin were largely replaced by media entanglement after 
1961. The comparison between the visits of the Western border cinemas and the 
consumption of the Western TV reveals that the entangled relations shifted after the 
erection of the Wall and a concomitant media transformation, but the phenomenon of 
a cross-border entertainment culture nonetheless remained in place.

This had very concrete effects on the history of East Berlin, where Western 
television played a special role for reasons other than optimal reception. The many 
prewar buildings in East Berlin with their antennas on and under the roof, but also the 
working-class social structure in many parts of East Berlin’s inner-city districts made 
Western television a political issue, one that shifted over time, however, the fear among 
educated middle-class elites of “ideological diversion of the class enemy” gradually 
giving way to more traditional anxieties about the dangers of urban working-class 
youth and their unregulated consumption of Western entertainment. Urban history 
and media history therefore need to be viewed in tandem, as inextricably linked. In 
this regard, the history of entangled entertainment in East and West Berlin points to 
the methodological potential of an integrated German postwar history.60
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On the night of November 24, 1987, agents of the State Security (Stasi) raided the 
Zionskirche (Zion Church) in communist East Berlin. The church served as a haven 
for political and cultural nonconformism, in keeping with the Protestant Church’s 
role as one of the few (limited) safe spaces for dissent under the communist regime. 
Pastor Hans Simon opened his doors to hippies, punks, and other young dissidents, 
making the Zionskirche a central institution of the alternative scene in East Berlin’s 
Prenzlauer Berg district. The previous September, a group of activists had founded 
a so-called “Environmental Library” (Umweltbibliothek) in the church’s basement 
offices. The group collected and made available hard-to-find books, staged exhibitions, 
and produced a newspaper, the Environmental Pages (Umweltblätter), which 
combined environmental themes with social criticism and political commentary. 
Alongside this nominally legal newspaper—ostensibly produced for “internal church 
use”—activists of the Umweltbibliothek helped print Grenzfall, the newspaper of the 
illegal citizens’ group Initiative for Peace and Human Rights (Initiative Frieden und 
Menschenrechte—IFM). On the night of November 24, with the album Keine Macht 
für Niemand by radical West Berlin rock group Ton Steine Scherben blasting on a 
cassette player in the background, activists watched grimly as Stasi agents tore apart 
and photographed the premises.1

Stasi agents failed to catch Umweltbibliothek activists in the act of printing 
Grenzfall; indeed, even worse, from their perspective, the raid only spread the 
name  of the Umweltbibliothek around the country, provoking some of the first 
open citizen protests in the GDR. The notoriety of the Umweltbibliothek inspired 
imitators around East Germany, while expressions of solidarity poured in from 
West Germany and beyond. Erich Honecker received a letter of protest signed by 
the American folk singer Joan Baez, the linguist and anarchist Noam Chomsky, 
alongside and representatives of groups such as the War Resisters’ League, Peace 
Activists East West, Across Frontiers, Campaign for Peace and Democracy East 
West.2 Small grassroots groups in the Federal Republic saw their own situation 
reflected in that of the Umweltbibliothek. “We ourselves have already been raided 
five times,” wrote one; “The same thing happens to all sorts of groups in the BRD 
on a regular basis.”3
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Declarations like these astonished the activists of the Umweltbibliothek, in their 
relative isolation behind the Wall,4 but need hardly surprise the historian—the 1980s 
were a high moment of border-crossing movements of solidarity across national and 
bloc boundaries, aimed against the twin dangers of environmental degradation and an 
ever-escalating Cold War. They were also part of a longer postwar trajectory in which 
subculture achieved an unparalleled importance in divided Berlin. The Beat Wave of 
the mid-1960s (on both sides of the Wall); the West Berlin anarchist scene of the 
1970s; the Prenzlauer Berg underground of the 1980s of which the Umweltbibliothek 
was a part; the “Berlin Wonderland” of the early 1990s—these are the stations of 
insurrectionary youth’s struggle with state power in postwar Germany. Subculture had 
its roots in loose, pre-political associations of youth organized around musical genre 
and personal style, as in the various rock and roll riots of the late-1950s and early-
mid-1960s, and the Beat Wave and “Gammler” scenes from the mid-1960s on; but its 
characteristic feature from the mid-1960s on was a self-politicization that proceeded 
in step with the overall surge in leftwing student and countercultural politics of the 
1960s and 1970s. Subculture in Cold War Berlin, in other words, was much more 
than a site of “resistance through rituals”—it was a site in which serious politics were 
formulated and practiced.5

The analysis of subculture has produced a voluminous literature, much of it 
emphasizing the status of subculture as a site of meaning developed through symbolic 
practices related to style and habitus. For scholars associated with the Center for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) in Birmingham, England (the “Birmingham 
School”), the spectacular youth subcultures of postwar Britain—Teddy Boys, Mods, 
Punks, Skinheads—represented cases of “class struggle by other means”; that is, 
they were understood as sublimated attempts to come to grips with the subordinate 
position of the working class at the level of style.6 More recent work in cultural and 
communication studies has emphasized subculture’s role in responding to or facilitating 
cultural transfer—especially in relationship to popular music—that, in turn, plays a 
role in the construction of youth identity and youth politics.7

In Berlin from the mid-1960s on, however, subculture was more than a phenomenon 
of tribal youth rebellion whose political meaning had to be adduced by scholars. It was 
a self-theorizing body of thought and practice that was widely understood to be a form 
of politics—sometimes because a form of radical politics was ascribed to it by anxious 
sociologists, as in the case of the so-called “Gammler,” or Beatniks, who began to 
populate the centers of German metropoles around 1966–7—but more often because 
it itself openly practiced an explicit form of radical activism. Subculture in Cold War 
Berlin actually existed at the intersection of these two phenomena—youth in the street 
enacting a rebellion of lifestyle and mores, and avant-garde groups attempting to create 
a fusion of art and politics at the level of daily life.

The origins of this fusion can arguably be traced to the infamous Kommune 
I (First Commune) and its antecedent formations (Gruppe Spur, Anschlag, and 
Subversive Aktion). Founded in early 1967 as the culmination of several years of 
radical interventions, the commune was an explicit attempt to forge a marriage 
between updated Marxist and anarchist traditions, Reichian psychoanalysis and sexual 
experimentation, and Situationist theories of cultural provocation. West Berlin was 
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chosen as a site for the commune precisely because of the explosive nature of the city’s 
situation as a Cold War Frontstadt (“front line city”), and because of the concentration 
of Right-leaning media in the city.8 As one of the founders put it, using the language 
of Situationism, West Berlin was “‘ripe for a spectacle.”9 Launching a series of actions 
aimed at the intersection of consumerism and anticommunism, tweaking the 
sensibilities of the citizenry and obtaining outraged media coverage, the communards 
opened up a space for subculture in the city.

The Kommune I itself became a gathering space for cultural and political rebels, and 
its high media profile inspired the founding of other communes around West Germany, 
and also in East Berlin, where a copycat commune calling itself K1-Ost (Kommune I 
East) attempted to enact a similar mixture of psychoanalytical experimentation and 
oppositional political engagement.10 In both cases, communal living was expressive 
of broader political commitments. The sixties’ communards of the first hour did not 
merely “Turn on, tune in, drop out,” as in the influential injunction of psychedelic guru 
Timothy Leary—rather, they sought to revolutionize private life while galvanizing 
the public sphere. Members of K1-Ost, having been punished already for attempting 
to do the latter in the wake of the crushing of the Prague Spring in Czechoslovakia, 
were forced to focus more on the former.11 Practicing partner swapping and anti-
authoritarian childrearing in their efforts to “destroy the ‘bourgeois family’,” the 
communards attempted to overcome their social programming through “group 
therapy” sessions on the West Berlin model.

With the rise of the leftwing student movement and counterculture of the 1960s, 
experiments such as these became an object of theoretical analysis as well as a self-
conscious site of practice whose relative merit vis-à-vis more traditional forms of 
oppositional politics (e.g., student activism) was the object of fierce debate. At stake 
was the question of whether (sub)cultural activity in and of itself—defined as collective 
nonconformism at the level of style and habitus, combined, in the case of Kommune 
I, with a public politics of scandal—represented a form of political engagement, or 
whether, in fact, it represented a repudiation of politics. In historical hindsight, there is 
little doubt that cultural and political forms of radicalism reinforced one another, and 
must be examined together.

Subculture in Cold War Berlin: Nine Theses

On the basis of these initial observations it is possible to posit the first of a series of 
propositions pertaining to the role of subculture in Cold War Berlin:

1. Subculture in Cold War Berlin was a site of the intersection of culture and politics. 
As is well-known, the young avant-gardes who helped catalyze the West German 
“1968” drew as much from radical artistic traditions as from political ones. Inspired by 
French Situationism and Dutch Provo, a group such as Subversive Aktion fused artistic 
and political forms of radicalism into a potent new mixture. These initiatives unfolded 
against a backdrop of a rising youth culture that, as early as the 1950s, held the seeds 
of a wide-ranging youth politicization. The political radicalism with youth rebellion 
had been foreshadowed as early as 1962 in the so-called Schwabing Riots, was well-
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established by the time of a pair of infamous 1965 riots—one at a Rolling Stones concert 
in West Berlin’s Waldbühne, the other by young Beat fans in the East German city of 
Leipzig—and fully matured by the end of the decade in radicalized subcultures like the 
proto-terrorist West Berlin “Blues.” The political content of the subcultures that arose 
out of the politicization of the new youth culture—combined with a thoroughgoing 
politicization of the arts and artists—derived heavily from initiatives in the realm of 
cultural production, ranging from literature and publishing to music performance and 
production, to the visual arts to the underground press.

2. Subculture in Cold War Berlin was simultaneously global and local. A key feature 
of this explosion of creativity was the influence of the transnational. Subculture, 
with its strong connection to the arts and various kinds of cultural consumption, 
was particularly marked by the local adoption of globally circulating influences. 
Yet, subculture was also heavily conditioned by the topography, both concrete and 
imagined, of the local environment. Because subculture was typically the domain of 
small groups of protagonists operating within discrete spatial confines, the concept of 
scenes is particularly useful for understanding the workings of global/local interactions. 
These communities of affinity were based around one or more shared commitments—
to cultural provocation, neo-Marxism, rock music, dope smoking, or any number 
of other more-or-less subversive activities—and rooted in shared spaces both semi-
private (music venues, pubs, and bars) and public (the street). These localities were 
connected in turn to transnational communities of affinity—publics—organized 
around cultural consumption (reading books, listening to music, consuming images). 
These communities stretched far beyond the borders of the nation state to encompass 
distant sources of cultural production and international readerships/listenerships/
viewerships.12

The existence of scenes and publics was by no means confined to the Western half 
of Germany and Berlin. On the contrary, in the GDR, scenes became a key locus of 
resistance to the communist regime. Membership in transnational publics, likewise—
reading publics, listening publics, style publics—represented one of the chief means 
by which East German dissidents forged and enacted their connections to the broader 
world. Through publics, East and West Germany were connected abroad—to Anglo-
American pop culture, to rock and roll, to the writings of Che and Marcuse—but 
also across the border to one another. Kommune I members Fritz Teufel and Ranier 
Langhans visited the communist half of the city on more than one occasion to mingle 
with its young dissident intelligentsia, and it was in part out of this trans-Wall interplay 
that the inspiration arose for the founding of K1-Ost.13 Such connections picked up 
steam with the rise of the Alternative Scene in West Germany and the efforts of the 
Greens to forge connections with dissidents across the Wall. The smuggling of an 
Amiga 500 computer into East Berlin for the use of the Umweltbibliothek is only one 
of the most striking such examples of this sort of cooperation that, while the exception 
and not the rule, was nevertheless highly significant for the East German recipients of 
this kind of aid.14

3. Subculture in Cold War Berlin was topographically determined. As suggested 
earlier, the ground for subculture in Berlin was laid—literally—by the spatial 
arrangements created by the Wall. The building of the wall in August 1961 transformed 
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central districts such as Kreuzberg and Prenzlauer Berg into marginal ones. The 
former, bounded on three sides by the wall, became a major scene location in West 
Berlin by the end of the 1960s, later an epicenter of the squatting movement in West 
Germany. The latter, known as Kreuzberg was for its unrenovated buildings and low 
rents, became home to one of the main bohemian-artistic underground in the GDR 
in the 1970s and 1980s. Prenzlauer Berg was a site of alternative culture, first and 
foremost, because leftwing politics on the West German model was not permitted to 
enter the public sphere in the GDR. It is worth noting, however, that cultural circles in 
the West often dropped out in a way that was not dissimilar, and indeed, were criticized 
for doing so by more explicitly political militants.

After the fall of the Wall, Prenzlauer Berg, along with Mitte and Friedrichshain, 
became the locus of a second great wave of squatting, which, at its highpoint, saw 
some 130 buildings in various East Berlin districts occupied.15 This post-Wall squatting 
scene became a site of continuity for activists, such as those of the Umweltbibliothek, 
who sought radical-democratic alternatives to both state socialism and capitalism, and 
who, in this way, had much in common with their Western counterparts. It is an irony 
of history that the cultural-political creativity central to subculture in West Germany—
from 1968 to the squatting, autonomist, and techno music scenes that followed in the 
decades after 1968—was predicated precisely on destruction—the leveling wrought 
by the clash of competing totalitarianisms and total war on a previously unimaginable 
scale, written on the very topography of the city. It is in ruins, and on the margins 
of the ideological division stamped on the urban topography of Berlin, that leftwing 
radicalism and alternative culture flourished; and it is with questions of urban 
topography that an analysis of subculture in Berlin must inextricably be linked.

4. Subculture in Cold War Berlin was a key site of anarchist theory and practice. 
The history of subculture in Berlin from 1968 through Die Wende and its aftermath is 
also a history of anarchism. This was true not just because of the prominence in these 
scenes of methods of direct action, but because subcultural scenes from Kommune 
I on explicitly sought to recover the history of anarchism and to adapt it to current 
circumstances. It has often been overlooked, in the face of the West German student 
movement’s fascination with the Marxist (and often Marxist-Leninist) traditions, 
that anarchism occupied a significant location among the Extra-Parliamentary 
Opposition’s various historiographical-intellectual recovery projects. As early as 1966, 
with the publication of Rudi Dutschke’s Bibliography of Revolutionary Socialism, the 
recovery of anarchism was on the table in student circles.16 Anarchism placed its stamp 
on the formation of Kommune I via Situationism, which actively opposed Bolshevist 
state socialism and valorized great anarchist lost causes of history such as the Spanish 
Revolution and the Kronstadt Uprising. Similar preoccupations filtered into the Berlin 
anarchist scene centered on the Hash Rebels and periodicals like Agit 883 and Fizz, 
which read Bakunin and flirted with—and sometimes practiced—revolutionary 
violence.17

Anarchism was ideologically suited to subculture in several ways. First, it resonated 
with the emphasis on “doing your own thing” characteristic of the sixties’ counterculture 
generally—imported directly into Germany via the international underground press 
(although individualist approaches were, of course, only one of anarchism’s historical 
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manifestations). Equally important, anarchism arose out of, and helped to bolster, a 
characteristic orientation of New Left movements: a rejection of the Cold War binary. 
It is little wonder that portions of the ’68er movement influenced by Marxist-Leninist 
and “workerist” positions had trouble understanding subculture as a form of politics. 
Subversive groups in both East and West had to interact with the ruling paradigm 
in the two zones of the city, either directly or conceptually. And precisely because 
anarchism rejected systems of power based on totalizing ideologies whether explicit 
(Marxism as deformed by Stalinist bureaucracy), or implicit (the market economy and 
parliamentary democracy as the best of all possible worlds), it made sense to many 
activists in Cold War Berlin both as ideology and as practice.18

Anarchism was particularly attractive wherever activists sought to contest the 
primacy of Marxism-Leninism. This was true in the so-called “undogmatic” or Sponti 
scene in West Germany/West Berlin, which conceived of itself as a counterweight 
to the rise of the more or less dogmatic “K-Gruppen” from the latter half of 1968 
and, as is well-known, was a key early feature of the ideological standpoint of the 
French-German activist Daniel Cohn-Bendit, a leading protagonist not only of the 
French May but of the subsequent Sponti scene in Frankfurt.19 In the GDR, similarly, 
anarchism represented a site of radical-left ideas free of the stain of Stalinism. The 
founder of the Umweltbibliothek, Wolfgang Rüddenklau, was an admirer of Gustav 
Landauer and Peter Kropotkin, and anarchism was a significant presence in Jena as 
well, a hotbed of opposition to the communist regime.20 The anarchist emphasis on 
direct democracy, direct action, and the right of nonparty militants to drive radical 
change free of a controlling bureaucracy was tailor made for resistance against a 
regime that abrogated to itself the right to determine the course of society without 
input from below.

It is worth noting, as well, that the embrace in GDR opposition circles of the 
murdered German Communist Rosa Luxemburg—an inheritance of a broader 
valorization of nonconformist and non-Bolshevik Marxism in the international 
New Left—was similarly a manifestation of resistance to the narrative according 
to which Bolshevism’s successors held the keys to the revolutionary kingdom. In 
the famous Luxemburg demonstration of January 1988, in which members of the 
Umweltbibliothek were arrested, Luxemburg’s famous statement—“Freedom is always 
and exclusively freedom for the one who thinks differently”—provided a bridge 
from revolutionary communism to the impulse to “live in truth” so influential in the 
revolutions of 1989.

5. Subculture in Cold War Berlin was DIY (“Do It Yourself ”). The post-Wende 
scene of “autonomous urbanism”21 involving squats, underground clubs, and cultural 
workshops of all types had been foreshadowed already in the West Berlin of the late 
1960s/early 1970s. There, the self-organizational principle inherited from the student 
movement and nascent underground milieu produced something like an alternative 
society in West Berlin. By the beginning of the 1970s, a map of “Berlin Collectives” in 
the underground newspaper Hundert Blumen could feature initiatives including squats 
and alternative cultural spaces such as the Georg von Rauch and Tommy Weissbecker 
houses; the leftwing rock group Ton Steine Scherben and the agit-prop collective 
“Rock Front”; Homosexual Action West Berlin; feminist groups such as Brot und 
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Rosen; the Wagenbach publishing collective; a number of underground newspapers; 
the  “Sozialistisches Zentrum”; the “Rote Hilfe”: leftwing lawyers collectives; street-
theater, teachers’, and children’s’ groups; and various technical collectives (film and 
audio-visual, etc.).22

This effort at establishing leftwing counterinstitutions was based on principles of 
self-organization which, as noted already, were often explicitly, and at all times at 
least implicitly, anarchist in orientation. Its guiding ethos was DIY or “Do It Yourself,” 
a term associated primarily with the punk scene(s) of the 1970s and 80s—where it 
referred to efforts to bypass official and top-down means of production, distribution, 
and sales as a form of cultural activism from below—but present in principle already 
in the nascent alternative milieu of the 1960s, with its underground press, leftwing 
publishers and bookstores, bands, and venues.23 With the rise of the squatting 
scenes in West Berlin (to a lesser extent also in East Berlin), and then after 1989 in 
the neglected former Eastern districts where the Wall had stood, DIY became the 
principle guiding attempts to remake the face of daily life outside bourgeois property 
relationship and legal norms. These scenes saw attempts to make concrete the direct-
democratic, self-organizational implication of sixties’ radicalism, with emphasis on 
daily life in the spaces of the city. They saw a continuation of 1968’s anticapitalist 
politics, made concrete in struggles for individual buildings and neighborhoods, and 
sharpened after 1989 in concrete struggles against gangs of neo-Nazi skinheads and 
football hooligans.24

6. Subculture in Cold War Berlin was a site of communicative practice. A key focus 
of subculture’s DIY orientation was communication. Communication was a central 
trope of the anti-authoritarian revolt of 1968. Both the student movement and 
the counterculture sought in different ways to foster the creation of an alternative 
society (Gegengesellschaft) in which new political and cultural values were to replace 
old ones. Communication was a crucial means through which this aim was to be 
accomplished. Communication was intimately linked to the politics of daily life 
that marked the rise of communal living from 1968 on, being one of the key goals 
of the late 1960s’ founding of communes in West Berlin. As a piece in the Subkultur 
Berlin volume published by the editors of the underground newspaper Linkeck put 
it, communes were necessary precisely “because communication is impossible in 
our society.”25 Communes included not only the legendary Kommune I but, among 
others, the Potskommune, the Kommune 99, and the Linkeck commune associated 
with the eponymous journal. The association of alternative living arrangements 
with independent cultural production was the rule rather than the exception. 
An early characteristic activity of the Kommune I, indeed, was the production of 
bootleg texts of lost revolutionary classics. These included books by members of 
the Frankfurt School, especially Wilhelm Reich’s Function of the Orgasm, as well 
as classic texts of Marxism and anarchism. Bootleg publishing not only subverted 
capitalist means of production and distribution, but facilitated one of the central 
projects of 1968: the recovery of older revolutionary traditions for use by a new 
generation of radicals.

The Rotaprint machine of the Kommune I later found its way into the hands of 
Gerd Möbius, founding member of the radical Rote Steine theater troupe, and brother 
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to Ralf Möbius, singer of the agit-rock band Ton Steine Scherben. The Scherben 
themselves were early 1970s’ pioneers in DIY practices like ’zine making and recording 
and releasing their own music, practices that from the end of the decade would be 
associated with the punk movement. Characteristically, they had their own communes, 
first in the Tempelhofer Ufer in West Berlin, later in the rural setting of Friesenhagen 
in Rhineland-Palatinate. They produced their own underground newspaper dealing 
with issues from women’s and gay liberation to Black Power and the American Indian 
Movement, and reprinting their manifesto “Music is a Weapon,” which laid out their 
rationale for the connection between art and politics. A product of the Kreuzberg 
anarchist milieu, their lyrics questioned authority in all its forms. It is not for nothing 
that the lyrics of the song Keine Macht für Niemand (“No Power for No One”) from the 
eponymous LP playing in the Umweltbibliothek on the night of the Stasi raid challenged 
the totalizing ideologies of Cold War systems of power and called for the destruction of 
walls both literal and figurative.26

The goal of creating an alternative public sphere drove oppositional efforts in the 
GDR as well, in the development of an artistic-bohemian underground in Prenzlauer 
Berg, in the culture of salons in private apartments, and in the creation of samizdat 
or underground literary productions. The Umweltbibliothek was an explicit attempt 
at  creating communication in a society in which it was discouraged. Inspired by 
the so-called “flying universities” in Poland—alternative education projects based 
in private apartments—the Umweltbibliothek also shared in ideas of “rank and file 
democracy” associated with the alternative movement in the Federal Republic. The 
communicative goals of the UB were expressed by collecting and disseminating texts 
and information, sponsoring exhibits, and providing space for reading and discussion. 
With the protests against the Stasi raid of November, 1987, they expanded to include 
open criticism of the communist police state.

Characteristically, underground cultural production was key, first in the form of 
the Umweltblätter, then from October 1989 in the form of telegraph. The latter paper 
continued the Umweltblätter’s goal of breaking the state’s monopoly on information. 
The themes represented within offer a snapshot of a moment of transition in which 
activists from the Prenzlauer Berg dissident milieu took up new themes. With the death 
of the East German regime, the activists of the Umweltbibliothek stood at a liminal 
point in the history of underground Berlin. The collapse of authority represented 
by the fall of the Wall led to the takeover of numerous buildings, an unprecedented 
explosion of creativity at the intersection of art, politics, and daily life, and increasingly 
fierce struggles over the disposition of urban space as authority sought to reconstitute 
itself. It is characteristic that the legend on the masthead of telegraph read “unfriendly 
to the authorities and to developers.”27 The subcultural milieu in Berlin at Jahreswende 
1989/90 mounted a fierce challenge to both.

7. Subculture in Cold War Berlin was a vessel for more than one kind of politics. 
The early 90s’ liminal moment of “real existing anarchy” in the historic center of 
Berlin underlines a key fact about subculture: it was by no means solely or exclusively 
leftwing.28 Early issues of telegraph are heavily stamped by the battle between the left and 
neo-Nazi skinheads and soccer hooligans, who used the collapse of authority in central 
Berlin to found their own squats, from which they harassed and attack anarchists and 
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other leftists.29 The phenomenon of rightwing skinheads was completely familiar to the 
editors of telegraph, who, as former members of the East Berlin dissident milieu, had 
had to contend with vicious attacks as early as October 1987, when neo-Nazis stormed 
a concert in the Zionskirche by the two punk bands Element of Crime (West Berlin) 
and Die Firma (East Berlin). Their continued engagement with the problem of neo-
Nazi violence, which reached a crescendo in the early post-Wende years, underlines 
again the importance of subculture not just as a site of alternative lifestyle, but of 
principled political engagement.

8. Subculture in Cold War Berlin was self-historicizing and self-theorizing. Subculture 
was not just a site of active political engagement, but of theory. Indeed, the two were 
intimately bound together; for the political meaning of subculture was far from 
fixed. Sorting through partially contradictory and overlapping concepts such as 
“underground,” “subculture,” and “counterculture” was a major preoccupation of the 
underground press, where the question of what it actually meant to practice politics was 
heavily debated. The underground journal Song was an early and important player in 
these debates, which involved, in part, attempts to decide whether subculture was a site 
of undifferentiated hippy-like hedonism or whether it contained within itself a critical 
aesthetic and political stance. The Austrian theorist Rolf Schwendter, a key advocate 
of the value of subculture, argued against those who dismissed youth nonconformism 
as a distraction from urgent political tasks. Writing in Song, Schwendter cited Rudi 
Dutschke’s deployment of the terms “subculture” and “oppositional milieu,” arguing 
that subcultures represented a living example of Herbert Marcuse’s “great refusal.”30 
Following up on these ideas in his 1971 book Theory of Subculture, Schwendter argued 
that in order to be considered “progressive,” subcultures must possess the potential to 
remake society. That is, they must be political.31

The chief threat to subculture’s emancipatory potential lay not in the hedonism 
of some of its agents, however, but in the potential for capitalism to turn its rebellion 
into a commodity. The leading West Berlin radical paper Agit 883 recognized that 
subcultural identity could play a role in freeing consciousness and strengthening 
resistance to capitalism’s demands at the level of daily life; but it also criticized the 
role played by hippies in the commercialization of the underground.32 By the end of 
the 1960s, many recoiled from the increasingly commercial overtones of terms such 
as “counterculture” and “underground.” The editors of one underground newspaper 
worried about the increasing extent to which young people were “buying their lifestyle 
instead of creating it themselves.”33 A radical group dedicated to radicalizing school 
pupils34 worried similarly about the effects of advertising, noting that young people 
were beginning to play a role created for them by the system itself.35

In the heart of West Berlin’s militant anarchist subculture, loose associations of 
militants calling themselves “The Blues” or “Hash Rebels” practiced subculture as a 
form of direct action. Fighting to protect subcultural spaces and music venues from 
incursions by the police, they envisioned themselves as part of a broader struggle 
“against the slave-system of late-capitalism.”36 Even within the West Berlin anarchist 
scene, the Hash Rebels’ upholding drug use as a revolutionary act met with skepticism; 
nevertheless, their own brand of direct action intervened in broader debates about 
commodification. In one infamous incident, members of the Blues scene attacked the 
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West Berlin premier of the musical Hair, arguing that it represented nothing more than 
capitalism’s theft of authentic rebel culture. “Hair,” they argued, “only appears in the 
guise of the subculture in order to gratify capitalist demands.”37

On the other side of the Wall, in the absence of cooptation via consumption, the 
problems of subculture were of a different order. Here, the concept of political space 
is crucial. In the West, a debate about the efficacy of subculture as a means of political 
struggle could unfold precisely because of the open-ended vistas of capitalism’s 
cultural landscape. To be sure, groups including the Blues faced and fought against 
state repression, such as the police raids on clubs like the Zodiak Arts Lab that formed 
part of the back story to the group’s attack on the premier of Hair.38 In the broader 
youth scene, however, the lines between acting the part and looking the part—in a 
scene based heavily on markers of visual identity made available in the first place 
by capitalism (e.g., blue jeans)—were thin indeed. Capitalism’s “tolerance,” in this 
context, could indeed be “repressive” from the standpoint of militants worried about 
recuperation. In the East, by contrast, the state waged an intermittent but durable war 
against youth nonconformism, basing its actions on the assumption that elements of 
subcultural habitus—e.g., long hair—were sufficient evidence of antistate views.

From the cultural crackdown after the Eleventh Plenum of the Central Committee 
of the Socialist Unity Party (ZK der SED) in December 1965 (targeting among other 
things rock groups and their fans), to the regime’s attempts to police the after-effects 
of the Prague Spring,39 to the intermittent crackdowns of the Honecker years, the 
East German regime could never make up its mind about whether allegiance to 
cultural forms originating in the West were consistent with loyal citizenship.40 As a 
consequence, it jeopardized the very loyalty it sought to protect.41 In contrast to the 
“repressive tolerance” adduced by Herbert Marcuse in the West, the communist 
regime in East Germany practiced a “repressive repression,” inadvertently charging the 
symbols of subcultural belonging with rich political meaning. The resulting politics 
were often merely a politics of simple refusal, as opposed to a program of broader 
social revolution; nevertheless, the more totalizing the claims of the regime, the greater 
the explosive power of even small symbols of resistance to it.

Even if the state helped forge oppositional communities through its opposition to 
symbols of subcultural habitus, this does not mean that the GDR was immune to debates 
about the value of subculture like those in the West. The East bloc generally, as Robert 
Gildea and others have shown, was rich with such debates.42 In K1-Ost, for example, 
there existed considerable tension between the needs of subculture and the needs of 
politics; or more precisely, between the desire to partake of the youth revolution in 
appearance, music, and mores, and the need to be politically active. In the later phase 
of the commune, the goal of establishing a “common political praxis” came to subsume 
all others, with the emphasis shifting to a study of classic texts of Marxism-Leninism 
and support for Third World liberation. The latter aspect of the “global” proved no 
solution to the problems of the local, when Fidel Castro’s statement of support for the 
crushing of the Prague Spring exposed the limitations of the Third World revolution as 
a model for political action in the GDR. The search for political effectiveness eventually 
led some communards into the arms of the party, while others fled the country for 
new lives in the West.43 To be sure, the pressure placed on the commune by the Stasi 
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made its situation unique; but in another way, its travails represented merely another 
face of the dilemma experienced in the West, around what politics was, and whether 
subculture—in this case involving group-psychoanalytic explorations on the model of 
Kommune I—represented a legitimate form of politics, or a diversion from it.

9. Subculture in Cold War Berlin had the power to shake the state. We know from 
the scholarship on official responses to the new youth culture surrounding rock and 
roll in the late 1950s/early 1960s how much even the largely unpolitical subcultures 
challenged state power.44 Regimes in both Germanies, but especially in the East, 
politicized music and subculture “from above,” rendering them threats even when no 
threat was intended. As we have seen, subcultures were also capable of politicizing 
themselves “from below.”45 Sometimes this was with explicitly negative aims, as in the 
case of rightwing radical skinheads in both divided and in post-unification Germany. 
More often, it was with emancipatory aims, as in the groups fighting against the twin 
oppressions of communist dictatorship and Cold War anticommunism on both sides 
of the Wall. Even here, in West Berlin, the potential existed for violent extremism, as 
in the example of a subcultural-cum-terrorist group like the Movement 2nd June.46

In the case of a group such as the Umweltbibliothek, activists more or less forced 
into a subcultural role by the totalizing demands of the state exercised an outsized 
influence. The Umweltbibliothek was tiny compared to citizens’ opposition groups such 
as Initiative for Peace and Human Rights and New Forum. It existed in an uneasy 
relationship with the Protestant Church in its dual role as protector and arbiter of 
opposition in the GDR. But it is precisely the Umweltbibliothek’s atypicalness that is 
the point: its activists were only one of a succession of small subcultural avant-garde 
groupings that helped shape postwar German politics and society over a period of 
crucial decades. Such groups acted alongside—or often, subversively within—larger 
mass movements, shaping and in turn being shaped by them. Operating mostly 
or entirely outside formal political institutions, they drew their strength from 
alternative cultural-political milieux out of which they sprang. Yet, as the case of the 
Umweltbibliothek suggests, they held the ability to shake the power of the state, or at 
a minimum, to place their stamp on the face of daily life in the urban environment in 
such a way as to challenge state power locally.

Conclusion

The story of subculture in Berlin does not come to a close with the end of the Cold War. 
Indeed, some of the most interesting developments occurred during the interregnum 
between the fall of the Wall in November 1989 and German reunification in October 
of the following year. The anarchic “Wonderland” created by squatters and artists in 
the ruins of central Berlin after the dismantling of the Wall, commemorated in recent 
exhibitions and publications, was in many ways a culmination of the politics of daily 
life that marked subcultural praxis on both sides of the wall over the previous three 
decades.47 That scene, unfolding in now-legendary squats such as Im Eimer and 
Tacheles, was driven by many of the young artists and musicians who had been active 
on the margins of GDR society. Suddenly freed, if only for a brief moment, from the 
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constraints of state authority, they erased the boundaries between art and daily life 
in a way that called to mind the Situationist-inspired slogan of May 1968 in Paris: 
“All Power to the Imagination.” The swift reassertion of state authority and capitalist 
property relationships, marked by violent struggles with police over the clearing of 
squatted buildings and city blocks, brought the initial phase of this spontaneous utopia 
quickly to an end. Its after-effects lingered throughout the 1990s, however, and indeed, 
continue to the present day.

The techno scene that grew up in the ruins of post-Wende Berlin inherited many of 
the historical values and practices of subculture, even if it lacked the explicit politics 
that, as we have seen, characterized subculture from the mid-1960s on. A genuine 
mass movement, it became a vehicle for the intermixing of “Ossies” and “Wessies” in a 
sort of “reunification from below.”48 Spontaneous and ephemeral, it focused above all 
on autonomy, claiming freedom from all structures, including those of the totalizing 
ideological systems which had left their mark on the city in whose ruined districts 
they danced. Was the liberating subcultural experience of mass parties in refurbished 
buildings held together through hard work and creativity—hallmarks of the DIY spirit 
central to the active brand of subculture characteristic of Cold War Berlin—a form 
of politics? Certainly, the movement’s challenge to capitalist property relations must 
be seen as at least implicitly political. Who in the second decade of the twenty-first 
century can imagine a scene that sought to occupy and use buildings without trying to 
own or sell them? The striking absence of a spirit of speculation in the scene suggests, 
at a minimum, a different mental world than today’s, even if it reflected an exhaustion 
with ideology as much as an embrace of it. To be sure, as housing shortages and 
gentrification continue to be hot-button issues, the politics of urban space in Berlin is 
not going away. To what extent the conditions of neoliberal austerity might produce, in 
reunified Berlin, the active variety of subculture that reigned during the Cold War will 
be the subject of a future historian.
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When Sevim Özel decided she wanted to get her driver’s license, she felt a little 
concerned. She had come to West Berlin in the mid-1960s, along with a train carriageful 
of her fellow countrywomen, to work for Siemens. Soon after, she married and started 
a family, living in the working-class district of Wedding. Between working for various 
German companies and taking care of her growing family, Özel had had little time for 
anything else. When she did decide to learn to drive, she felt unsure that she knew the 
city well enough to drive in it. A coworker tried to ease her anxiety, saying, “Özel, no 
worries. Wherever you go, the Wall comes to you. No, you shouldn’t get lost.”1

Much of the scholarship on the history of West Germany’s Gastarbeiterprogramm 
recognizes the importance of Cold War politics and economics in the inception and 
course of the temporary foreign worker program.2 Yet for Özel, the Wall—and, by 
extension, the Cold War—also played an especially critical role in shaping the lives 
of Turkish guest workers and their families in West Berlin. While labor shortages 
in the wake of World War Two prompted West Germany to embark on a series of 
bilateral labor contracts with southern and southeastern European countries, it was 
not until the construction of the Berlin Wall effectively halted immigration from 
the German Democratic Republic (GDR) that the Federal Republic (FRG) included 
Turkey in the guest worker program. Turks concentrated in Berlin in part due to 
their late entrance into the guest worker program. Furthermore, due to its location 
and in spite of the government’s efforts to attract German residents, Berlin suffered 
from labor shortages that big businesses decided to address through the importation 
of foreign workers.

When Turkish workers started looking beyond the company-run dormitories 
for housing, they ran up against Berlin’s housing shortage, and struggled to find 
apartments that were both affordable and available, which led them to the areas of the 
city least attractive to most Berliners: those bordering the Wall. Kreuzberg, Wedding, 
Neukölln, and, to a somewhat lesser extent, Tiergarten came to be characterized by 
their “foreign” populations, which, in turn, contributed to a broader struggle over the 
identity of the city.
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In this chapter, I examine how the Wall affected the lives and experiences of Turkish 
Berliners. How did the Wall create the environment that prompted their “invitation” 
to the city? How did it shape their settlement, and what influence did it exert on their 
daily lives as Berliners? Finally, I reflect on how the fall of the Wall impacted the identity 
and rootedness of Berlin’s Turkish community. Ultimately, by putting the Wall—both 
as a physical site and a symbol of the broader Cold War—at the center, we see that, 
although the Wall initially cast its long shadow over Berlin’s Turkish community, over 
time that community itself began to overshadow the Wall.

The Cold War, West Berlin, and Guest Worker Recruitment

At the close of World War Two, the tensions between the Allies that had been growing 
in part due to disagreements as to what was to be done with postwar Germany found 
a physical outlet in the occupation of its capital city. The four zones of occupation in 
Berlin increasingly merged into two: those administered by Great Britain, France, and 
the United States and the territory under the control of the Soviet Union. With the 
signing of separate constitutions in 1949, Germany officially split into two states, and 
the boundaries of the occupation zones between East and West became international 
borders. The capital city, as well, divided into East and West, but constituted a special 
case, as West Berlin lay deep within the GDR. Its status as an outpost of West Germany, 
and of the “West” in the broader Cold War context, lent to West Berlin a geopolitical 
significance and symbolism that would be a central part of its identity for the decades 
that followed.

West Berlin’s location also meant that it continued to serve as a point of entry for 
the many Germans on the eastern side of the border who sought to flee to the Federal 
Republic. The closing of the inner German border in 1952 and the GDR’s institution 
of a new passport control system at the end of 1957 further channeled East German 
emigration through the Berlin loophole. Over the course of the 1950s, some 3 million 
people used the unique status and location of the city to escape life in the GDR for the 
political freedoms and career prospects the West offered.3 The damage that such large-
scale emigration inflicted on the economy as well as the political image of the new 
East German state prompted its government to construct an imposing physical barrier 
along the border with West Berlin. The “Anti-Fascist Protective Rampart,” which the 
GDR argued was defensive rather than restrictive, effectively halted the East–West 
emigration and isolated West Berlin still further—cutting off West Germany and 
particularly West Berlin from a much-needed source of labor.

Labor shortages in West Germany had been only partially answered by the 
inpouring of Germans from the east. While women could have been recruited to 
address the shortages, as in wartime, West German politicians wanted to avoid the 
large-scale employment of women into fulltime positions. Keeping women out of 
the workforce would, they argued, maintain the traditional gender roles necessary 
to a healthy society—in contrast to the labor practices across their eastern border.4 
The answer West German officials and industrialists arrived at was a temporary 
labor program, euphemistically termed a Gastarbeiter program, that would recruit 
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and employ foreign workers on a limited-term basis.5 Through the “guest worker” 
program, the Federal Republic sought to address manpower shortages with cheap 
migrant workers who then could be sent back to their countries of origin should 
their employment no longer benefit the West German economy. The FRG could also 
avoid the recruitment of German women as well as paying out much social welfare 
support to these guest workers, who would return home before they would be eligible 
for retirement benefits. Finally, participants in the program would develop skills in 
agriculture, mining, industry, and construction, which they would in turn use to the 
benefit of their sending countries’ economies.

The Gastarbeiter program officially began with a bilateral labor contract between 
the Federal Republic and Italy in 1955, and was extended five years later to include 
Spain and Greece. And then, in the late summer of 1961, the East German government 
erected the Berlin Wall, removing a critical source of manpower from the West German 
economy. West Berlin felt the effects of this development keenly. While people across 
the Federal Republic and the Western world considered West Berlin as an outpost of 
political and economic freedom, few, given its physical location, wanted to live there. 
Government support for businesses and individuals only went so far in attracting in-
migration from the Federal Republic, and the construction of the Wall cut off both the 
influx of migrants as well as East Berlin commuters. Thus, in October 1961, the FRG 
extended the Gastarbeiter program to the Republic of Turkey.6

While Turkey was the first non-European country to participate in the Gastarbeiter 
program, its status as a Cold War ally and its recent evolution into a multiparty 
democracy demonstrated its existing and significant political connections to the FRG 
and the broader Western world. The United States and Great Britain saw the Soviet 
Union’s efforts to extend its borders into eastern Anatolia and assume control of the 
Turkish Straits in 1945 as evidence of its dangerous expansionism, recognized the 
county’s strategic importance, and began to draw it into a Cold War alliance. In 1947, 
the United States codified this growing relationship in the Truman Doctrine, which 
promised foreign aid to strengthen Turkey against the looming Soviet threat and 
insure it was not the first of the Middle Eastern states to fall to communism. Five years 
later, Turkey became a full-fledged member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO). During this time, Turkey underwent significant internal political reform, 
resulting in the formation of an opposition party and the peaceful election and transfer 
of power from the longtime ruling Republican People’s Party to the Democratic Party.7 
In 1960, a military coup d’état that sought to reassert the secularist and statist policies of 
the Republic’s founder, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, interrupted this experiment in a more 
open, democratic system. From a foreign policy perspective, inviting Turkey to be a part 
of this until-then exclusively European community could both reinforce those Cold 
War ties as well as influence the state’s internal political and economic developments.8

Once the papers of the bilateral labor agreement were signed, German businesses 
had to persuade Turkish workers to come to West Germany, and to West Berlin in 
particular. Siemens’ efforts demonstrate how recruitment reflected both perceptions 
about what would appeal to prospective workers from developing countries as well 
as representations of West Berlin’s Cold War identity. In promotional literature from 
the mid-1960s, Siemens stressed the character of the city at least as much as of the 
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company itself. One brochure describes a stroll down Kurfüstendamm, where “a 
thousand illuminated advertisements glow,” and one could see how so many of their 
landsmen “have found a well-paying workplace in this capital city of the free western 
world.” The brochure goes on to list the many opportunities for enjoyment in the city: 
large department stores, modern squares and transportation, rivers, parks, restaurants, 
cafes, churches, theater, movies, dance halls, and so on.9 The images of the brochure 
similarly convey an image of West Berlin as an exciting, urban, and progressive place 
to make (and spend) money. Photographs show city streets at night illuminated by 
streetlights, advertisements, headlights, and light pouring out of restaurant and club 
windows. The streets are crowded with people on foot, in cars and busses, sitting down 
at cafes. Modern architectures—apartment buildings, theaters, and Siemens’ own 
factories—dominate the images.10

In selling the city, Siemens found that those same attributes recruiters felt would 
appeal to prospective guest workers were also those central to West Berlin’s identity 
as a Cold War capital. The twin messages of prosperity and freedom echo throughout 
the text and the images of the brochure. The stress on modernity, consumption, 
and enjoyment reinforces the Cold War perception of what anyone could find in 
West Berlin, not on the other side of the Wall. West Berlin was a “capital city of the 
free western world”; East Berlin was not. The Wall then proved central to Siemens’ 
recruitment strategy; it helped to create the economic conditions for implementing the 
guest worker program, and strengthened the West Berlin identity that helped to sell it.

Siemens’ and other companies’ appeals to the economically motivated and 
adventure-seeking prospective guest worker resonated with many in Turkey, both in 
terms of what they were looking for in their own working goals and in what (little) 
they already knew about West Germany in general and West Berlin in particular. 
Information about the city came back to potential workers through business and 
governmental literature, but also word-of-mouth from family and friends already 
working there and in the form of consumer goods.11 Leyla Sezer knew slightly more 
about the city when she and her friend traveled to Istanbul to sign up for the program, 
as her husband was already working in West Germany at the time. When asked by their 
taxi driver why they would go to Berlin, Sezer answered: “Because in Berlin’s there’s 
the Wall, there’s a lot of money.”12 Mehmet Korkmaz was working in construction in 
Düsseldorf when he happened to meet a Turkish engineer who ran a construction 
firm in West Berlin. “The Germans themselves weren’t interested in going to Berlin,” 
Korkmaz recalled, “but for us, it didn’t matter. We wanted to make money.” When 
the engineer confirmed that Korkmaz and his friend could earn almost double their 
current wage in West Berlin, and offered them the train fare for the journey, the 
decision was easily made. He and his friend became two of the first fifty Turkish guest 
workers to officially enter the city.13

People like Sezer and Korkmaz were getting the message: West Berlin was a city rife 
with money-making opportunities, and that somehow those opportunities were linked 
to the Wall. For Korkmaz, his experiences in West Germany had begun to give him 
insight into the attitudes of his German coworkers, and he saw their reluctance to go to 
West Berlin as a chance for him to earn a substantially higher wage. Sezer’s perception 
of the city, possibly influenced by her husband’s knowledge of West Berlin, was less 
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developed, but no less accurate. “There’s a Wall,” and somehow that Wall created an 
opportunity for young people like herself to earn some good money and even have an 
adventure in the process. And so, by train and later by plane, Turks came by the tens, 
the hundreds, and ultimately, the thousands to live and work in the city with the Wall.

Living in Cold War West Berlin

Once in West Berlin, Turkish guest workers soon encountered the ideological contexts 
and physical consequences of the city’s Cold War status. The governments of both 
West Germany and Turkey feared that the new and unsettling experiences associated 
with migration would render the workers susceptible to communist propaganda 
and agitators from the East. In response, they set out to ensure their workers’ anti-
communism. In 1961, the Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung (Press and 
Information Ministry, BPA) convened a meeting of various involved West German 
ministries to develop ways to, as a representative from the Deutsche Gewerkschaftsbund 
(German Trade Union Federation, DGB) put it, “protect guest workers from the 
communist temptation.”14 Ultimately, those present decided to produce newspapers 
for the different national groups represented in the Gastarbeiter program, which 
would be published in their native languages and work to “immunize” workers against 
the threat of communism. While the initial focus was on producing newspapers for 
the Italian and Spanish guest workers, who constituted the largest populations in the 
program, the BPA soon saw the benefit of a Turkish-language periodical. In November 
1962, Dr. Johannes Sobotta of the BPA wrote an internal memo in which he advocated 
his agency’s financial support for a Turkish-language newspaper with a monthly 
publication of 10,000 copies. That paper, named Anadolu Gazette, would be headed 
up by Erdoğan Olcayto, a Turkish journalist and entrepreneur living in Darmstadt. 
Although Olcayto had wanted total control over the paper, the BPA instead hired him 
as managing editor and gave final responsibility for the paper to the International 
Committee for Information and Social Activity (CIAS), a coalition of European anti-
communist groups.15

The story of Anadolu Gazette is important, because it demonstrates the concern 
of both the West German and Turkish governments over the susceptibility of guest 
workers to communist influence and provides a concrete example of how the FRG 
sought to battle the Cold War on its domestic front. Its first issue appeared in June of 
1963 across the Federal Republic, available at German businesses, Turkish firms, guest 
worker organizations, and governmental offices. Initially, relatively few copies of the 
newspaper were sent to West Berlin, but as the Turkish guest worker population there 
grew, so, too, did the stack of Anadolu Gazette that the CIAS shipped off from Bonn 
each month. In September 1963, fewer than three dozen issues were sent to West Berlin, 
while just two years later that number had reached just over1,000.16 But newspapers 
were not just making it to West Berlin; the city itself was making it into the pages of the 
newspaper. The inaugural issue, for example, featured a photograph of a brother and 
sister attempting to play through a barbed-wire fence, accompanied by the phrase “the 
Berlin Catastrophe.”17 In an article presenting a general history and introduction to 



Cold War Berlin142

Germany in the January 1964 edition, Olcayto highlighted the existence of the Berlin 
Wall. Referring to it as “the Wall of Shame,” the editor described how “thousands of 
refugees [had chosen] freedom” from East Germany through the city of Berlin.18 Later 
articles would continue this focus on the Wall as a mark of shame and East Berliners as 
suffering under their ruling communist regime. Although participants in the endeavor 
later felt that they had overreacted to the communist threat to guest workers, their 
efforts to shape the mindset of those workers, particularly in regard to the situation 
of Berlin, reveal how the Cold War permeated the ideological and symbolic contexts 
in which the Turkish guest workers, newly arrived to West Berlin, found themselves.

Yet, the consequences of the Cold War that Turkish guest workers encountered were 
in no way limited to the symbolic. Rather, the Cold War shaped their experiences with 
the city in very real, physical ways. The situation of housing is particularly instructive. 
When guest workers first moved to West Berlin, most found housing in a company-run 
Wohnheim (dormitory). An extension of the workplace, the Wohnheim offered foreign 
workers basic amenities (shared bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchens, and some areas for 
recreation), but were highly regulated spaces and did not allow spouses or families to 
live together. As Turkish guest workers found their stay in West Berlin stretching on 
longer than initially anticipated, many chose to start families or to bring their families 
from Turkey to live with them. That decision to establish a family-centered household 
necessitated a move out of the company Wohnheim and into German neighborhoods. 
Finding decent housing, however, proved quite difficult.

Guest workers were not alone in their struggle for adequate housing. The city of 
West Berlin, from the immediate postwar period until well into the 1970s and even 
into the early 1980s, faced a significant housing shortage. Many of the city’s apartment 
buildings were in poor condition, whether as a result of the war, neglect, or both, 
and housing in districts that abutted the Wall was even worse. And, while finding 
adequate housing provided a challenge to any Berliner, for Turks securing a decent 
apartment that was available to them proved that much more difficult. Their exhausting 
and fruitless search for housing often met with discrimination. One man described 
his efforts to find an apartment for his family to an interview in 1980: checking the 
Berliner Zeitung each morning for listings, having a German-speaking friend make 
the telephone inquiries, visiting the Wohnungsamt (housing office). After all these 
efforts, he, his wife, and his four children who joined him in 1974 were still living 
in a single-room apartment with no rental contract. In other cases, landlords made 
the discrimination much more blatant by simply specifying “no foreigners” in their 
advertisements.19

City officials were not blind to the housing problem; indeed large-scale renovation 
projects were a central focus of city government in the postwar decades. The motivation 
behind postwar renovation in West Berlin lay in two separate, yet related factors. First, 
the idea of creating a more balanced social space in the city had been a political value 
in urban planning since the early nineteenth century. In the context of postwar West 
Berlin, the city government saw Sanierung (redevelopment or renovation) as part of 
the project of “rehabilitating the moral character of West German society within the 
family/domestic sphere.”20 Connected to this goal was the drive to make West Berlin—
as a “capital city of the free Western world”—a showpiece of the West. Deep inside 
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the communist East, “Berlin (west)” needed to reflect its identity as a member of the 
progressive and successful western world. Crumbling tenements did not project this 
image. And so, the city embarked on a massive Sanierung project. While much of the 
focus was on the districts on the outskirts of the city and resulted in large-scale building 
projects like Gropiusstadt in Neukölln and Märkisches Viertel in Reinickendorf, city 
planners also turned their attention to the degraded nineteenth-century Mietskasernen 
(tenements) in the inner city districts of Kreuzberg and Wedding. Here, however, they 
met with considerable resistance.

Part of the resistance encountered by the government in its efforts to refashion the 
city sprung from on the economic ramifications of Sanierung. Rather than ease the 
housing shortage, Sanierung exacerbated it. The new buildings had fewer apartments 
than the ones they replaced, and the rents increased. Additionally, the older housing 
was being torn down more quickly than it was being replaced. The choice to pursue 
such broad-scale renovation projects was influenced partly by the ideological goals 
for the new housing, but also by the financial considerations of the companies in 
charge of the project—profit margins were higher for complete destruction and 
rebuilding than they were for the renovation of existing housing stock.21 Throughout 
the 1960s and 1970s, neighborhood organizations and individual activists began to 
organize and try to change the course of the city’s renovation strategies. In 1979, 
frustrated by their lack of success and by the West Berlin Senate’s continued forced 
evictions, activist groups in Kreuzberg, beginning with Citizens’ Initiative SO 36, 
began occupying buildings slated for demolition. The movement spread rapidly, so 
that, by the early 1980s, “only two of West Berlin’s neighborhoods did not contain 
illegally occupied buildings,” and nearly half of the 122 attempts at squatting a 
building had taken place in Kreuzberg.22

While a diverse group, participants in the squatters’ movement considered “the 
prevailing world order and particularly U.S. hegemony in the West” a root cause of 
their struggles in West Berlin.23 For some, this meant a continued focus on local politics 
and housing issues. Others adopted a more national and international perspective, 
seeing their activities as a rejection of West Germany’s capitalism and militarism, 
which they saw as being nurtured by their country’s close relationship with the United 
States. In the 1970s, this took the form of anti-Vietnam war protest, and in the 1980s, 
demonstrations against US intervention in El Salvador and Nicaragua.24 Yet, the leftist 
activists’ focus on multiethnic solidarity and anti-imperialism appears to have been 
stronger on the level of international discourse than it was on the ground in Kreuzberg, 
where their relationship with their Turkish neighbors was more ambivalent. While the 
most inclusive efforts of German Berliners included advocacy for both housing and 
political rights for “foreigners,” these still “relied on a familiar conceptual framework 
of two homogeneous and culturally distinct groups.”25 More often leftist activists failed 
to take into account migrants’ unequal and uncertain political footing and cast Turks 
squarely in the role as victims.26 Further, the few references to the Turkish population 
in the squatters’ scene literature employed common stereotypes, including the ever-
popular “flood” metaphor. In one article, the writer cast Turkish guest workers as allies 
of the West German state, and therefore an enemy to fight against for the continued 
existence of Kreuzberg.27
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Not all reactions to the city’s renovation plans were as politically charged and 
adversarial as in Kreuzberg. Quieter forms of resistance also formed in Wedding, 
another of the city’s districts that abutted the Wall and whose residents—including 
a large population of Turks—suffered from degraded and dilapidated housing. The 
example of Sanierung in the Sparrplatz neighborhood of Wedding demonstrates how 
city officials’ ideas about the identity and aesthetic of the city were influenced and 
redirected, in part, by Turkish residents. While not directly bordered by the Wall, the 
Sparrplatz neighborhood experienced similar consequences after its construction. 
Many of the younger, more upwardly mobile German residents moved out, the 
elderly and Sozialschwache remained behind and were joined in increasing numbers 
in the 1970s by Turkish guest workers and their families. The city and companies 
involved in the Sanierung efforts made the decision in 1979/1980 to demolish and 
rebuild the apartment buildings around Sparrplatz, but did not immediately inform 
the neighborhood’s residents of this decision. The residents garnered their first 
information about the extent of the city’s plans when a friend (and a fellow member of 
an antinuclear power organization) tipped off a local resident. While the city initially 
resisted efforts at further information, the residents of Sparrplatz eventually learned 
the extent to which their neighborhood would be affected.28

Dissatisfied with the city’s plans for their neighborhood, residents formed a tenants’ 
initiative (Mieter-Initiative-Sparrplatz) through which they worked to educate their 
neighbors of the consequences of Sanierung and petition various city offices involved 
in the process. Eventually, their efforts resulted in the city’s creation of a new office, the 
Büro für stadtteilnahe Sozialplanung (Office for District-Level Social Planning, BfsS), 
which would act as a liaison between residents and the government in matters dealing 
with the social implications of infrastructure. Turkish residents comprised a significant 
percentage of the neighborhood’s population, were disproportionally affected by the 
Sanierung, and faced state-led eviction with the “opportunity” to relocate to more 
expensive apartments in Märkisches Viertel.29 The tenants’ initiative and the BfsS 
were aware of their situation and considered the inclusion and participation of the 
neighborhood’s Turkish residents a critical part of the process. One of the tenants’ 
initiative founders recalled: “[W]e wanted to achieve a better situation for the residents 
[…], we couldn’t care less, which nationality they were.”30 The BfsS representative, 
himself of Turkish background, saw the need to establish trust with the Turkish 
residents, and visited many personally to talk with them about an alternate plan for the 
Sanierung, and help them move past their skepticism.31 Flyers announcing community 
meetings and containing updates related to the Sanierung were published in German 
and Turkish, including one that invited all those interested to attend the monthly 
meetings.32 Ultimately, the residents and the city came to a compromise solution that 
allowed for the demolition of some buildings and the renovation of others, and the 
community organization and BfsS continued to work on developing the neighborhood 
to meet the needs of all of its residents.

Turkish Berliners’ daily lives, therefore, continued to be influenced by the broader 
Cold War and the physical reality of the Wall after their initial recruitment to work in 
the city. They congregated in the neighborhoods available to them—those bordering 
the Wall and therefore no longer appealing to many German Berliners. The city’s plans 
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to renovate these neighborhoods, to create spaces more in line with their social goals 
and with West Berlin’s Cold War status, brought Turkish residents into more contact 
with their German neighbors and with the state, encouraging the cross-cultural 
cooperation and the beginnings of West Berlin’s multiculturalism. And, in part because 
so many of the apartments slated for demolition were inhabited (and many of those by 
Turks), the city was forced to reassess its plans and renovate existing buildings rather 
than replace them, preserving a part of the city’s architectural history. Yet, even as 
Turkish Berliners were causing the city to preserve part of its traditional identity, they 
were also challenging Germans to consider West Berlin in a new way and grapple with 
its internal divisions rather than its international importance.

International Identity, Internal Divisions

The division of Berlin prompted the West to invest heavily in the Western sector in 
order to secure it and to create it as a showpiece of Western democracy, progress, 
and capitalism. West Berlin’s identity, then, was in large part defined by its Cold 
War position and symbolic significance. It was a German city, but also an international 
one—a “capital city of the free western world.” President John F. Kennedy’s identification 
with Berliners in the famous speech during his visit to the city in 1963 exemplifies the 
significance of Cold War Berlin; symbolically, the fate of its citizens and the fate of the 
West were linked. For West Germans and the rest of the Western world, West Berlin 
was important because of where it was and what it stood for. And for West Berliners, 
that internationally recognized symbolic identity informed how they saw their own 
city and themselves.33

During the 1970s, and then especially in the 1980s, this image of West Berlin as a 
city defined by its international symbolism and relationships began to be augmented 
by fissures and challenges within the city itself. As we have seen, the issue of housing, 
for example, prompted considerable internal conflict when the government’s vision of 
housing as a way to improve the city’s infrastructure, population, and reputation met 
with the resistance of local residents, who considered Sanierung an example of the 
state’s militarism and materialism. The clashes between leftist activists and the city—
both verbal and violent—challenged the external identity of a unified West Berlin.34 
However, the influx and settlement of thousands of guest workers, and the majority of 
those from Turkey, provoked a new and more fundamental fear: that Berlin would lose 
its German identity.

Anxiety about the numbers of Turks living in Berlin began cropping up as the 
West German economy slowed in the early 1970s, and this anxiety became especially 
sharp in response to the 1973 Oil Crisis. Districts bordering the Wall, and particularly 
Kreuzberg, drew the keen and increasing attention of West German politicians, the 
public, and the media. In a 1973 article in Der Spiegel entitled “Die Türken kommen—
rette sich, wer kann,” the author emphasizes the shift in identity from “echt Kreuzberg” 
[true Kreuzberg] to a place where “unübersehbar Kundschaft aus dem Morgenland” 
[highly visible customers from the Orient] frequents the Turkish-operated businesses 
that make up the landscape. The article is rife with statistics that call attention to the 
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large numbers of Turkish in relation to German residents, likening the previous year’s 
growth of the “Turkish colony” to the size of a brigade.35 In addition to use of the word 
“colony” to describe Turkish settlement, the article describes the development as a 
“ghetto,” and compares Turkish Kreuzberg to Harlem. The city government attempted 
to counter “ghettoization” by implementing a ban [Zuzugssperre] in 1975 that restricted 
“foreigners” from moving into parts of the city deemed to have already exceeded their 
capacity for non-German residents.

Concerns about the “Ausländerstrom” [torrent of foreigners], however, continued 
and prompted Senator of the Interior Heinrich Lummer (CDU) to issue an order in 
November 1981 that markedly restricted teenaged Turks from joining their families 
living in Berlin. An article covering the decision in Die Welt echoed the worrying 
statistics related to immigration and births, cited fears of criminality and leftist 
extremism among Turks, and reported that both the CDU and SPD agreed something 
needed to be done to halt the development of Turkish ghettos in the German city.36 A 
related article published the following week in the Rheinischer Merkur provocatively 
asked whether Berlin was even “still a German city.” The reporter refers to areas of 
the city densely populated by Turks as slums, ghettos, and colonies, and baldly states 
that “integration is not occurring.”37 Turkish families were taking over German 
neighborhoods, Turkish children were overflowing German schools, and German 
Berliners, this article and others point out, were ageing. The identity of West Berlin as a 
German city, politicians and the media agreed, was imperiled. The “negative symbols” 
of “the foreigner problem,” the squatters’ scene, housing issues, and “the threatening 
collapse of city culture” damaged West Berlin’s identity and required an “improved 
image for Berlin.”38

To what extent were the fears expressed by politicians and print media reflecting 
developments on the ground? To be sure, Turkish immigrants and their children had 
moved into those districts bordering the Wall in significant numbers, largely due to the 
fact that those apartments were the only ones available to them to rent. And those who 
placed the blame for the poor conditions of those apartments conveniently forgot that, 
for those buildings in Sanierungsgebieten [redevelopment zones], companies often 
deliberately allowed them to fall into disrepair as a way to justify their demolition, and 
then rented them out to guest workers, whose residence was assumed to be temporary. 
In any case, Turkish immigrants and their families settled, and began to adapt their 
everyday landscapes to address their own needs and expectations. Entrepreneurs 
opened a range of businesses that served both Turkish Berliners and the broader 
community,39 adults and youth adopted various neighborhood spaces for socializing 
in,40 and the second generation attended local schools, prompting educators to devise 
new ways to deal with the increasing multicultural nature of their classrooms.41 The 
increasing public presence and the daily activities of Turkish Berliners did result in 
changes for West Berlin, although the discourse heralding the loss of its German identity 
oversimplified the complex and not uncommon interactions between immigrants and 
host societies. In an ironic twist, even as the Wall played such a significant role in the 
recruitment of Turkish guest workers and the resulting immigrant community, it is 
clear that Turkish Berliners challenged the city’s Cold War identity and prompted a 
reevaluation of West Berlin’s self-conception and external image.
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Conclusion

While the direct influence of the Wall in the lives of Turkish Berliners had receded in 
the later 1980s, the significance of the Cold War division of the city reasserted itself in 
1989 when the Berlin Wall fell. Many Turkish Berliners, like their German neighbors, 
reacted with surprise and joy, followed the events on television, and went themselves to 
chip away pieces of the “scuzzy Wall.”42 Elation, however, soon turned to apprehension 
as businesses began to fold or move out of the city and Turkish Berliners found 
themselves facing higher rates of unemployment than their German coworkers. By 
the mid-1990s, German Berliners were grappling with a 16.4 percent unemployment, 
but Berliners from an immigrant background were experiencing almost 27 percent 
unemployment.43 During an interview several years after reunification, the Turkish-
Berliner owner of a small Kneipe in Wedding expressed a common frustration among 
former West Berliners that people from the East worked for cheap, making the poor 
job market even more difficult. Moments after positioning himself as a West Berliner, 
however, he dismissed the idea that becoming a German citizen would improve his or 
his community’s situations: “Ha! We have black heads, and everyone knows that we’re 
not Germans. You know?”44 Belonging in reunified Germany took on an increasing 
ethnically based character, which excluded those Turkish Berliners—some of whom 
had been born and lived their entire lives in the city—from being a part of the “new” 
national community.45 With the Wall gone and Germans from both sides struggling to 
forge a new national identity, “Turk” became a synonym for “outsider.”46

The Berlin Wall, seen primarily as a symbol of the division of the German people 
and a tangible demarcation of Cold War alliances, also played a critical role in the 
origins and development of Berlin’s Turkish community. Brought to the city to 
solve a manpower shortage caused by the construction of the Wall and settled into 
neighborhoods made less desirable by its presence, Turkish Berliners’ relationship to 
the Wall was highly ambivalent, creating both opportunity for economic improvement 
as well as the conditions for a marginalized position relative to German society. Yet, 
even as the Wall exerted such influence in the lives of Turkish Berliners, the Turkish 
community, in turn, played a significant role in challenging Germans’ perceptions 
of the city. Once an island of the democratic West surrounded by the communist 
East, West Berlin instead became defined by its internal divisions and its increasingly 
“non-German” character. With the Wall’s demise and the reunification of the city, 
Turkish Berliners were left without its orienting influence, and had to deal with the 
repercussions of life in reunified Berlin. That the Wall played such a vital role and 
that, in its absence, Turkish Berliners had to make a new place for themselves in 
the uncertain social and economic landscape of the new city makes their story a 
profoundly German one.

Notes

1 Sevim Özel (pseudonym), interview by author, June 30, 2009, transcription by Perrin 
Saylan, Berlin, Germany, p. 26.



Cold War Berlin148

2 For example, see Klaus Bade (ed.), Auswanderer- Wanderarbeiter- Gastarbeiter: 
Bevölkerung, Arbeitsmarkt und Wanderung in Deutschland seit der Mitte des 19. 
Jahrhunderts (Ostfildren, 1984) and Europa in Bewegung: Migration vom späten 
18. Jahrhundert bis zur Gegenwart (Munich, 2000); Jochen Blaschke and Ahmet 
Ersöz, Herkunft und Geschäftsaufnahme türkischer Kleingewerbetreibender in Berlin 
(Berlin, 1987); Ulrich Herbert, A History of Foreign Labor in Germany, 1880–1980: 
Seasonal Workers, Forced Laborers, Guest Workers, trans. William Templer (Ann 
Arbor, 1990); David Horrocks and Eva Kolinsky (eds.), Turkish Culture in Germany 
Today (Providence, 1996); Ayse S. Çağlar, “Constraining Metaphors and the 
Transnationalisation of Spaces in Berlin,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 
27, 4 (October 2001), pp. 601–13; Karen Schönwälder, Einwanderung und ethnische 
Pluralität: Politische Entscheidungen und öffentliche Debatten in Grossbritannien 
und der Bundesrepublik von den 1950er bis zu den 1970er Jahren (Essen, 2001); 
Andreas Goldberg, Dirk Halm, and Faruk Şen, Die Deutschen Türken (Münster, 
2004); Karin Hunn, “Nächstes Jahr kehren wir zurück …”: Die Geschichte der 
türkischen “Gastarbeiter” in der Bundesrepublik (Göttingen, 2005); Monika Mattes, 
“Gastarbeiterinnen” in der Bundesrepublik: Anwerbepolitik, Migration, und Geschlecht 
in den 50er bis 70er Jahren (Frankfurt am Main, 2005); Rita Chin, The Guest Worker 
Question in Postwar Germany (Cambridge, 2007).

3 Mary Fullbrook, The Divided Nation: A History of Germany, 1918–1990 (New York, 
1991), p. 184.

4 Mattes, “Gastarbeiterinnen” in der Bundesrepublik.
5 For a history of the Gastarbeiter program, see Bade, Auswanderer-Wanderarbeiter-

Gastarbeiter; Herbert, A History of Foreign Labor in Germany; Klaus Bade, Europa in 
Bewegung: Migration vom späten 18. Jahrhundert bis zur Gegenwart (Munich, 2000).

6 For the history of Turkish participation in the guest worker program, see Karin 
Hunn, “Nächstes Jahr kehren wir zurück ….”

7 William Cleveland and Martin Bunton, A History of the Modern Middle East 
(Boulder, 2009), pp. 275–8.

8 Heike Knortz, Diplomatische Tauschgeschäfte: “Gastarbeiter” in der westdeutschen 
Diplomatie und Beschäftigungspolitik 1953–1973 (Cologne, 2008).

9 “In Berlin bummeln,” in: “Deutscher Text für Broschüre zum Anwerben von 
Arbeitskräften aus Griechenland und der Türkei,” p. 2, Rundschreiben zur 
Beschäftigung von Ausländischen Arbeitnehmern, Sig. 10585–1, Schlüssel 04610585, 
Siemens Corporate Archives (SCA), Munich, Germany. While the document is not 
dated, the content, language, and placement in the file suggest publication in the 
mid-1960s.

10 “Έναν περίπατο στήν λεωϕόρο Κονρϕίρστενταμ του Βερολίνου” in “Deutscher Text 
für Broschüre zum Anwerben von Arbeitskräften aus Griechenland und der Türkei,” 
p. 2, Rundschreiben zur Beschäftigung von Ausländischen Arbeitnehmern, Sig. 
10585–1, Schlüssel 04610585, SCA. The brochure is the Greek-language version of a 
brochure designed for recruitment in Greece and Turkey.

11 Özel, 31. Özel’s first introduction to Berlin came in the form of a sewing machine her 
father brought home shortly before he decided that she and her mother should sign 
up for the guest worker program. Özel remembered that, on the side of the machine, 
“there stood ‘Berlin.’ And I thought, ‘Well, what’s that then?’”

12 Leyla Sezer (pseudonym), interview by Ursula Trüper and Hatice Renc, January 28, 
1993, transcript, “Die Leute vom Sparrplatz” Ausstellung, Mitte Museum Archiv, 
Berlin, Germany, p. 1.



Berlin’s Turkish Community, 1961–89 149

13 Mehmet Korkmaz (pseudonym), interview by Rita Klages, June 25, 1998, transcript, 
“Projekt Migrantenbiographien,” Heimatmuseum Neukölln, Berlin, Germany, p. 6.

14 “Protokoll dem am 17.10.1961, 15.00 h im Presse- und Informationsamt der 
Bundesregierung abgehaltenen Arbeitsbesprechung über die publizistische 
Betreuung der ausländischen Gastarbeiter in der Bundsrepublik,” Bonn, November 
4, 1961 Authored: BPA—IV/4. Auswärtige Amt, Bestand B85, Bestell-Nr.: 618, Raum: 
U2.0.25, Regal: 263, Karton: 27405, as cited in Brian J.K. Miller, “Reshaping the 
Turkish Nation-State: The Turkish-German Guest Working Program and Planned 
Development, 1961–1985,” (PhD dissertation, University of Iowa, 2015), p. 128.  
I am greatly indebted to Brian J.K. Miller for sharing his expertise and sources 
related to Anadolu Gazette. For a more in-depth examination of West German and 
Turkish governmental efforts to shape the perspectives and purposes of Turkish guest 
workers, see his above-referenced dissertation.

15 Miller, “Reshaping the Turkish Nation-State,” pp. 130–7.
16 Zeitung für die türkischen Gastarbeiter in der Bundesrepublik “ANADOLU,” H. 

Alseher, CIAS to BPA September 4, 1963. Bundesarchiv Koblenz Bestandssignatur: 
B/145, Archivsignatur: 2405, Standort: 10, Magazin: II 2A. U.2.05, Reihe: 230, Karton: 
Original, “Vertriebslisten für das Bundespressamt, ANADOLU; Stand per 15.8.1965.” 
Letter from Verlag der Wertag to Fritz Cramer, August 15, 1965 CIAS. Bundesarchiv 
Koblenz, Bunderarchiv Signatur 6643, Bestandssignatur B/145/, Archivsignatur: 6643, 
Standdort: 10, Magazin: II 2A U.2.05, Reihe: 227.

17 “Berlin Faciası,” Anadolu Gazetesi, June 1963, p. 4; as referenced in Miller, p. 147.
18 “Türk işçisi ile ilgili bildiriler,” Anadolu Gazetesi, January 1964, p. 2; as cited in Miller, 

p. 144.
19 Kemal Kurt and Erika Meyer (eds.), … weil wir Türken sind/ … Türk oldugumuz için: 

Bilder und Texte von Türken/Türklerin resim ve öyküleri (Berlin, 1981), pp. 23–9.
20 Carla Elizabeth MacDougall, Cold War Capital: Contested Urbanity in West Berlin, 

1963–1989 (PhD Dissertation, Rutgers, State University of New Jersey, 2011), p. 66. 
See also Stephan Lanz, “Inclusion and Segregation in Berlin, The ‘Social City’,” in: 
Jeffry M. Diefendorf and Janet Ward (eds.), Transnationalism and the German City 
(New York, 2014), pp. 55–71.

21 Emily Pugh, Architecture, Politics, and Identity in Divided Berlin (Pittsburgh, 2014), 
pp. 205–6.

22 Ibid., p. 209.
23 MacDougall, Cold War Capital, p. 209.
24 Ibid., pp. 224–6.
25 Ibid., p. 213.
26 Ibid., pp. 208–20.
27 Ibid., pp. 221–3.
28 Klaus Wolfermann, interview by author, June 10, 2009, transcription by Perrin 

Saylan, Berlin, Germany, 18.
29 See “Sanierungsskandal im Wedding,” taz, February 9, 1983; “Sparrstrasse 24,” 

Berliner Morgenpost, February 10, 1982.
30 Wolfermann, p. 18.
31 Zafer Turan (pseudonym), interview by Ursula Trüper, October 11, 1993, audio 

cassette, DLSA, MMA.
32 Mieter-Initiative-Sparrplatz, “Stadterneuerung: Untersuchungsbereich Sparrplatz,” 

Der Senator für Bau- und Wohnungswesen, April 1981, Presse Inhalte: Sozial—Spi 
W, MMA.



Cold War Berlin150

33 See Pugh, Architecture, Politics, and Identity in Divided Berlin.
34 MacDougall, Cold War Capital.
35 “Die Türken kommen—rette sich, wer kann,” Spiegel, Nr. 31/1973, p. 24.
36 Hans R. Karutz, “Ausländerstrom schwillt immer bedrohlicher an,” Die Welt, 

November 28, 1981, p. 5.
37 Jürgen Engert, “Ist Berlin noch eine deutsche Stadt?,” Rheinischer Merkur, December 

4, 1981, p. 3.
38 Friedhelm Kemna, “Das neue Berlin-Gefühl: Chancen für den Aufstieg mit 

Weizäcker,” Die Welt, May 27, 1982, 9.
39 For example, see Jochen Blaschke and Ahmet Ersöz, Herkunft und 

Geschäftsaufnahme türkischer Kleingewerbetreibender in Berlin (Berlin, 1987).
40 Sarah Thomsen Vierra, Turkish Germans in the Federal Republic of Germany: 

Immigration, Space, and Belonging, 1961–1990 (Cambridge, 2018). Newspapers often 
referred to local parks full of Turkish-background children as resembling scenes 
from “rural Anatolia.” For an example of this from the 1990s, see “Kinder können 
den Sparrplatz malen,” Berliner Morgenpost, July 20, 1994, “Presse Inhalte: Sozial—
Spi. W,” MMA.

41 For example, Ray C. Rist, Guestworkers in Germany: The Prospects for Pluralism (New 
York, 1978); Joyce Marie Mushaben, “A Crisis of Culture: Isolation and Integration 
among Turkish Guestworkers in the German Federal Republic,” in: Ílhan Basgöz 
and Norman Furniss (eds.), Turkish Workers in Europe: An Interdisciplinary Study 
(Bloomington, 1985), pp. 125–50; Ursula Boos-Nünning and Manfred Hohmann, 
“The Educational Situation of Migrant Workers’ Children in the Federal Republic of 
Germany,” in Lotty van den Berg-eldering and Jo Kloprogge (eds.), Different Cultures, 
Same School: Ethnic Minority Children in Europe (Berwyn, 1989); M. Alamdar-
Niemann, D. Bergs-Winkels, and H. Merkens, “Educational Conditions of Turkish 
Migrant Children in German Schools,” Anthropology and Education Quarterly 22 
(June 1991) 2, pp. 154–61; Sarah Thomsen Vierra, “At Home in Almanya? Turkish-
German Spaces of Belonging in West Germany, 1961–1990,” Bulletin of the GHI 52 
(Spring 2013), pp. 55–73.

42 Bilge Yılmaz (pseudonym), interview by author, June 2, 2009, transcription by Perrin 
Saylan, Berlin, Germany, 20. Also, Özel, 27.

43 Hedwig Rudolph and Felicitas Hillmann, “Döner contra Boulette—Döner und 
Boulette: Berliner türkischer Herkunft als Arbeitskräfte und Unternehmer im 
Nahrungsgütersektor,” in: Hartmut Häußermann and Ingrid Oswald (eds.), 
Zuwanderung und Stadtentwicklung (Opladen/Wiesbaden, 1997), p. 93.

44 Eren Keskin (pseudonym), Wirt einer Kneipe am Sparrplatz, interview with Ursula 
Trüper, 1993, audio cassette, side A, “Die Leute vom Sparrplatz” Ausstellung (DLSA), 
Mitte Museum Archiv (MMA), Berlin, Germany.

45 Nevim Çil, Topographie des Außenseiters: Türkische Generationen und der deutsch-
deutsche Wiedervereinigungsprozess (Berlin, 2007).

46 Nevim Çil, “Türkische Migranten und der Mauerfall,” APuZ 59 (May 2009), pp. 40–6.



Smith, Briana. "Experimental Art and Cultural Exchange in Late Cold War Berlin." Cold
War Berlin: Confrontations, Cultures, and Identities. By Stefanie EisenhuthScott H. Krause.
London: I.B. Tauris, 2021. 151–164. Bloomsbury Collections. Web. 26 Jun. 2022. <http://
dx.doi.org/10.5040/9780755602797.ch-009>.

Downloaded from Bloomsbury Collections, www.bloomsburycollections.com, 26 June 2022,
14:29 UTC.

Access provided by: Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin

Copyright © Konrad H. Jarausch, Stefanie Eisenhuth, Scott H. Krause, 2021 2021. All rights
reserved. Further reproduction or distribution is prohibited without prior permission in writing from
the publishers.

http://www.bloomsburycollections.com


In May 1986, representatives of the two German states signed a long-deliberated 
cultural treaty. The diplomatic agreement immediately eased the exchange of travelling 
arts and cultural exhibitions between the FRG and GDR, fostering stronger cultural 
connections among Germans across the Iron Curtain.1 Although exhibitions of 
East German art in the West were already quite common, the FRG welcomed the 
opportunity for more West German art to be seen by East German viewers.2 In East 
Germany, the SED sought the influx of valuable foreign currencies through art sales 
abroad and the greater legitimization of homegrown Socialist Realist art. Later that 
year, an exhibition featuring West German painters Sigmar Polke, Anselm Kiefer, 
and Gerhard Richter was already making its way from Dresden to East Berlin’s Altes 
Museum as a result of the treaty. Numerous exhibitions followed, including the debut 
of many East German artists in West German galleries and museums. Ongoing party 
control over culture in the GDR, however, ensured most of those artists were proper 
representatives of socialist culture.

In Cold War Berlin, the 1986 cultural treaty was in many ways superfluous for the 
city’s experimental artists and their audiences, who had participated in an unofficial 
network of cultural exchange since the early 1970s. Although working in a variety of 
mediums and forms, these artists were united by an interest in breaking down the 
barriers between art and everyday life. Their work was often interactive or collaborative 
and focused more on the social processes initiated through art than the final product. 
Because of the great value placed on social interaction, the desire to connect with other 
artists, including those from the “other” Germany, was high.

Experimental artists in other Eastern bloc nations such as Poland and Hungary 
were forging even more robust networks with the West at the same time.3 Unlike 
East German artists, they enjoyed greater freedom to travel to Western Europe to 
participate in exhibitions. Conversely, Western European artists were invited to join 
official exhibitions behind the Iron Curtain, which further supported the growth of 
these networks. This was less common in the GDR. East German artists were largely 
prohibited from traveling to the West in the 1970s and cultural officials rarely invited 
Western artists to exhibit their work in the GDR. Instead, after the construction of the 

9

Experimental Art and Cultural Exchange in 
Late Cold War Berlin

Briana Smith



Cold War Berlin152

Wall in 1961, exchanges between experimental artists in divided Berlin took place in 
small neighborhood galleries and private art spaces in East Berlin. Once this network 
was established, however, artists and gallerists worked to sustain these connections 
via return trips, correspondence, contributions to publications, and, by the end of the 
1980s, joint exhibitions.

Despite the city’s division into rival halves, artists in East and West Berlin embraced 
a similar set of experimental practices and a philosophy of art that transcended the 
city’s political division. But it was also precisely because of the city’s extraordinary 
partition and West Berlin’s geographical isolation that many of these artists were in the 
city in the first place. Artists migrated to West Berlin in the late 1960s and 1970s from 
hometowns across the FRG to consciously distance themselves from the tradition-
bound, capitalist art world. With access to generous art grants and other subsidies, they 
avoided pressures to create work for the purpose of selling on the market. The scarcity 
of high-end galleries and wealthy collectors further encouraged their experimentation 
with social functions for art outside the commercial frame.

In East Berlin, all art was officially serving a social function. Party cultural officials 
rejected the “decadent imperialist” orientation of art in the capitalist West. Instead, art 
in the GDR was Socialist Realist—made by and for the workers and farmers. But many 
artists and gallerists also chafed at this official policy, which insisted art be didactic, 
easily legible, and serve the greater purpose of forging a distinctive socialist culture. 
Under Socialist Realism, artists were limited to the production of traditional art forms 
such as painting, sculpture, and drawing. A brief cultural thaw in the early 1970s 
enabled artists to engage with a broader set of themes in their work, including real world 
issues and concerns that parted from the former insistence on projecting a positive and 
aspirational view of socialist society.4 But art forms including performance, installation, 
and video art, associated by the Ministry for Culture with contemporary Western art, 
continued to be banned until 1988.5 In spite of these restrictions, many experimental 
artists remained committed to the socialist system. They participated in conferences 
run by the official Union of Visual Artists (VBK) and created traditional work to show 
in regional exhibitions. But many also envisioned the GDR moving toward a pluralist 
concept of art in socialism that welcomed experimental forms. Encounters with artists 
from West Berlin and the FRG in the 1970s and 1980s helped East German artists 
situate their work within a longer tradition of critical, socially engaged art dating 
back to Weimar Germany. For some, these exchanges also confirmed their belief that 
the socialist system offered the most favorable conditions for uniting art and life and 
sustaining a noncommercial art practice.

This chapter begins in the early 1970s, as a series of cultural and political reforms 
in East Germany led to the creation of more spaces for viewing and engaging with 
visual art. With the passage of the German-German Transit Treaty in May 1972, 
following the signing of the four-power agreement the previous year, West Germans 
and West Berliners could more easily attend events, present their work, and exchange 
ideas in East Berlin galleries. A second section examines three significant moments 
of artistic exchange and collaboration in East Berlin in the early 1980s. During these 
meetings and performances, artists from the two German states gathered to view and 
participate in projects exploring themes that transcended the Cold War division. In 
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so doing, they contributed to a shared German tradition of critical, experimental, 
and socially engaged art. A final section examines other forms of exchange among 
Berlin-based artists in the mid-to-late-1980s, including the appearance of the arts 
and culture journal No Man’s Land in 1987, which featured contributors from 
both sides of the Wall. During this time, East Berlin artists were also being issued 
short-term visas to travel to the West to view exhibitions and meet with artists and 
gallerists. This late era of unofficial cultural exchange culminated in a month-long 
performance art festival hosted in East Berlin in June 1989 featuring East Berlin 
artists at an official gallery and a parallel series at a private gallery with artists from 
West Berlin. The festival marked the culmination of over a decade of exchange among 
artists that increasingly conveyed what a pluralist socialist culture—with unimpeded 
channels of communication with Western artists—might look like. But rather than 
further pursuing this vision in the coming years, local artists instead called on these 
Cold War-era networks to organize protests against a series of unwelcome changes 
resulting from the city’s reunification.

Contact Art: Cultural Exchange in East Berlin after Détente

In the aftermath of the early 1970s Cold War détente, artists and gallerists in Berlin 
enjoyed greater opportunities for exchange in the divided city. Residents of West 
Berlin could now pay a fee to travel to the GDR capital on day visas to meet artists in 
official and private galleries. The new cultural political orientation within the SED in 
the early 1970s had directly contributed to the presence of these gallery spaces. Soon 
after Erich Honecker became the new Party Secretary in 1971, the GDR’s Ministry 
for Culture and Culture Association (Kulturbund) began efforts to make art more 
accessible to East Germans and increase participation in arts and cultural activities 
during leisure time. They oversaw the establishment of a chain of small art galleries 
in urban neighborhoods and rural areas. These galleries were intended to bring art 
closer to people in their daily lives, while also providing people the chance to purchase 
inexpensive art for their homes. East Germans were also encouraged to participate 
in the production of art by joining amateur art “circles” led by professional artists in 
neighborhood cultural houses or clubs.6

The impulse to promote broad participation in the arts was a longstanding goal 
among the GDR’s cultural leaders dating back to the first of two Bitterfeld Conferences 
in 1959. The resulting “Bitterfeld Way” called for the organization of art and writing 
groups within the factories and collective farms to be led by professional artists.7 The 
Bitterfeld Way caught the attention of artists across the Wall associated with West 
Berlin’s New Society for Visual Arts (NGBK), who sought a similar democratization of 
art in the early 1970s. Founded during the height of the city’s anti-authoritarian protests 
and cultural revolt in 1969, the NGBK was soon plotting its own Bitterfeld-inspired 
initiatives for removing art from the museum temples and integrating it into prisons, 
schools, factories, and nursing homes.8 Although the overtly Marxist orientations of 
the NGBK had dampened by the late 1970s, subsequent projects maintained a focus 
on art as a source of social and political transformation.
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In the early 1970s, the SED was already taking leave of the Bitterfeld Way and 
shifting the sites of amateur art making and consumption from the factory to residential 
areas such as regional cultural houses and neighborhood art galleries. For the artist 
Robert Rehfeldt, whose art practice already focused on increasing the presence of art 
in daily life, this change created new possibilities for engaging with city residents and 
for encountering visitors from the West. Rehfeldt was an all-round artist. His work 
included traditional prints and drawings that earned him invitations to show work 
in large exhibitions and galleries. He also made unconventional collages, super-8 
films, and installations, while energetically circulating self-made postcards within 
the international mail art network. Mail artists sent hand-made prints, photographs, 
and other work through the postal service to artists affiliated with the network across 
the world, transcending the barriers of ideology and geography.9 Rehfeldt’s prolific 
contributions to this network reflect his interest in shaping his local community, 
while seeking connections with artists far beyond the GDR. His postcards typically 
featured his own stamped phrases about art including “art in contact is life in art” and 
“art is when it originates in spite of it all.”10 Beyond his personal art practice, Rehfeldt 
was deeply devoted to promoting art making as a social and collaborative endeavor. 
In the 1970s and 1980s, he led a popular amateur art circle, collaborated with other 
artists on public art projects in new housing developments and factories and helped 
operate small galleries in East Berlin’s northern Pankow district. At the same time, 
Rehfeldt was in contact with West German artists cut from a similar cloth as him, 
including happening and video artist Wolf Vostell in West Berlin and the Düsseldorf-
based artist Joseph Beuys. Exhibition catalogs and art magazines smuggled from 
the West also kept Rehfeldt informed of contemporary debates and artistic trends 
outside the GDR.11

Through his indirect engagement with the Western art world, Rehfeldt established 
an appreciation for the possibilities for art in socialism. He articulated this position 
in a 1977 letter published in the West German journal Kunst Magazin. His letter was 
a response to a feature article on experimental art in Hungary and Poland by a West 
German curator and art historian. In the letter, Rehfeldt argued that the desire “to 
remove the distance between artistic processes and society” had originated with artists 
in the East, dating back to Russian Constructivism. He conceded that artists in the 
West, namely Joseph Beuys, helped spread this aesthetic philosophy in the postwar 
period.12 Rehfeldt also underscored the advantages of making art outside the capitalist 
system, explaining how “in the places where art is neither investment capital or 
commodity, one experiences it as essential to societal development and change. And 
through this process, artists are also changed.”13 As West German artists met Rehfeldt 
and other artists harboring these views during their visits to galleries in East Berlin, 
they, too, were changed.

Rehfeldt was among a collective of East Berlin artists who organized the Galerie 
Arkade in the late 1960s, which became a hub of experimental and contemporary art 
in the 1970s under the direction of Klaus Werner. Although the Galerie Arkade was 
incorporated into the gallery network of the newly created State Art Trade in 1975, it 
continued to function as a space for audiences to encounter art that challenged the 
traditional definition of Socialist Realism.14 But this was no peripheral or underground 
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gallery. Located on the prominent Strausberger Platz, just off Karl Marx Allee—East 
Berlin’s grand socialist boulevard—gallery events were well-publicized and highly 
visible to passersby. Until its abrupt closing in 1981, Galerie Arkade hosted dozens of 
exhibitions from iconoclastic artists including Rehfeldt, action artist Erhard Monden 
and members of experimental artist group Clara Mosch from Karl-Marx-Stadt 
(Chemnitz). Werner also used the gallery to introduce audiences to West German 
artists through exhibitions and slide lectures and the sale of inexpensive prints and 
posters from collage artist Klaus Staeck and Joseph Beuys.15

The large crowds attending events at Arkade also inspired the organization of 
unofficial art spaces in East Berlin. These illegal, private art galleries, often constructed 
within apartments and studios, offered gallerists and artists the freedom to operate 
beyond state regulations and censorship. Although rare, private art spaces had existed 
since the GDR’s inception, creating what Yvonne Fiedler characterizes as a partial 
public sphere for East Germans seeking independence from the “collective we.”16 In 
East Berlin, painters Heidrun Hegewald and Rudi Ebeling ran the private Galerie 
Konkret from 1960 to 1961. Art historian Lothar Lang also organized an independent 
Kunstkabinett in Berlin-Weissensee and Pankow in the 1960s.17 The most prolific and 
enduring of East Berlin’s private galleries was Jürgen Schweinebraden’s EP Galerie, 
located in a back courtyard apartment on Duncker Strasse in Prenzlauer Berg. 
Schweinebraden was interested in the gallery providing a space for locals in which to 
encounter work from international artists and to keep GDR artists up to date on trends 
outside East Germany. Gallery events also provided a valuable opportunity for artists 
and local arts enthusiasts to socialize with international visitors. West Berlin artists 
attending events at EP Galerie included Wolf Vostell, artist, gallerist, and environmental 
activist Ben Wa(r)gin and sound artist and founder of the nonprofit Galerie Giannozzo, 
Rolf Langebartels.18 The EP Galerie also featured work from American performance 
artists Bill Caglione and Anna Banana, Italian arte povera artist Michaelangelo 
Picoletto, and Eastern bloc action artists Marek Konieczny and Vladislav Novak.19 
West Berlin gallerists were also regular visitors, including representatives of the city’s 
few commercial galleries like Lothar Poll and Michael Werner, and those pursuing 
nonprofit gallery work like Langebartels.

Due to the popularity of events at the EP Galerie and the nature of the art on 
display, Schweinebraden was the target of extensive measures by the Ministry for 
State Security (MfS) to intimidate, threaten, and tarnish his reputation.20 Yet security 
operatives never moved to shut down the illegal gallery, preferring to observe the 
social networks convening in private spaces such as the EP Galerie.21 But the invasive 
measures levied against Schweinebraden eventually led to his dismissal from his day 
job as a military psychologist and sex therapist, motivating his application for an 
exit permit in 1980. The gallery closed on his departure. Yet connections forged at 
the EP Galerie in the 1970s lived on between artists and gallerists in East and West 
Berlin, even after the gallery disappeared. For example, Rolf Langebartels continued 
traveling to East Berlin long after Schweinebraden’s gallery closed. After presenting a 
lecture on photography at the Galerie Arkade, Langebartels became acquainted with 
additional East German artists and art historians and planned future opportunities 
for expanding this network. He and Arkade director Klaus Werner developed a 
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traveling exhibition of GDR photography. He smuggled prints from West German 
photographers into the East and he worked with East Berlin’s Evangelical Art Service 
to arrange a weekend art retreat for East and West Berlin artists within the sanctuary 
of a Prenzlauer Berg church.22 Not only did exchanges like these help expand the 
network between experimental artists from East and West, they also fostered the 
development of friendships. Many years later, Langebartels still recalls joining an 
auto excursion to the Spreewald with a group of artists and art historians from East 
Berlin.23

Exchange in Action: East–West Performance Art in East Berlin

Months before leaving the GDR, Schweinebraden hosted West Berlin-based artist 
Wolf Kahlen at the EP Galerie for the first and only video performance art piece in 
the GDR. On the evening of the performance, both Kahlen and Schweinebraden 
delivered opening remarks noting the singularity of the event and its significance 
for German-German exchange.24 Indeed, Kahlen’s collaborative video performance 
at the EP Galerie represented an extraordinary example of the type of exchange and 
collaboration made possible by the Cold War thaw in the 1970s. The unofficial conduit 
for cultural exchange in East Berlin galleries allowed artists like Kahlen to establish 
social networks that transcended German division. Through their interactions across 
the Wall, West German artists also discovered the existence of artists seeking to expand 
the boundaries of Socialist Realism through the staging of more experimental forms. 
This information was not readily available in the Western press.

During the performance, titled Camera Rolling, Kahlen moved about the gallery 
with a closed-circuit video camera, a model used in scientific experiments that Kahlen 
had carried across the border without incident.25 There was no viewfinder, rather a 
simple lens transmitting captured images to a monitor across the gallery. As Kahlen 
spun the camera around he shouted the phrase “camera rolling” and froze the lens 
on an object or person in the room. Schweinebraden then held a piece of plexiglass 
in front of the monitor. Dresden-based painter A.R. Penck was playing drums as 
Kahlen swept the camera around the room. Whenever Kahlen froze the camera, Penck 
dropped his drum sticks, picked up a paintbrush and rapidly painted over the small 
piece of glass covering the screen. On some occasions, Penck accentuated the lines and 
shapes of the images; other times he painted over the glass to efface any resemblance 
of the frozen image. Penck then returned to drumming and Kahlen resumed spinning 
the camera around the room before stopping to announce again “camera rolling.” The 
artists continued this process for sixteen rounds.26

Kahlen intended the closed-circuit camera to incite collective reflection on the role 
of media technology in surveillance and security procedures in modern life. Resonating 
with the audience members’ personal experiences with MfS observation, the camera’s 
West German origins reminded viewers that video surveillance was not limited to state 
socialist contexts. At the same time, Penck’s translation of the images on the monitor 
into abstract paintings suggested the limitations of video technology to transmit, 
represent, and control reality. Although Kahlen intended the video performance to 
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be light-hearted, he also sensed the awareness of the MfS presence simmering just 
below the surface among the audience. As Kahlen describes, the audience members 
knew that “everything was at the same time surveyed by the secret police, since the 
place … was of course a delicate space.”27 Reports detailing the performance from 
unofficial collaborators (IMs) working for MfS confirm Kahlen’s assumption. One 
report suggested Kahlen’s appearance at the gallery was proof of Schweinebraden’s 
subversive support for “consciously intellectual and elitist content” that defied the 
requirement that socialist art be easily legible.28 Despite Kahlen’s hyper-awareness 
of the MfS presence at the gallery, the large crowd packed into the space, estimated 
around fifty in one report, reveals a surprising indifference among some East Berliners 
toward the presence of security operatives.29 The general understanding that the event 
would be under surveillance did not prevent the gallery from being filled. Neither did 
it deter Schweinebraden from extending personal invitations to his large friend circle, 
including one individual who later turned out to be working for the MfS.30

Beyond Schweinebraden’s informal cultural diplomacy at the EP Galerie, the 
Federal Republic’s diplomatic station in East Berlin, known as the Permanent Mission 
of the Federal Republic in the GDR, also became a valuable space for artists from East 
and West to intersect. The existence of the Permanent Mission near the Invaliden 
Strasse border crossing on East Berlin’s Western edge was another outcome of the 
early 1970s’ Cold War détente. Although the West Germans refused to officially 
recognize the GDR as a foreign nation, which would have necessitated an embassy, 
the treaties prompted the opening of this quasi-diplomatic space in 1974. The East 
Germans set up a parallel institution in Bonn. In East Berlin, the Permanent Mission’s 
team of cultural attachés sought to open broad lines of communication in an effort to 
unite all corners of the East Berlin art scene with artists and critics from the West.31 
Most importantly, the Mission sponsored art exhibitions from Western artists and 
hosted private receptions and concerts in the courtyard. These events connected East 
and West Berlin visual artists, writers, journalists, and cultural functionaries, while 
offering East Germans the chance to personally view art otherwise inaccessible to 
them. Beyond hosting events at the mission, the cultural attachés made “house calls” 
around the city—attending private parties, exhibitions at the Galerie Arkade and the 
EP Galerie, and meeting artists in their studios. They also sought to cultivate cordial 
relationships with official cultural functionaries, and invited VBK leaders to attend 
“breakfast talks” at the Permanent Mission.32 GDR cultural officials were generally 
quite suspicious of these efforts.

In October 1981, the Permanent Mission sponsored an exhibition of work 
from Joseph Beuys that was of particular significance to local experimental artists. 
Although the exhibition focused on his early drawings and object art, the main event 
was the artist’s appearance at the opening reception. Beuys’ mere physical presence 
in the space, with his trademark fishing vest and felt hat, was itself performance art.33 
He was a sensation. With half his face coated in white as part of the treatment for a 
kidney infection, Beuys embodied the figure of a “mystical shaman,” a label often 
applied to the artist by supporters and critics.34 In the spirit of uniting artists from 
East and West Germany in the same room, the Permanent Mission had also extended 
invitations to the Beuys reception to the GDR’s top cultural intelligentsia and party 
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cultural functionaries in addition to nontraditional artists. Members of the Western 
press and artists from West Germany and West Berlin also accepted invitations, 
including Klaus Staeck and conceptual artist Fritz Rahmann from the West Berlin 
collective Büro Berlin.35

Beuys’ aesthetic concepts of the “social sculpture” and “progressive concept of art” 
famously posited that all forms of human production, even the mundane, were creative 
acts.36 According to Beuys, when people recognized the creativity inherent in their work, 
they would understand themselves as a “participant in shaping and defining the world.” 
This realization would contribute to a more democratic society.37 Due to the emphasis 
on art’s effect on society, certain East German artists and art historians viewed Beuys’ 
ideas as complementary with Socialist Realist tenets. For Robert Rehfeldt as well as East 
Berlin action artist Erhard Monden, the pursuit of the Beuysian “social sculpture” was 
already intrinsic to their artistic process. But due to the implicit call for social change 
at their core, art historian and curator Eugen Blume has argued that Beuys’ ideas were 
“absolutely subversive” and “dangerous to the East and West.”38 As a result, the Beuys 
reception at the Permanent Mission caused great concern among security operatives 
and VBK leaders.39 The VBK’s aging functionaries were unwilling to reconcile Beuys’ 
esoteric art actions and performances, often involving felt, margarine, and the occasional 
animal cadaver, with the concrete and inspiring messages they expected from socialist 
art. As VBK President and painter Willi Sitte explained in response to an inquiry from 
an East Berlin art teacher regarding the VBK’s position on Beuys:

The work or non-work of Joseph Beuys hardly corresponds to GDR art and its 
goals: to reach the majority of working people with its humanitarian awareness 
for the thoughts and feelings of man and to convey to them, through works of art, 
intellectual and aesthetic enrichment and pleasure. Therefore, we have no use for 
engaging with Beuys’ work.40

Despite the VBK’s rejection of Beuys, visitors crowded into the Permanent Mission 
to view the exhibition and meet the artist, whose work and ideas reinforced a socialist-
inflected belief in the power of art to change the world. Personal encounters with Beuys 
likely emboldened many artists in the GDR to continue pursuing artistic practices at 
the quotidian level and exploring the unique possibilities for achieving the “social 
sculpture” in the East. During their brief meeting, Beuys had even advised Erhard 
Monden to remain in the East, where his socially engaged art could be more effective.41 
The exchange with Beuys helped connect experimental artists in East Berlin such as 
Monden with a body of ideas about the relationship between art and society that were 
relevant under capitalist and socialist systems. Furthermore, Beuys’ interest in East 
German artists helped validate the meaningful art making taking place in the GDR, in 
spite of the party’s top-down control of culture.

The Permanent Mission also supported the realization of a performance art piece 
that straddled West and East Berlin to draw attention to the shared past uniting the 
divided city. In 1985, Bavarian artist Nikolaus Lang strapped a deer skeleton to his 
back and began a two-day art action across West and East Berlin. His starting point 
was the Artist House Bethanien at Mariannenplatz near the path of the Wall in Berlin-
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Kreuzberg. Lang and the skeleton walked the streets of Kreuzberg: from the brush-
covered site of the former Gestapo headquarters at Prinz-Albrecht Strasse and along 
the path of the Berlin Wall to the Checkpoint Charlie border crossing. The next day, 
Lang crossed into East Berlin, with permission secured by the Permanent Mission 
workers. He immediately made his way to Prenzlauer Berg, to continue his sojourn 
among the residents in the performance he titled Showing the Deer to Prenzlauer Berg.

Although Lang’s previous work focused on the collection of objects connected to 
the past lives of individuals, in this action, Lang used his peripatetic body to confront 
the ghosts of Berlin’s traumatic past that haunted both sides of the Wall. Art critic 
Walter Aue identified the deer skeleton in Lang’s action as a “symbol of rebirth and 
awakening life” and a “guide through the realm of the dead.”42 By uniting East and 
West Berlin in this border-crossing action, Lang highlighted the shared experience 
of division among Berliners and the need for a collective confrontation with the past. 
East Berlin artists in contact with the Permanent Mission employees were notified 
of Lang’s action ahead of time. They followed the artist as he walked through their 
neighborhood. In a documentary photograph from Lang’s walk, you can just make 
out the face of action artist Erhard Monden trailing Lang with a camera in hand.43 The 
artist and his entourage later stopped at a corner pub, where Lang took the opportunity 
to rest and remove the skeleton.44

East Berliners in the West and the Alternative Public  
Sphere of No Man’s Land

In the 1980s, the network between experimental artists, gallerists, and viewers that 
formed in the small art galleries or at Permanent Mission receptions was further 
maintained through personal visits, correspondence, contributions to publications, 
and joint exhibitions. Although the Galerie Arkade and EP Galerie were both closed 
by 1981, a new constellation of private and official art spaces appeared in their 
absence. In June 1983, a group of artists, critics, and gallerists including Erhard 
Monden, Eugen Blume, and Klaus Werner founded the private rot-grün gallery 
collective in a back courtyard apartment at Sredzki Strasse 64 in Prenzlauer Berg. 
Although this was another private gallery operating outside the GDR’s official gallery 
network, artists from the West were made aware of the rot-grün space through their 
existing GDR contacts. Visitors from West Berlin included Wolf Vostell and members 
of West Berlin’s Büro Berlin collective, who had all previously attended events at the  
Permanent Mission and EP Galerie. The space was also visited by Hans Haacke,  
the West German-born conceptual artist based in New York City.45 From the 
perspective of gallery organizer Erhard Monden, artists visiting the rot-grün space 
from the West observed how experimental artists in the GDR operated “without 
compromises.”46 Echoing Rehfeldt’s 1977 letter to Kunst Magazin, this comment 
suggests an understanding among certain artists in East Berlin that creating 
experimental and noncommercial work was more feasible under state socialism. 
Yet the hundreds of East German artists applying for exit permits to leave the GDR 
throughout the 1980s indicates many also felt quite differently.
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At the same time, the increase in exit permits had also led the VBK to begin 
granting more short-term visas to the West to prevent artists from seeking to leave 
permanently. Although artists had long had the chance to participate in study visits 
throughout the Eastern bloc, permission to travel to West Berlin and the Federal 
Republic was quite rare until the 1980s. Nevertheless, the VBK still used travel visas 
as a tool for rewarding compliance and readily revoked these privileges to punish a 
variety of infractions. Many emotional pleas were sent to local VBK officials when 
travel applications were denied.47 In 1982, a group of artists, including Robert 
Rehfeldt, sent a letter to the local VBK requesting greater flexibility regarding the 
approval of travel visas to West Berlin.48 In 1987, former Galerie Arkade leader Klaus 
Werner threatened to boycott a VBK conference in protest of the repeated rejection 
of his applications, explaining, “eventually, one gets to the point where they begin to 
feel resigned.”49 Yet an affiliation with underground galleries and experimental art 
forms did not automatically restrict their ability to travel West and many artists and 
art historians with ties to private galleries had travel applications approved in the late 
1980s. In October 1988, East Berlin performance artist and conceptual photographer 
Kurt Buchwald was allowed a six-day trip to the FRG. During the trip, Buchwald 
attended a photography exhibition at the Museum Ludwig in Cologne and a series 
of private galleries in the city. He also met with artists in their studios, participated 
in a gallery discussion on performance art, and viewed a performance art piece from 
Swiss artist Roman Signer.50

In 1987, the publication of a new arts and culture journal titled No Man’s Land: 
Journal Between the Cultures, aimed at a joint Berlin readership, helped to further 
normalize the cultural network connecting artists across the city, while inviting a 
broader community of readers into the circle. The journal’s subtitle underscored the 
existence of a space for like-minded artists in East and West Berlin who rejected the 
rhetoric of cultural competition between the two German states. Divided Berlin was 
the geographical hub of this otherwise abstract space “between the cultures.” Appearing 
shortly after the signing of the 1986 cultural treaty, No Man’s Land also reflected how 
the postwar divisions were breaking down at multiple levels of society. No Man’s 
Land was published by West Berlin’s Nishen Verlag, with support from the Paul Löbe 
Institute and the Ästhetik und Kommunikation press. The journal’s editors, art historian 
Eckhart Gillen, historian and museum curator Wolfgang Dreßen, and literary scholar 
Siegfried Radlach, understood the journal as providing a “forum” for individuals 
in Berlin operating “between and next to established culture” and outside national 
contexts.51 The Permanent Mission employees had a hand in enabling this border-
blurring publication to reach its desired readers, distributing complimentary copies 
among contacts in East Berlin, and keeping free copies on hand at the Mission. Articles 
in No Man’s Land included reviews of contemporary art, interviews with writers, 
artists and curators, and essays on local cultural political debates. In-depth articles on 
experimental artists and photographers from East Berlin and across the Eastern bloc 
introduced West Berlin readers to artists and artistic practices largely unknown to the 
Western art world. The journal also kept East Berlin readers informed of upcoming 
art exhibitions and publications through advertisements from local publishers and 
art institutions. Through its joint Berlin readership, the publication created a form 
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of imagined community among readers on either side of the Wall as a supplement or 
replacement for face-to-face exchange. By denying the ongoing divisions, the journal 
acted as if the city were no longer split in two. That would soon be the case.

In June 1989, the “31-day Permanent Art Conference” (PAC), a month-long 
performance art festival, exposed even broader audiences to the experimental art of 
East Berlin, while highlighting the engagement with performance art on both sides of 
the Wall. The PAC was by far the most significant exhibition of performance, action, 
and installation art in the GDR’s history. A supplemental program to the annual 
regional art exhibition, the festival was hosted at the city-run Galerie Weisser Elefant 
on Almstadt Strasse, not far from the central hub of Alexanderplatz.52 The month-long 
festival included experimental theater, installation art, an urban art action, and panel 
discussions on art and politics. A series of visceral and shocking performances from 
the Auto-Perforation Artists, a young artist collective originally from Dresden, had a 
particularly profound effect on audiences.

Festival organizers Christoph Tannert and Eugen Blume wanted to include 
artists from West Berlin in the official program at the Galerie Weisser Elefant. City 
authorities rejected this plan. Instead a parallel program of performances titled the 
“World-Language Action 1989” took place at the rot-grün gallery in Prenzlauer Berg. 
Tannert and Blume’s insistence on a performance art festival featuring artists from 
both East and West reveals the importance placed on highlighting the personal and 
artistic connections uniting artists in the divided city. Visitors to the official program 
were notified through verbal announcements and fliers of the additional programming 
featuring West Berlin artists including Wolfgang Mueller and Käthe Kruse of the art 
punk band Tödliche Doris, and action artists Kain Karawahn, Marc Brandenburg, and 
Käthe B.53 Having sworn off appearances at official exhibitions, Erhard Monden elected 
to perform with his daughter Kathleen alongside the Westerners at rot-grün, making it 
an integrated East–West event. Johannes Stüttgen, a former assistant to Joseph Beuys 
and representative of Beuys’ Free International University, was also invited to participate 
in the series. The decision to invite Stüttgen reflected the ongoing importance of the 
late Joseph Beuys. Although Beuys had died in 1986, his ideas continued to deeply 
shape the artists presenting at the parallel festivals in June 1989 and their work after 
the city’s reunification the next year.

Conclusion

The many nodes of exchange connecting experimental artists in late Cold War Berlin 
reinforce what we already know: the Berlin Wall was porous and failed to stop the 
flow of ideas, art, and people between the two city halves.54 But there is also much 
to be gained by studying these artists and the relationships they independently 
established long before the signing of the 1986 cultural treaty. West Berlin’s isolation 
from the Western art market and the foundations of Socialist Realism in the East led 
experimental artists in both city halves to explore functions for art outside the market. 
The shared experience of living in Cold War Berlin contributed to their embrace of 
a set of ideas and practices that prioritized the artistic process over product. These 
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artists drew on a tradition of critical and socially engaged art extending back to the 
Dadaists in Weimar Germany—forms that took on new meaning in postwar society. 
Furthermore, East and West Berlin artists created work that sidestepped the rhetoric 
of division and Cold War polarization. Instead, they engaged with issues and concerns 
affecting individuals on both sides of the Iron Curtain such as surveillance, social 
isolation, and the shared Nazi past. After the city’s reunification in 1990, experimental 
artists from both former Berlins drew on their Cold War-era networks to organize in 
response to a new set of concerns.55 The sudden arrival of real estate speculators in 
early 1990 led to the immediate rise in rent prices on artist studios, threatening the 
livelihoods of experimental artists and their ability to create noncommercial work. But 
because Berlin’s artists had a longer history to draw on, they were prepared to unite in a 
series of performance-infused protests to insist that experimentation and affordability 
went hand in hand. They continue to do so in the contemporary city.
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Young Michael Eggert1 occasionally met West Berlin men at the Mocca Bar in the 
former Hotel Sophia, just off the Friedrichstraße transit hub that served as entry point 
into East Berlin. One of these men once brought him a copy of Him2 magazine, which 
Eggert had seen featured on Western TV channels. Eggert recalls how the magazine 
blended photo spreads of naked men with reports on newly established groups in the 
Federal Republic and West Berlin, whose members referred to themselves as gay and 
lesbian and advocated rights for homosexuals. Now and again young gay activists came 
to East Berlin, and brought along their advocacy papers, talking about their campaign 
for public visibility in West Germany.3 Shortly afterwards, Eggert and Peter Rausch,4 
together with other men and women, founded the first and for the time being only 
gay and lesbian group in the GDR, the Homosexual Interest Group Berlin (HIB). State 
authorities tolerated the group for a time, yet never recognized it outright as such. 
Over the course of the 1980s, a new gay and lesbian rights movement developed in East 
Berlin and across the GDR at large. Lutheran parishes opened their doors for so-called 
Arbeitskreise Homosexualität, where these working groups could gather legally under 
the protection of the Protestant Church.

This chapter examines the history of East Berlin gay rights activism during the 
Cold War and probes if and how this social movement was Western oriented or even 
dependent on encounters and transfers across the Wall. Did the activists on Berlin’s 
Eastside see themselves as part of a transnational movement or as groups rooted in 
the GDR? How did these activists interact with GDR authorities and what strategies 
did they pursue to assert themselves? The chapter closely examines the role of divided 
Berlin. How far did this urban space marked by a not fully impermeable Wall provide 
the environment for gay rights activism on both sides and on the Eastern side in 
particular? Finally, this chapter explores what kind of caesura and/or fresh start the fall 
of the Wall and German reunification constituted for the East Berlin activists. Answers 
to these questions can be gleaned from a host of sources: the legacies of East Berlin 
gay rights movements, their samizdat publications, West German gay and lesbian 
magazines, the files of the Ministry for State Security (MfS, of Stasi notoriety) and 
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other state agencies, as well as through personal conversations with protagonists of 
that era. The terms “gay” and “lesbian” are contemporary and have been used by the 
actors to describe themselves. “Homosexual” has been used both as self-description 
and as designation in official parlance for all those individuals who felt attracted to 
people of the same sex.

This chapter focuses on the East German gay rights movement, and its actors 
in East Berlin in particular. Jens Dobler and Harald Rimmle have defined the 
Schwulenbewegung, the gay rights movement in German-speaking contexts, as a 
new social movement that formed in the early 1970s. As it proclaimed a discrete gay 
identity, it distinguished itself from the homophile movement of the 1950s and 1960s. 
The actors of the new social movement reinterpreted the derogatory term schwul 
positively as a self-designation.5 But Dobler and Rimmle have tailored this definition 
for the West German gay rights movement. Hence it is only partially applicable to the 
East German case, as that was also significantly different, a topic that will be discussed 
in more detail here. Nonetheless, the East German case has been referred to as a gay 
rights movement, even if it has been consistently characterized in relationship to the 
West German one.

Dobler and Rimmle, for instance, have concluded that gays and lesbians cooperated 
differently in East and West. According to them, the West German lesbian rights 
movement has to be distinguished from the gay rights movement as it operated 
under different circumstances and pursued unique strategies. In contrast, the authors 
maintain that a shared movement of gay men and lesbians formed within the GDR.6 
Yet a more nuanced picture emerges on closer examination of activism within the 
realities of state socialism. Mixed groups existed, which were predominantly attended 
and led by men, such as the HIB. But separate working groups such as Lesbians in the 
Church and Gays in the Church also operated in the East Berlin of the 1980s. This 
chapter concentrates on the activities of male actors within the HIB and Gays in the 
Church, but without negating lesbian commitment or dimensions of shared history. 
What were the conditions that both gay and lesbian activists encountered during the 
1970s and 1980s in East and West and what courses of action did both German states 
take regarding homosexuality?

Homosexuality in Divided Germany

On its introduction in 1871, Paragraph 175 of the German criminal code (RStGB) 
criminalized the widernatürliche Unzucht between men, or “unnatural fornication.” 
In 1935, the Nazis expanded this paragraph to include “lusty intent” and threatened 
to send men to jail or concentration camps.7 The GDR reverted to the more liberal 
version of 1871 on its founding in 1949, until abolishing Paragraph 175 outright in 
1968. But equality between homo- and heterosexuality did not constitute an aim of 
this reform. Instead, the new Paragraph 151 now also penalized female homosexuality, 
defining the age of consent as eighteen years, while setting the age of consent at sixteen 
years for heterosexual relationships.8 Apart from continuing discrimination in legal 
codes, homosexuals within the GDR still faced prejudice, common defamation, 
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marginalization, and discrimination in the workplace. On top of that, the state limited 
places for homosexuals to meet into parks and individual bars. Tightly controlled 
public discourse formed another obstacle. While the state initially stifled conversations 
on homosexuality outright, even later official acknowledgment of the phenomenon 
entailed monopolizing discourse.9 Unsurprisingly, the self-assertion and public 
visibility of gays and lesbians that swept Western countries during this period failed to 
emerge in the GDR.

The Federal Republic, which had adopted Paragraph 175 in its national socialist 
version, reformed its criminal code in 1969 and introduced an age of consent for 
male–male sexual contacts at twenty-one years of age. Even as this age of consent was 
lowered to eighteen years in 1973, West German women remained exempted from it 
until the paragraph was finally abolished in 1994.10 Following the liberalization of the 
criminal code, new gay and lesbian liberation movements developed. Predominantly 
leftist groups formed, which publically championed the rights of homosexuals. A new 
homosexual culture flourished in West German metropolitan areas with West Berlin 
leading the way, offering space for intellectual debates and alternative lifestyles, but 
also commercial offers.11

Starting in the 1980s, new avenues for self-organization opened for gays and 
lesbians in the GDR, since Lutheran parishes agreed to host alternative groups and 
thus shield them from state intrusion. At least fourteen homosexual working groups 
developed under the umbrella of the Lutheran Church until 1989.12 The state and 
party leadership perceived all these grassroots initiatives as a threat, particularly those 
associated with the Church. Hence the Ministry for State Security placed them under 
close surveillance. But they were not outlawed outright.13 Starting in the mid-1980s, 
the state’s attitude toward homosexuality shifted gradually. While the grassroots groups 
monitoring continued, the state and party leadership made tentative overtures to better 
“integrate” gays and lesbians into socialist society, particularly to curtail the influence 
of the churches.14 In 1988, the Volkskammer, the GDR’s toothless parliament, rubber-
stamped changes to the criminal code, that mandated a uniform age of consent of 
sixteen years for both homo- and heterosexual contacts.15 In the meantime, Paragraph 
175 remained on the statutes in the Federal Republic, until it was deleted in 1994 during 
the process of legal harmonization following German reunification.16 A fundamental 
shift in attitudes toward homosexuality failed to materialize in the GDR before the 
fall of the Wall since the SED state monopolized public conversations on the topic 
and denied self-organized homosexual groups any kind of access to the public sphere 
due to state’s paranoia. These grassroots initiatives still could not form independent 
associations and publish on their own, with the exception of newsletters designated as 
“for internal Church use only.”17 At the same time, interest groups of homosexuals had 
already formed in trade unions, parties, churches of the Federal Republic, including 
the Bundesverband Homosexulität, an umbrella organization on the federal level. 
Meanwhile, the diversification and professionalization of interest groups, publically 
subsidized projects, and commercial enterprises further accelerated.18

The developments just outlined have been closely linked with the city of Berlin. 
Magnus Hirschfeld and others founded the Scientific Humanitarian Committee here in 
1897. This constituted the first organization that denounced the criminal persecution 
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of gay men and sought to educate society on homosexuality. By the turn of the century, 
first venues had established themselves in particular neighborhoods and Berlin started 
to develop into the European capital of homosexual life.19 The anonymity of European 
metropolises wrought by rapid urbanization formed a prerequisite for communities 
of sexual minorities to form. Robert Beachy has argued that collaboration between 
Berliner medical scientists such as Hirschfeld and individual expressions of sexual 
identity created the homosexual “species” that has formed the basis for the modern 
conception of sexual orientation. The term schwul (“gay”) derives from the Berlin 
vernacular as well, according to Beachy, and women as well as men in the homosexual 
subculture had claimed this term for themselves during the 1920s.20 But the eradication 
of this community and research on it also had its origins in Berlin, when after 1936 
the Reich Central Office for Combating Abortion and Homosexuality coordinated the 
persecution. After 1945 a homosexual subculture developed again, but slowly. While 
located primarily in West Berlin, many East Berliners participated until the construction 
of the Wall in 1961.21 Visits across the divide were only possible again starting in the 
early 1970s, but now exclusively from West to East. Gay rights movements on both 
sides of the Wall shared a common history when they encountered one another during 
the 1970s and 1980s. While one learned from the other, both were forced to pursue 
differing paths.

Michael Sontheimer and Peter Wensierski have characterized Berlin as a “city of 
revolt,” in which uprisings have taken place since the nineteenth century and after 
the 1960s in increasing succession. The “urge to resist” has been inscribed in “Berlin’s 
DNA,” according to the authors. During the Cold War, West Berlin formed an island 
without draft or closing hour, in which leftwing radicals, autonomists, and punks 
eluded state authority. East Berlin also constituted a hotbed for opposition in the GDR. 
While state surveillance and restrictive legal frameworks made the situation on the 
eastside considerably more difficult, the “revolt gene” connected both sides.22 This link 
explains why both West and East Berlin emerged as centers of gay rights movements 
in both German states, respectively. Not only shared traditions proved formative. It 
can be argued that during the 1970s and 1980s, close proximity defined the gay rights 
movement in East Berlin. While it remained rooted in the East and acted locally, it still 
has to be understood as part of a transnational activism.

Gay Self-Assertion in the Homosexual Interest Group Berlin (HIB)

The HIB can be regarded as the beginning of a gay and lesbian rights movement in 
the GDR, even if it never reached the same size and audiences as similar initiatives 
in the West. Up to 200 persons attended its events, yet the group itself only had about 
fifteen permanent members.23 They tirelessly wrote to ministries, the Volkskammer, 
and other state agencies and forced these to at least acknowledge the HIB’s existence 
and its demands.24

Scholarship has ascribed the almost simultaneous formation of the HIB and West 
German movement in the early 1970s to personal contacts across the Wall. From 
this perspective, transfers between gay activists in East and West Berlin established 
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a feeling of community and created the conditions for adopting ideas of the Western 
gay rights movement25 also in the East.26 The 1971 Quadripartite Agreement on 
Berlin formed a prerequisite, as it enabled West Berliners and West Germans to enter 
East Berlin and the GDR starting October 3, 1972.27 Contacts developed between 
East Germans and already organized gay men from West Berlin due to geographic 
proximity, shared language, the same sexual orientation, but also socialist ideals 
proclaimed on both sides of the Wall.28 Media events such as broadcasting Rosa von 
Praunheim and Martin Dannecker’s movie It Is Not the Homosexual Who Is Perverse, 
But the Society in Which He Lives (FRG, 1971) on January 15, 1973, on West German 
public television, galvanized a political consciousness in East Berlin, according to Josie 
McLellan. The HIB later traced its inception back to this day and consciously emulated 
mostly gay groups in West Berlin and the Federal Republic that had formed following 
screenings of the movie at select theaters.29 The World Festival of Youth and Students 
in July and August 1973 also sparked activism among East Berliners. On this occasion, 
West Berliner and British gay activists distributed pamphlets in East Berlin and called 
attention to the homosexual participants with banners during the closing ceremony.30

The HIB therefore has to be placed in the contexts of both the political optimism 
within the GDR in the early 1970s and the development of new social movements in 
West Germany, Western Europe, and the United States since the late 1960s. The name 
Homosexual Interest Group Berlin referred to both: on the one hand, it referenced the 
Homosexual Action West Berlin (HAW) or Homosexual Action Hamburg (HAH), and 
other West German groups.31 The sense of belonging also manifested itself in the positive 
appropriation of the terms schwul and lesbisch. On the other hand, the designation “interest 
group,” or Interessengemeinschaft32 stemmed from GDR’s civil code and illustrated how 
the HIB, as any such initiative, planned to voice its concern within East Germany’s legal 
framework. Moreover, the HIB’s self-representation differed significantly from that of 
its Western counterparts. East Berliners never viewed themselves as political entities, 
as Magdalena Beljan has concluded for the West German gay rights movement, which 
understood “being gay” as inherently political and staged comings out in opposition to 
mainstream society.33 The HIB activists did not aim to attack the GDR’s political system, 
but to explain to its officials that “homosexual emancipation […] was part of a successful 
socialism,” as Peter Rausch recalled in 1991.34 Following the pattern that Alf Lüdtke has 
defined as eigensinnig,35 the activists expressed their views, but within the boundaries of 
what was permissible in public as defined by the state. For instance, they championed the 
education of homosexuals as “socialist personalities” or branded the “capitalist system” 
as the common enemy. In 1975, as the HIB approached the (East) Berlin Magistrate for 
the “opening of a homosexual communication center,” it assured the state authorities to 
affect both the world view and sexual behavior of its audience:

In particular, we are anxious not only for openness and trust within the community, 
but also for social commitment, our development to socialist personalities, as well 
as implementing moral practice within our sexual relations.36

But apart from professions of loyalty toward socialism, the HIB also drew 
comparisons between both German states and concluded that the GDR failed in its 
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claims of superiority over the Federal Republic. In a letter to the Junge Welt, the party’s 
youth magazine, HIB member Bodo Ameland hailed It Is Not the Homosexual Who Is 
Perverse on the West German ARD channel as the “best program” he had ever seen. Yet 
it surprised him that “a capitalist state (and not the GDR)” had debated “this problem.”37 
By presenting the Federal Republic as setting a low bar, Amelang pursued two goals 
in one stroke: he rhetorically invoked the state-mandated policy of dissociation 
(Abgrenzung) from the West and took aim at the state and party leadership for failing 
to realize socialist ideals.

HIB members did not limit themselves to petitioning state agencies, but also wrote 
contributions for the publication of the Homosexual Action West Berlin, to which 
they had maintained personal contacts from its inception. Four reports appeared since 
mid-1973 under pseudonyms. A certain F.-P. reviewed in HAW-Info the sex education 
book38 by GDR pedagogue and sexologist Kurt Bach under the headline “Is this 
Socialist Sex Education?”39 and concluded that it could not be classified as socialist. As 
three other East German contributions to HAW-Info did, the review drew a connection 
between HIB and HAW, as both expected socialism to champion homosexuals. The 
HAW appropriated the East German criticism of GDR sexual science texts, as it 
accompanied no statement that the author remained responsible for his own views. 
Moreover, these publications gave East German activists the opportunity to weigh in 
on a public debate on homosexuality in sexual scholarship in the first place.

The HIB members maintained close contacts in West Berlin and the Federal 
Republic until the mid-1970s. Yet when they learned that GDR authorities attempted 
to prevent any kind of exchanges, the HIB duly complied by breaking off all visible 
Western contacts on its own.40 When official recognition as the desired reward for 
this obedience failed to materialize, the HIB felt compelled to stop its work altogether 
in 1979. Hence the HIB’s struggle for self-assertion, even if ultimately futile, seems 
to have been a balancing act: these activists had to navigate between affirmations of 
socialism and criticism of the GDR regime, on the one hand, and between skepticism 
of the West and participation in a transnational social movement centered in West 
Berlin, on the other.

The Working Group Gays in the Church as Mediators  
between East and West

The Working Group Gays in the Church—Homosexual Self-Help Berlin, under 
the roof of the Bekenntniskirche in southeastern Treptow—formed one of three 
church-affiliated groups of homosexuals in East Berlin of the 1980s. According to 
main organizer Christian Pulz, it was particularly important that those responsible 
for the working group “had debated the topic of homosexuality in some way, […] 
so that they learned to accept themselves and to represent the cause vigorously.”41 
Few scholarly insights were accessible in the GDR that could have supported the 
emancipatory work of these groups. Until 1989, only two sex education books42 
devoted to homosexuality were published, whereas already at the end of the 1970s 
entire book stores existed in the West that specialized in gay and lesbian literature. 
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Hence it was not far-fetched to seek reading material from these sources. McLellan 
has underscored the importance of books smuggled into East Germany by Western 
visitors in Love in the Time of Communism. Through these channels, homosexuals 
in the GDR could not only glean insights on Western gay/lesbian subculture and 
political developments within the Federal Republic, but also found a source for 
information on their own country.43

These books, magazines, and clippings mostly found their way illegally through 
West Berliner or West German visitors to the GDR. This literature was read, collected, 
and circulated. It also formed the basis for putting one’s own perspectives in writing. 
In 1983, Ulrich Zieger authored “On Gay Reality in the GDR: Eight Remarks and One 
Attempt Against,” which was intended as the Treptow Working Group’s foundational 
text. Zieger first critiqued the heterosexual norms that shaped the upbringing of gays, 
to then criticize the lack of mingling spaces for gays as well as the tabooing of the topic 
in the GDR. The author did not comment on the situation of homosexual women. 
According to Zieger, fostering the solidarity between gays and enabling its members 
to represent their interests vis-à-vis church and state constituted the Working Group’s 
priorities.44 This article chiefly cited the 1974 book Der gewöhnliche Homosexuelle, 
or The Ordinary Homosexual, by Frankfurt sociologist and gay rights activist Martin 
Dannecker and psychoanalyst Reimut Reiche.45

Wolfgang Rüddenklau, member of Gays in the Church as well, adopted from this 
source his argumentation against so-called Klappen, the German term for cottaging 
practices in which men sought other men for sexual contacts in public restrooms, 
parks, or other spaces. For Rüddenklau, “patriarchic repression marked” these 
meeting places, since “interest in one’s counterpart” was “reduced to narcissist self-
referentiality and hurried courting of sexual partners.” While the manuscript reads like 
a synopsis of The Ordinary Homosexual for many passages, it has remarks on uniquely 
East German  circumstances interspersed. For instance, Rüddenklau points out that 
“besides the 3–4 larger cities no asylum in form of special venues exist,” consequently 
gays remained “dependent on the cottage as the only place to meet.”46 Hence Dannecker 
and Reiche’s book that, in conjunction with the aforementioned Rosa von Praunheim 
movie, played a decisive role in galvanizing the gay rights movement in West Germany 
and also provided some of the most important theoretical underpinnings for the East 
Berlin activists. West German literature found wide reception without reservations. 
Conversely the working groups acted as mediators of West German emancipation 
strategies, in which they tailored these texts to fit their perspective and subsequently 
made them accessible to a GDR audience.

The Info-Brief  47 of the Working Group provided another avenue for publishing 
commentary on emancipation and topical debates as well as excerpts of books and 
magazines that were not available in the GDR. For instance, two West German reviews 
of Homosexuality: Challenge to Knowledge and Toleration (East Berlin, 1987) by Reiner 
Werner48 found an East German audience as reprints.49 Debates on East German 
publications nominally took place in West German magazines, but the editors of the 
Info-Brief brought them to the GDR. Thus they made a critical engagement with Reiner 
Werner’s work possible. Simultaneously, East German readers became attuned to a 
West German perspective, which can be classified as a diffident cross-border exchange.
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The Working Group Gays in the Church furthermore attempted to reach an 
audience in the West itself. The East Berliners called attention to their situation 
through the article “Coming Out in a Vacuum: Why Gays in the GDR Turn to the 
Lutheran Churches” that was printed in multiple West German magazines.50 The 
working group was known to non-organized homosexuals in West Berlin at least 
since the mid-1980s, because the guide book Berlin from Behind51 first mentioned 
the group in 1985 and Eldoradio, West Berlin’s first gay and lesbian radio broadcast, 
publicized the group’s regular meetings starting in 1987. As a consequence, the 
number of attendants of the biweekly meetings from West Berlin increased.52 The 
Working Group thus had become a meeting point for gays from both parts of Berlin, 
even if West Berliners surely frequented the Treptow congregation out of curiosity 
rather than a lack of alternatives. Christian Pulz hoped that name recognition in the 
West would give him and the Working Group some safety, even though activists had 
to pay close attention not to appear as enemies of the socialist state.53 Just like the HIB 
had during the 1970s, the Working Group had to perform multiple balancing acts 
simultaneously: on the hand, to exist in the GDR in the first place, and, on the other, 
to attain the resources to conduct substantive work. Hence the East Berlin groups 
were constantly torn between distancing themselves from the West and making the 
most of the opportunities that contacts to West Berlin or the Federal Republic offered. 
But this web of constraints and chances prompted the Working Group to assert itself 
as an actor that shaped proximity and distance between East and West Berlin under 
the paradigm of the Cold War.

Coming Out During German Reunification

On November 9, 1989, Coming Out, the first and only GDR movie on a gay romance, 
premiered in East Berlin’s Kino International. The fact that the film could be produced 
and screened in the GDR was a sensation, since it first depicted everyday life of gay men 
under state socialism and East Berlin’s gay scene. The filmmakers succeeded in creating 
a remarkably frank and thus critical piece, but a political groundswell threatened to 
displace discussions on the movie’s relevance. The state’s dominance in the public 
sphere collapsed with the Berlin Wall on the very night of its first screening. In an 
instant, the GDR citizenry gained unfettered access to movies, magazines, and books 
from Western sources. In this moment, the leadership of the East German gay rights 
movement feared losing everything that they had built up in the preceding years.54 Yet 
the gay and lesbian rights movement initially experienced an unexpected upturn, as 
many of the prior restrictions fell by the wayside.55 By midyear 1990, thirty associations 
and initiatives had either been founded or developed from the circa eighteen church-
based or non-affiliated groups that preceded the fall of the Wall.56 In February, the Gay 
Association in the GDR (SVD) founded itself in Leipzig as an umbrella organization 
that aimed for “equal rights and equal treatment for gays in all areas of GDR society.”

But many working groups also disbanded once restrictions had ended. Continuing 
one’s activities under the Church’s purview was no longer necessary, according to 
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Pulz.57 As soon as the state’s heavy hand had been lifted, those circles that had been 
kept intact by external pressure mostly fragmented. Conversely, Pulz entered Berlin’s 
reunited city parliament in 1990 and served as Alliance 90/The Greens’ spokesperson 
for gay and youth affairs until 1995.58 East Berlin’s gay rights activism accordingly 
shifted to other arenas and took new forms. The Working Group Gays in the Church 
disbanded, as did the Arbeitsgemeinschaft Courage that had formed out of the non-
church-affiliated Sonntags-Club, as well as the Magnus-Hirschfeld-Arbeitskreis 
that had been connected with the state-recognized cultural association Klub der 
Kulturschaffenden Johannes R. Becher.59 This last association wanted to rebrand itself 
as the Magnus Hirschfeld Gesellschaft and establish itself as its own association. But 
these plans failed since a historians’ association by the same name had existed in 
West Berlin since 1982. Such duplication would have not been an issue in the days 
of the Wall, but in the reunited city East and West German associations now faced 
one another as competitors. During the 1980s, Ralf Dose of West Berlin’s Magnus 
Hirschfeld Gesellschaft had maintained a host of contacts to East Berlin and other 
GDR cities, such as Rainer Herrn, who had been active in Leipzig’s Working Group 
Homosexuality and had been instrumental in establishing the crisis intervention 
service AIDS-Hilfe DDR based in East Berlin since late 1989. Following reunification, 
West Berlin job centers made funds available to employ East Germans through public 
works programs. The Magnus Hirschfeld Gesellschaft could now make recourse to 
these earlier connections and establish together with Herrn a research center for 
the history of sexual scholarship in Eastern Berlin and recruit a number of GDR 
acquaintances in 1992.60 Gay rights activities in East Berlin cannot have disappeared 
altogether, as some had feared; not even in the Lutheran congregations. One of the 
earliest church-affiliated groups in the GDR, the Conversation Circle Homosexuality, 
carries on to this day in Berlin’s Advent Parish. The persistence of the Sonntags-
Club that could meet in various state-controlled and private spaces since 1986 as 
the first non-affiliated gay and lesbian group also points to a degree of continuity of 
homosexual activism in East Berlin after German reunification.

The specter of expanding Paragraph 175 to former GDR territories provided the 
strongest incentive for the East and West German gay rights movements to close 
ranks. While the GDR decriminalized homosexual intercourse in 1988, the process 
of harmonizing the legal codes after German reunification galvanized hopes of 
striking the infamous paragraph from the books altogether. One of the high-profile 
events organized together was the demonstration against Paragraph 175 in Berlin on 
October 27, 1990. The organizers called for “German-German days of action against 
Paragraph 175” and hence highlighted both history and present of the shared struggle 
against the legal discrimination against gay men and stigmatization of same-sex 
couples.61 Eventually, lawmakers backed off from extending Paragraph 175 to the neue 
Bundesländer, the Federal Republic’s new constituent states. Instead, a principle of 
location would determine if the criminal code could become applicable, depending 
on which side of the former divide intercourse had taken place in. The legal disparity 
raised the pressure to reform the criminal code of the Federal Republic, until Paragraph 
175 was struck from the books completely in 1994.62
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Gay Cross-Border Entanglements

The actors presented here always operated within the context of divided Germany and 
within a divided city, in which encounters and transfers were as crucial as dangerous 
for East Berliners. Both the HIB in the 1970s and the Working Group Gays in the 
Church in the 1980s developed specific strategies to secure their own existence and 
expand their courses of action. On the one hand, these groups drew on terms, slogans, 
and ideas of West German and West European gay and lesbian rights movements. On 
the other hand, they were constantly concerned to not come across as being “run” 
by the West. McLellan has argued that the HIB has to be viewed as part of the social, 
political, and cultural change that had been sweeping Western Europe and the United 
States since the end of the 1960s.63 In this regard, the HIB can be placed in the context 
of a transnational gay and lesbian rights movement of the 1970s, even if the group’s 
members themselves never did so. It is no coincidence that the HIB formed in 
East Berlin. The self-styled socialist metropolis and “capital of the GDR” possessed 
the closest geographic proximity to the West. Moreover, it shared a long history of 
homosexual subcultural life with West Berlin.

The Working Group Gays in the Church also possessed contacts to West Berlin and 
the Federal Republic, engaged with West German texts on homosexual emancipation, 
and tried to draw attention through West German gay and lesbian media. At one and 
the same time, the Working Group prioritized reading on the West German debate 
on gay liberation and subsequently ignored the divide between East and West to an 
extent. But this was also impossible. The Working Group, too, had to walk a thin line 
between closeness to and distancing from the German neighboring country. No other 
East German gay rights enjoyed the same recognition in the West as the Working 
Group Gays in the Church, both because it actively drew attention, but also because 
West Berlin gay and lesbian media increasingly saw homosexuals in both Berlins 
as their audience and regularly reported on the East Berlin scene. The encounters, 
transfers, and reciprocal perceptions hence highlight how gay activism in divided 
Berlin inherently entailed communicating across walls and undermined the division, 
whether wittingly or unwittingly.

The Wall’s collapse brought no end to East Berlin’s gay rights activism, but 
demanded from the activists to part not only from the GDR, but also from tactics 
tailored to a dictatorial environment. Encounters between the movements in East 
and West that had developed in parallel entailed further challenges. At the same time, 
Berlin offered the best opportunities for planning together and organizing through old 
and new initiatives. Gay rights activists on both sides of the breached Wall now had the 
advantage of sharing contacts and an agenda that had developed in prior years through 
cross-border entanglements.
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Cold War Berlin sells. An exhibition on West Berlin shown in Berlin’s City Museum in 
2014/151 was a big hit with visitors. The same holds true for other sites that represent 
the divided city. The architecture of East and West Berlin garner wide public interest 
and determine how people orient themselves in the city, in particular tourists. The 
latter cite “history” as the third most important reason to visit Berlin.2

Only now that the Cold War is history has it gained cultural recognition in 
museums,3 exhibitions, and memorial sites. Until 1989, Cold War Berlin—with the 
exception of the museum at Checkpoint Charlie that opened as early as 1963—was 
largely absent from this landscape of cultural representations. In fact, none of the 
existing local history museums took into account Berlin’s more recent past in spite of 
the fact that postwar developments had such a significant impact on the city. In this 
chapter, I would like to take a closer look at how local history museums in both parts 
of divided Berlin reacted to the Cold War.4

“Old Berlin” in the Undivided City

Berlin’s venerable local history museum, the Märkisches Museum, founded in 1874, 
was intended to represent not only Berlin but also the surrounding areas, and when 
the museum building opened in 1908, both the architecture and the collections on 
display paid tribute to the margraviate of Brandenburg. Nevertheless, the museum was 
founded under the impression of urbanization and the consequent vanishing of much 
of Berlin’s traditional character, and so visitors to the newly opened museum were to 
be treated to an experience of the “old Berlin.” This dual character was a manifestation 
of the desire to see the “good old days” preserved and remembered.

Much of Berlin’s relationship to history can be explained by the effects World War 
Two had on the city. The Märkisches Museum had been destroyed, one ruin among 
others in the southeastern city center. In 1946, however, it became the first museum 
to be reopened in Berlin and, as before, it presented artifacts of Berlin’s cultural 
history in its provisional rooms: porcelain, drawings by Heinrich Zille, interiors of 
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Gerhart Hauptmann’s study, the traditional Christmas presentation of toys, a display 
on Berlin in Goethe’s time in 1949 to celebrate the author’s 200th birthday, but also 
contemporary works of art. Walter Stengel, the museum’s director since 1925, seemed 
to be rather ignorant of the changing political situation in the city, but when he lost 
his position in 1952 for reasons that remain obscure, things began to change. The 
following year, 1953, was declared “‘Karl Marx Year” and the museum contributed to 
the official celebrations with an exhibition called Berlin wie Karl Marx es sah (“Berlin 
as Karl Marx Saw It”).

A few years later, in 1958, Erik Hühns was appointed as director and transformed 
the institution into a “socialist” museum, meaning that the history of the working class 
became a focus both of acquisitions and exhibits.5 The programmatic first exhibition 
under Hühns was dedicated to the revolution of November 1918 and more presentations 
on political events were to follow. Another emphasis was placed on contemporary 
art with frequent exhibitions tracing postwar developments in particular. However, 
the core of the “socialist museum” was its permanent presentation. It was developed 
over time and provided a chronological survey of Berlin’s history up to the present. 
Since 1958, the museum struggled to develop a kulturpolitisch richtige Einstellung (the 
“right” approach to cultural politics), and Hühns was said to have helped implement a 
Marxist-Leninist model for the museum’s activities.6

However, neither the acquisitions policy nor the exhibitions were entirely colored in 
red. Traditional museum work continued, as published overviews of new acquisitions 
and the themes of many exhibitions show.7 Toys at Christmas time, Berlin porcelain, 
medieval archaeology, historic city maps, and depictions of the town, mechanical 
instruments, arts and crafts, rooms commemorating Gerhart Hauptmann and Theodor 
Fontane, memorabilia of famous Berliners—all these exhibits represent the strengths 
of the collection and the traditional character of a local history museum. The press 
continued to call the Märkisches Museum “Unser Heimatmuseum”8 and visitors seem 
to have remained critical toward “modern” themes such as contemporary art.9

The Märkisches Museum upheld the cultural legacy of the “old Berlin” but it 
was located on the eastern side of a divided city. We don’t know how many West 
Berliners visited the museum before 1961, but on the occasion of an exhibition on 
Charlottenburg—the only instance where a West Berlin district was the subject of an 
exhibit—the newspaper Neues Deutschland pointed out that many West Berliners came 
to see the show, that it displayed a richer collection of original objects than could be 
found in West Berlin, and that the exhibit was suited to strengthening the ties between 
all Berliners.10

The Construction of the Wall and West Berlin’s New History 
Museum

On August 13, 1961, the Berlin Wall was erected. This affected the city’s museum 
landscape with regard to the presentation of local history. Now closed off from East 
Berlin’s Märkisches Museum, an initiative was organized to found a comparable 
museum in West Berlin.
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As early as the 1950s, plans were mooted to establish an Auffangstelle für 
Berolinensien11 or a local history museum in West Berlin, in reaction to the turn toward 
a Marxist interpretation of history in East Berlin. These plans were blocked on the 
political level; before 1961, official recognition of the division of the city was to be 
avoided. However, these early discussions laid the groundwork for the notion that West 
Berlin, now walled-in, needed a local history museum, an idea that suddenly found 
support among cultural elites and the press. Art historian Edwin Redslob in particular 
promoted the project and came up with an appealing description of what this new 
“Berlin Museum” should look like. It should not be another Märkisches Museum but a 
Heimatmuseum von weltstädtischem Gepräge.12 This goal combined Berliners’ feelings 
of loss (“Heimat”) with the role West Berlin was hoping to play in a global context. 
The founders of the new museum managed to win the support of donors to facilitate 
the acquisition of significant objects for the collection and to help find a provisional 
venue where they could be put on display. Exhibitions were organized from 1964 on 
and the museum officially opened in a Baroque palais in Kreuzberg, the so-called 
Collegienhaus, in 1969.13 It remained there until 1993.

What the Berlin Museum collected and presented in public was neither Heimat nor 
weltstädtisches Gepräge, but a fine selection of art and arts and craft related to Berlin. 
The first exhibition, opened by West Berlin mayor Willy Brandt in 1964, presented 
views of Berlin by the nineteenth-century artist Eduard Gaertner and, over the years, 
all the prominent names of the local art world, from the eighteenth to the early 
twentieth century, would follow.

Without the space to go into details, I would like to stress two points here: one is 
the obvious similarity in the interpretation of what aspects of Berlin’s history should 
be represented that prevailed on both sides of the city. Well into the 1960s, and on 
both sides of the Berlin Wall, representations of Berlin’s history remained traditional 
in style, material, and visual evidence. It is the traditional town of Berlin before the 
expansion caused by urbanization and industrialization and before the destruction in 
war—and the postwar destructions, I might add. There is a general tone of mourning 
over these losses that seems to accompany the construction of the historical narrative 
which was, especially in West Berlin, additionally fired by a sentimental feeling of 
displacement, as can be found in Marlene Dietrich’s song Ich hab noch einen Koffer 
in Berlin (“I still have a suitcase in Berlin”) of 1951/3 or Hildegard Knef ’s Ich hab so 
Heimweh nach dem Kurfürstendamm (“I am longing for home on Kurfürstendamm”) 
of 1963. Second, contrary to its East Berlin counterpart, the Berlin Museum did not 
make the side of the city in which it was located the subject of its presentations. For 
one thing, most of Berlin’s historical sites were to be found in the city center, now 
located in the East. The Berlin Museum itself was housed in the only building in West 
Berlin remaining from the eighteenth century. For another, postwar history was not 
dealt with in the museum. West Berlin really seemed a geschichtsarmer Ort (“a history-
deprived place”), an expression used during the debate over the need to establish a 
local history museum in West Berlin in the 1950s.14

Representations of local history, acquisition policies, and the overall appearance 
of both the Märkisches Museum and the Berlin Museum remained antiquarian. 
Neither had the museum in East Berlin being transformed into a sozialistisches 
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Heimatmuseum (“socialist heritage musem”) as it has been demanded by the SED, 
nor had it taken up the emerging field of modern urban history. This was yet to come 
in the course of the 1980s.

More Local History Museums—an Overview of the  
Situation in the 1970s

A competing but not a conflicting history as it was presented in the local history 
museums of East and West Berlin was the norm for the top level of urban historiography 
in the divided city. Other museums existed that dealt with the history of the formerly 
independent towns that now comprise the boroughs of Berlin.

These museums tended to be founded in four time periods: around 1900, the 1920s, 
the 1950s, and the 1980s. At the turn from the nineteenth to the twentieth century, 
the independent towns of Charlottenburg, Rixdorf (later Neukölln), Spandau, and 
Schöneberg founded city archives that included collections of historic objects. The 
Neukölln Emil-Fischer-Museum of 1897, however, was the only true Heimatmuseum 
before World War One. The year 1920 marked the loss of the independence of these 
towns. As they were swallowed up in the urban agglomeration, a commensurate loss of 
local identity was felt here as well as in other residential areas that were incorporated 
into Greater Berlin. This prompted a series of efforts to establish local history 
collections during the 1920s and early 1930s such as—in what would become East 
Berlin—in the formerly independent town of Köpenick (1929) and in Lichtenberg, 
which already belonged to Berlin (1932), and in what would become West Berlin 
in Reinickendorf (1932), Steglitz (1923), Zehlendorf (1924), and the former town 
of Wilmersdorf (1931).15 Most of these collection were destroyed during the war or 
looted during the postwar period and rebuilt in the course of the 1950s. At that time, 
other local history museums were opened in districts such as Tempelhof, Tiergarten, 
and Wedding—all in West Berlin, and in Pankow in the East. All these projects were 
of a private nature when individuals or small groups of citizens took the initiative but, 
especially in the 1950s, they began to receive public funding as they proved of interest 
to primary schools and their Heimatkunde curriculum. There is no indication that 
these museums ever took notice of the other part of Berlin or that they ever went 
beyond the local. In West Berlin, the responsibility for local history was assumed 
by the individual borough administrations and this reinforced a narrative focus on 
reconstruction and self-assertion. A publication accompanying the 250th anniversary 
celebrations of Charlottenburg stated: “In der seit 1948 politisch, wenn auch nicht 
gesinnungsmäßig geteilten Stadt [Berlin, A.L.] sind Charlottenburg die Aufgaben 
einer kristallisationsbildenden City zugefallen.”16 Mayor Willy Brandt’s preface to a 
publication on the 700th anniversary of Schöneberg’s founding makes the same point: 
“In der 700jährigen Geschichte Schönebergs haben die letzten sechzehn Jahre diesen 
erst 1920 in Groß-Berlin eingemeindeten Bezirk in besonderem Maße in das Blickfeld 
der Weltöffentlichkeit gerückt.”17

All of the local history museums mentioned in this chapter underwent a decline 
during the 1970s. The number of visitors to the Berlin Museum, for example, rose 
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from its opening year until 1975 and then fell slightly until 1980. Some of the local 
institutions even closed temporarily and were only reopened during the 1980s. Both 
the cultural history of the old Berlin and Heimatgeschichte seemed to hold less interest 
at a time when the postwar reconstruction period had ended, school curricula had 
changed, and Berlin’s role in world politics had become less dramatic.

The Grassroots and Challenging History in the 1980s

Ideas regarding the uses and presentation of history began to change in the early 1980s 
in West Berlin. Local history became a part of larger grassroots initiatives in West 
Germany to foster a greater awareness of the city as a place to live. The notion of a car-
friendly city and the neglect of turn-of-the-century housing were just two issues that 
were viewed increasingly critically. Later, a focus was placed on the effects of national 
socialism on the local level. The consequences for the local history museums in the 
West were manifold. Some of them developed a new approach, urban micro-history, 
in the course of the 1980s. The local history museums in West Berlin developed 
exhibitions that dealt with late nineteenth- and twentieth-century issues, for example 
local urban planning, sites in transition, the industrial heritage, immigrants, and, most 
prominently, the Nazi past on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of 1933. These 
exhibitions were strictly local and did not mention the Eastern part of the city. Only 
in the Wedding district were the postwar period, the Berlin Wall, and the borough’s 
leftwing proletarian past subjects of exhibits.

Changing perspectives on history also left their mark on West Berlin’s Berlin 
Museum. In 1980, Dieter Sauberzweig, West Berlin’s social democratic senator for 
cultural affairs, quite brusquely criticized the museum’s stance on history, stating, 
“that predominantly an idyllic Berlin was presented here whereas political and social 
struggles are missing.” As the new director Rolf Bothe put it, the museum should aspire 
to meet the expectations of the public in light of a new political situation and before the 
backdrop of a changing consciousness of the city (Stadtbewußtsein).18 It was said that 
the museum had in the past created the image of a city that no longer existed and that 
it should address issues of contemporary history. In the years that followed, in addition 
to its traditional program devoted to themes of cultural history, the museum organized 
exhibitions on the life of homosexuals in Berlin (1984) and Jewish history (1983). In 
the latter exhibit, the Berlin Museum took note of sites in the East and also encouraged 
East Berlin historian Hermann Simon to publish in the West.19

Another example of the increasing recognition of the Eastern part of the city is 
in the realm of photography. West Berlin’s museum of modern art, the Berlinische 
Galerie, which had been founded as a result of a private initiative in 1975, devoted 
its attention to the postwar demolition in Berlin as early as 1981 when it exhibited 
photographs of Potsdamer Platz under the curatorship of Janos Frecot, showing 
how this former center square in Berlin became a wasteland trapped between the 
two halves of the city.20 The exhibition is an early example of the rediscovery of 
central Berlin’s historic legacy in the still neglected area along the Berlin Wall, 
a part of the city that would later garner attention through research conducted 
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in the context of the Internationale Bauausstellung (IBA) of 1984/7. Here, East 
Berlin’s urban reconstruction policy was also taken into account.21

1987—History Omnipresent

As Krijn Thijs has shown in detail,22 the 750th anniversary of Berlin’s first mention in 
1987 became an issue of national importance on both sides of the Wall. Here, I would 
like to concentrate on the world of museums and exhibitions, starting with West Berlin.

Let us look first to institutions with a broader focus. In West Berlin, the foundations 
of the German Historical Museum were laid only a few hundred yards from Potsdamer 
Platz and the Brandenburg Gate in recognition of the new found prominence of the 
former central areas of the city close to the Berlin Wall. As a present of the Federal 
Republic to Berlin on the occasion of the city’s anniversary, the museum was supposed 
to sum up 2,000 years of German history. It was heavily criticized in Berlin where there 
was a strong preference for the more open concept of negotiating history in a forum.23

For the celebrations, the West Berlin Senate had installed a commissioner to organize 
the various festivities, including concerts, festivals, a boat parade, fireworks, as well as 
exhibitions.24 The Berlin Museum presented paintings showing cityscapes from the 
seventeenth century to the present25 and the Berlinische Galerie arranged an exhibit 
on the big city in twentieth-century German painting.26 Both exhibitions sought to 
show off pieces that had been collected in West Berlin since the 1960s. They succeeded 
in demonstrating West Berlin’s importance as a cultural center, confirming claims that 
had been made in the years after 1961. Although focusing on the “Old Berlin,” the 
metropolis of the 1920s, and West Berlin in the arts, a few paintings also showed East 
Berlin. The other part of the city thus was not completely left out, but appeared rather 
marginal in West Berlin’s discussions about history. The same can be said about the 
official exhibition on Berlin’s history presented at the Gropius Bau Exhibition Center 
that had opened its doors in 1981 and was situated directly at the Berlin Wall: Berlin, 
Berlin. Die Ausstellung zur Geschichte der Stadt. The title suggests that the exhibit was 
to be seen as the culmination of all historical debate and the presentation did provide 
a modern interpretation of the role of Berlin throughout history. It also did not shy 
away from a rather political interpretation of Berlin, of a metropolis of the twentieth 
century that, in spite of fascism, destruction in war, and political division, was going 
to continue to be important as an example of the city of the future—the judgment of 
Reinhard Rürup as stated in the exhibition catalog.27

Exhibitions were a new and modern medium at the time that could serve to 
attract the public to history; both the objects on display and the venues in which they 
were presented carried meaning. In 1987, West Berlin was no longer seen as a place 
without much history, as had been claimed in the 1960s. On the margins of the urban 
development efforts conducted after the construction of the Berlin Wall, the city’s 
history was uncovered, the “rediscovery of the historic center” proclaimed. Also, the 
method of Spurensuche—a search for traces of the past—received official recognition 
in the context of the Senate’s celebrations program.28 The program (and the funding, 
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of course) comprised a distinct number of exhibits, such as “Myth of Berlin” (Mythos 
Berlin) at the ruins of the former Anhalter Bahnhof, Berlin as a center of railroad and 
travel (Reise nach Berlin, Museum für Verkehr und Technik), “Half of a Lifetime” on 
labor in Berlin (organized by the DGB labor union), the local history of the working-
class districts of Wedding and Schöneberg (presented by the Berlin history workshop), 
medieval Berlin (presented by the Museum für Ur- und Frühgeschichte), “Out of the 
Rubble” on postwar Berlin (organized by the city archives), Ich und die Stadt, an arts 
exhibition (organized by Berlinische Galerie), and Stadtbilder (“Cityscapes”) from the 
seventeenth century to the present (organized by the Berlin Museum). The very broad 
base of participation of institutions, organizations, and civil society was programmatic 
and a reaction to the turmoil in the city in the 1980s. Mayor Eberhard Diepgen, in his 
foreword to the official celebrations program, even stated that the APO, the Alternative 
Liste, and squatters were part of the pluralistic community of Berlin.29

The historic center was the focal point of East Berlin’s museum exhibitions as well. 
The Märkisches Museum presented exhibitions on Die mittelalterliche Handelsstadt 
Berlin/Kölln, Berlin’s history up to 1648 (presented at the newly reconstructed 
Nikolaikirche), on the post-1945 cityscape in the arts and “Berlin from 1648 to 1871,” 
both at the Märkisches Museum. The national history museum Museum für deutsche 
Geschichte presented Berlin 1871–1945 at the Zeughaus and an open-air exhibition 
at the Franziskaner-Klosterkirche showed the reconstruction of Berlin from 1945 to 
the present in photographs. Other exhibits focused on medals and coins, arts and 
crafts, theater, and much more—in total there were 120 exhibits in East Berlin over 
the year. And despite the fact that in the official East German interpretation of Berlin’s 
history,30 the so-called Thesen, four out of nine chapters were dedicated to post-1945 
developments, most of what was presented was pre-1933 history. Even in the exhibition 
showing the modern cityscape in drawings and paintings, the nineteenth-century city 
still dominated over representations of modern socialist Berlin.31 East German officials 
had pointed out that the years after 1945 were the most important in Berlin’s history,32 
but as far as we can tell from the exhibition catalogs, this was not the main message 
of the presentations. Rather, it seems that the significance of the cultural heritage of 
the nation’s capital was stressed. Traditional local history and an image of Old Berlin 
prevailed.

From today’s point of view, the Eastern presentations appear traditional in 
comparison to the new recognition of urban developments in West Berlin. The topics 
were the same as in the 1950s and 1960s, relying on collections that were considered 
appropriate for representing cultural history in a traditional manner—and artifacts 
that were quite similar to what West Berlin’s Berlin Museum had collected during the 
1960s and 1970s.

In a comparative view of the 1987 celebrations, another remarkable similarity 
between East and West becomes clear: the founding or expansion of local history 
museums in all of Berlin’s then twenty-three boroughs. West Berlin’s Senate made it 
clear that all West Berlin boroughs were expected to have a local history museum33 and 
all eleven East Berlin boroughs had to have at least a heimatgeschichtliches Kabinett as 
a first step toward a local Heimatmuseum.
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Summary

While these initiatives were strictly local, one has to ask whether a Cold War rivalry 
nevertheless existed in the field of museums and exhibition in 1980s Berlin. While 
in the 1960s the founding of the Berlin Museum was a clear reaction to the division 
of the city, the exhibition and acquisition policy seems to support the notion that 
certain topics and museum artifacts were considered relevant in both East and West. 
But the postwar mourning about the loss of the old Berlin disappeared with a new 
generation and a younger public newly appropriated the city’s history, focusing instead 
on urban renewal and Berlin’s history over the course of the twentieth century. At the 
same time (that is, in the 1980s), the conception of history clearly drifted apart in the 
two halves of the city. In the East, Berlin’s history and cultural tradition was viewed 
through the prism of the official narrative that emphasized the Eastern part of the city 
as the capital of the GDR and its representational role. In West Berlin, the focus was 
placed on the metropolis of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which 
gave the neglected areas close to the wall their due, but also allowed room for alternate 
interpretations of Berlin in the twentieth century. The 750th anniversary of Berlin’s 
founding reflected a general new interest in history that could be found in both parts 
of the country. But the stories told had to be adapted to the contemporary political 
situation, meaning that both parts of the city concentrated on what they had, not on 
dreams of “one Berlin.”
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In the twentieth century, Berlin was one of the most hotly contested cities in the 
world. In Germany and far beyond, the political history of the last century can be 
told as a battle between three distinct social orders: fascism, communism, and liberal 
democracy.1 Each one of these created its own Berlin, and each also happened to stage 
its own Berlin anniversary celebrations. The first birthday party took place in 1937, 
celebrating the 700th anniversary of the founding of what was then the Nazi capital of 
Germany. In 1987, there followed the 750th anniversary, with celebrations both in East 
Berlin, the capital of the GDR, and in the walled-in island city of West Berlin. Thus, 
Berlin experienced three big birthday parties in the last century, each informed by a 
different ideology.

Of course the anniversary celebrations in 1937 and 1987 comprised more than 
just street fairs, bear mascots, and general pageantry. In each case, the city authorities 
recognized, rightly, that the event was highly political. The guise of a birthday party, 
ostensibly apolitical in nature, was particularly well-suited to communicating political 
values by reinforcing emotional ties, identifying friend and foe, creating a sense of 
community, and by establishing one’s place in the arc of history.2 In performing the 
past, the anniversary celebrations of 1937 and 1987 created three historical narratives, 
each composed of its own collection of communal memories, providing its own 
historical evidence and its own storyline, featuring heroes, villains, and golden ages.3 
Thus, it is hard to imagine how the city of Berlin could have been presented more 
differently than in the capital of the Third Reich, the metropolis of the GDR, or insular 
West Berlin. And because of this, potential similarities between the three always were 
highly controversial.

The festivities and events of 1987 with all their pomp pose a challenge for historians. 
The extensive anniversary programs in both East and West Berlin took place during 
the “late” Cold War, just two years before the fall of the Wall and more or less at the 
very end of the period of division lasting from 1948 to 1989. Thus, there is a significant 
temptation to see them as a prelude of what was to come, as a foreshadowing of the 
collapse of the GDR, the opening of the borders, even of the reunification of the two 
halves of the city. However, when we reconstruct the lived experience of the population 
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of mid- to late 1980s’ Cold War Berlin, then the 750th anniversary celebrations hold 
a fascination for an entirely different, even polar opposite reason: 1987 marks what 
was perhaps the last year of the old order. East and West Berlin celebrated the city’s 
birthday separately; they created narratives that, at least in part, stood in intentional 
contrast with each other. After forty years of division, the two rival parts of Berlin 
marshaled all the splendor they could muster to stage one last altercation before the 
old order, which had literally been etched in stone, would in two years’ time crumble 
with incredible speed.

This chapter will look at the staging of the 750th anniversary celebrations in order 
to reconstruct the range of experience prevailing in 1980s’ Berlin on both sides of the 
Wall. Because both halves of the city had to confront the legacy of the preceding regime, 
a short discussion of the 700th anniversary celebrations of 1937 is necessary. After 
reviewing the festivities of 1987, the essay will conclude by illuminating the numerous 
ways in which these three politicized presentations of Berlin in the twentieth century 
are interconnected while they in turn sought to differentiate themselves from one 
another.

The 700th Anniversary Celebrations of the Nazi Capital in 1937

Before the twentieth century, Berlin did not have any tradition of marking the city’s 
founding or anniversaries. We do not know the date the medieval twin settlement of 
Berlin and Cölln was founded or when it received its town charter. Since the age of 
industrialization, Berlin had been perceived as a city without history, perhaps even as 
a place antagonistic to history, always pushing forward and striving to be a metropolis. 
The notion of Berlin having a birthday was first discussed in the 1920s, a time when 
many German towns organized anniversary festivities, notably Brandenburg, which 
celebrated its 1,000th birthday. In 1928, the municipal administration was asked if 
Berlin might not also have a birthday it could celebrate. The city archivist confirmed 
that Berlin was “probably” founded in “1230 or 1231.” (He missed the mark, we 
now know—the city is a little older).4 The suggested date would have allowed for 
anniversary celebrations in 1930 or 1931, but Lord Mayor Gustav Böß rejected 
the idea. He maintained that the precise date of the founding was not known and, 
moreover, that “the current climate [Zeitverhältnisse] is not conducive to ostentatious 
celebrations.” He also noted that “political considerations do not warrant such 
festivities, either.”5 In the crisis-rattled capital of the Weimar Republic, an expensive 
party did not seem appropriate and so Berlin, still democratic, decided to forego this 
opportunity.

The situation, however, had completely changed eight years later. In 1936, after three 
years of national socialist rule, Julius Lippert, a local politician and early member of the 
Nazi party, was finally able to establish the authority over the municipal administration 
he had long aspired to. As the new “city president and lord mayor,” Lippert now had 
many reasons to organize a splendid party that would elevate him and his office. Lippert 
revived the old idea of a 700th anniversary celebration and decided on the summer of 
1937 as the date, predicating it on the earliest mention of Cölln in 1237. In doing so, 
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Berlin’s Nazis began a tradition that is still adhered to today: thus the celebrations in 
1987 and—much more modest—those of 2012.6

Berlin’s national socialists were the first to celebrate Berlin’s birthday. Their 700th 
anniversary festivities in 1937 were a local event. They were designed to bolster a sense 
of community and the attachment of Berliners to their hometown, and to anchor the 
city more firmly in the Third Reich. The program lasted for one week in August and 
included a pageant and a festival performance in the Olympic Stadium, an open air 
exhibition, and a flower parade. All of this was loaded with Nazi pathos, but it remained 
within the realm of a typical town festival at the time. No Albert Speer and no plans for 
“Germania”—the 700th anniversary celebrations were no more and no less than a local 
town fair. City President Lippert congratulated himself and ostentatiously subordinated 
his city and its people to the Third Reich. “I am convinced,” he announced, “that all of 
Berlin’s citizens [Volksgenossen] are proud of their hometown today and, in the spirit 
of the 700th anniversary celebration, will support me in creating a community of the 
people [Volksgemeinschaft] that will stand in the front lines in the battle for Germany’s 
greatness.”7 And Berliners indeed proved eager to participate in the festivities: they 
came out in force to watch the pageant, decorated their windows, and took part in the 
flower parade.

Nazi big shots showed little interest in the local event. Hitler did not make an 
appearance and Berlin’s popular Gauleiter Goebbels took part as a guest of honor 
only on one day. In his speech, he looked back on the “time of struggle [Kampfzeit]” 
after 1926, differentiated the Third Reich from the hated Republic and claimed, “In 
just under ten years we have succeeded in turning what was the reddest city in the 
world after Moscow back into a truly German city.”8 Afterward, he attended the big 
pageant. His diary entry, however, was scathing: Lippert was “not up to his task in 
Berlin [gar kein Format für Berlin]” and his 700th anniversary celebration was “a real 
joke.” Goebbels continued: “Berlin decorated itself for its 700th year festival. Lots of 
pomp, but little taste. Typical Lippert.”9

Traditionally, the historical parade was the highlight of town anniversary 
celebrations, and the 1937 event was no different. The birthday party began on Sunday, 
15 August, with the historical pageant that included 4,300 actors, seventy wagons, and 
ten music bands. According to the program, the theme of the 130 parade presentations 
was “the development and growth of our home, the city that went from a small 
town founded on East German colonial soil to the capital of the Third Reich.”10 The 
content and political message of the parade was carefully prepared by the organizing 
committee that sought, in the pageant’s first part, to illustrate the city’s history in 
representative scenes. The second part was devoted to the boroughs of Berlin that 
had become a part of the city only seventeen years earlier and that, in part, had their 
own strong sense of identity. The last, somewhat shorter part presented contemporary 
Nazi Berlin: Hitler Youth and soldiers marched amid floats dedicated to industry. The 
size of the parade was informed to a large degree by traditional German rivalries, in 
this case, competition with Munich where a month earlier the “Day of German Art 
[Tag der deutschen Kunst]” had included an impressive parade. The Lippert-controlled 
organizing committee immediately decided that “no matter the cost, the Berlin parade 
should not be inferior to the Munich parade” and that the “staging of the Berlin parade 
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be as pompous as possible.”11 In the end, a glamorous historical parade marched over 
twenty kilometers, and, in spite of occasional rain showers, attracted thousands of 
spectators from all over Berlin.

Unlike the parade, the historical performance in the Olympic Stadium was a perfect 
example of Nazi mass choreography. Here, the city’s history was staged in a manner 
that made use of trumpet fanfare, the ringing of bells, and the beams of searchlights in 
a dark stadium. The medieval idyll and modern military altercations were the focus. 
Berliners in the sold-out Olympic Stadium were spellbound by a varied theater of 
the masses. This was the wish of the director of the performance, Hanns Niedecken-
Gebhard, who wrote in the program: “The festival is a performance by the people for 
the people, tens of thousands are performing for hundreds of thousands. May it bring 
us all together in a community [Gemeinschaft] truly moved by joy and in a festive 
spirit.”12 The festival was such a success that three additional performances were added 
to the originally scheduled three.

Thus, anniversary celebrations like those of 1937 could reify a Berlin identity 
through parades and exhibitions, could in a sense make the contours of the city more 
visible, and could illuminate its history. Whether and to what extent the population 
bought into these attempts to create a common meaning and a shared identity is open 
to question. It is harder to identify dissent and protest when it comes to the relatively 
modest and short-lived anniversary celebrations of 1937 than for 1987.

The East Berlin 750th Anniversary Celebrations in 1987

Fifty years later, Berlin was a divided city and the end of that division could not yet be 
predicted. East Berlin, which had long stood in the shadow of the much more resonant 
West Berlin and whose government had completed the division of the city with the 
construction of the Wall, had been experiencing something of a boom since the 1970s. 
The GDR was receiving increasing international recognition, and the Quadripartite 
Agreement on Berlin of 1971 had bolstered East Berlin’s reputation. Under Honecker 
it took to its role as the “capital of the GDR,” although the Western powers rejected the 
claim. This legal ambiguity caused the authorities to be hypersensitive when it came to 
questions of East Berlin’s status. Thus, East Berlin’s official name underlined its role in 
East Germany: “Berlin, capital of the GDR.”

In the East, discussions about the coming anniversary began in 1980 and it was 
immediately understood that this was an event that demanded the involvement of 
the East German government. Kurt Hager, a member of the politburo, declared in 
1981 that the anniversary could serve, first, to “make a significant contribution to 
consolidating a sense of socialist belonging and a national consciousness among the 
citizens of the GDR”; second, to “strengthen the international prestige of Berlin as a 
socialist metropolis”; and, finally, to “help to effectively destroy imperialist concepts 
of a ‘common history’ or of ‘keeping open the German question.’”13 Unlike in the 
Third Reich, in the GDR, the festival became a state affair. That made one thing clear 
from the outset: in 1987, East and West Berlin would definitely not be celebrating the 
anniversary together.
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In the following years, however, the GDR entered a period of stagnation, 
economically in the first place, but also politically and socially. The necessary 
generational shift did not occur, the number of people seeking to leave the country 
rose, and, particularly in the capital and under the auspices of the church, opposition 
and “independent” groups were formed. The country of “real socialism,” of all places, 
had no credible ideas for the future. And yet in 1987 Honecker celebrated his greatest 
diplomatic triumph, traveling to Bonn on an official visit—the head of the GDR was 
now considered a statesman, some even saw him as an ambassador of peace.

Meanwhile, the plans for the 750th anniversary celebrations had reached new 
heights, driven by a battle for legitimacy with West Berlin. The head of state and 
party leader himself chaired the preparations committee, which had been set up in 
February 1985 and whose membership counted no fewer than “169 personalities from 
all branches of the social life of our republic.”14

The Socialist Unity Party (SED) and the politburo signed off on the important 
decisions behind the scenes, while Berlin’s municipal administration was mainly tasked 
with putting the decisions into effect. The significance of the celebrations becomes 
especially clear when looking at the residential construction projects that were pursued 
and at changes in the perception of the city’s cultural heritage. After decades in which 
a modernist approach to city planning had been ascendant, the GDR now began to 
realize several prominent reconstruction projects. On the Platz der Akademie (today’s 
Gendarmenmarkt), long an impressive collection of ruins, the concert hall as well as 
the French and German cathedrals were rebuilt from 1978 to 1987. Equally surprising 
was the resurrection of the Nikolaiviertel, Berlin’s birthplace. As an historical stage set 
constructed in real socialist East Berlin, it was rather spectacular.15 And it served to 
underline the fact that the roots of the city were to be found here and not on the other 
side of the Wall in West Berlin. Detractors joked that the Nikolaiviertel, closed off as it 
was with its pretty façades to its surroundings and which, in stark contrast to the drab 
GDR reality, was well-supplied, was “Honni’s Disney World.”

In competing with West Berlin, the 750th anniversary celebrations had been 
extended to include the full year. There were international conferences, carnivals, 
books, fine consumer goods, rock concerts, and street fairs.16 The birthday itself was 
celebrated in an official event in the Palace of the Republic. Here Honecker gave 
proud voice to his city of dreams, contrasting the brutal reality of the closed border 
and the Wall:

This official ceremony marks the high point of the 750th anniversary celebrations 
for Berlin. […] During the last months we have had an impressive demonstration 
of how vibrant the pulse of life is in our land. Berlin, the city of peace, has proven 
to be a cosmopolitan setting for a meeting of minds, for dialogue and cooperation, 
a magnet for prominent artists and ensembles representing international culture.17

Unquestionably, the highlight of the festivities was the great historical pageant that 
paraded down the main boulevards of the capital on July 4, 1987 in brilliant sunshine. 
Compared with 1937, the parade route from Unter den Linden to Karl Marx Allee 
was fairly short, but with 40,000 people it boasted almost ten times the number of 
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participants. The pageant comprised 291 scenes and lasted a full five hours. However, 
the struggling GDR had to expend tremendous energy to ensure that the parade 
went off “without incident.” A wide security perimeter kept people from the square 
surrounding the grandstand on Karl Liebknecht Straße. Stasi officers were out in 
force.18 But the day was a great success. The parade impressed friend and foe alike 
with its imaginative scenes. Stasi informants and Western journalists could agree that, 
unlike with the usual socialist marches, the atmosphere was both relaxed and festive.

Content-wise, the parade hewed to the “750 Years Berlin Theses,” a short history 
of Berlin published by party officials that served as a guide for all anniversary events 
with an historical theme.19 This ensured that a uniform history of Berlin was presented, 
predicated on the idea of class struggle and the ineluctable progression toward 
socialism. In this view, the years after 1949 were as important for East Berlin as the 
700 years that preceded them: officially, the GDR was considered the climax of Berlin’s 
history, a promise fulfilled.

The pageant did not ignore the sensitive aspects of East Berlin’s history. The city’s 
“liberation” by the Red Army in 1945 was featured, for instance, despite the fact that this 
had been a terrible experience for many older Berliners. Even the Berlin Wall made an 
appearance. One float, “August 13—we reliably protect the borders of the Republic and 
peace,” displayed the Brandenburg Gate, walled-in and guarded by veterans. However, 
one aspect of postwar history went entirely without mention in the East: West Berlin. 
Neither the historical narratives nor the festival events acknowledged the Western half 
of the city. As a matter of course, the presentation of the city’s history after 1949, the 
year the GDR was founded, narrowed to comprise only East Berlin.

All in all, East Berlin’s birthday celebrations were pretty spectacular. The carefully 
maintained façade, however, already showed a number of cracks, especially in 
retrospect. Mikhail Gorbachev came to Berlin and was particularly loudly cheered, 
while his relationship with the SED leadership had already become markedly more 
strained. In April, Kurt Hager decried perestroika as nothing more than “a change of 
wallpaper” and demonstrators sported Gorbachev pictures during the official Labor 
Day rallies on May 1.20

The opposition was also visible at some of the anniversary events. During Pentecost, 
rock concerts held in West Berlin near the Wall led to unrest in East Berlin. At the 
end of June, a “church congress from below” was held, and glasnost and perestroika 
were openly debated. The alternative scene responded to state propaganda by offering 
its own images of Berlin. The photographer Harald Hauswald and the writer Lutz 
Rathenow presented their photography exhibition “East Berlin—the Other Side of 
a City” for the first time in the Umweltbibliothek. Their project, in part designed as 
a reaction to the anniversary, documented those considered “misfits” by the regime 
as well as everyday life and youth culture in the capital, garnering interest beyond 
the borders of the GDR. Hauswald’s pictures became famous in the West, as well; the 
magazine GEO, for instance, published a special edition on the alternative scene in 
West and East Berlin that featured his photographs.21

Thus, the fact that the festival was freighted with political importance by the 
government was also a burden for the anniversary. There was little space provided 
to emphasize a local Berlin identity. In addition, resentment of the capital increased 
all over the country as it became clear that, for the 1987 event, East Berlin would be 
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even more privileged than usual. To complain about Berlin was almost considered 
a patriotic duty in 1987. Snarky slogans and jokes abounded: “For Berlin the best, 
for the Republic the rest”; “Can you count to 1,000 without being disgusted? No, you 
have to get past 750”; “The problem with shortages under socialism has been solved: 
We’ll send everything to Berlin and everyone can pick up what they need from there.” 
Construction workers from all over the Republic were sent to Berlin to spruce up the 
capital while at home the town centers continued to fall apart. As a response, cement 
trucks arrived in Berlin featuring slogans like, “1,026 Years Halle.” Bumper stickers 
and signets boasting “781 Years Dresden” and “821 Years Leipzig” were cynically 
interpreted by the government as expressions of socialist patriotism.22 Sometimes 
the hatred for Berlin led to acts of vandalism: in numerous instances in the suburbs, 
cars bearing Berlin license plates were damaged or covered with paint (“Asses 750”). 
Western media greedily pounced on these images. Thus, the Berlin anniversary was 
conflated with a host of issues affecting the late socialist GDR. In this respect at least, 
things were not all that different in the West.

The West Berlin 750th Anniversary Celebrations in 1987

In the mid-1980s, West Berlin was one of the strangest places in Europe. It had 
survived for almost forty years as half a metropolis, walled-in and yet free, an enclave 
in enemy territory. The Berlin Agreement of 1971 had mitigated the vulnerability 
caused by its geographic location, but that led in essence to the question: why does 
West Berlin still exist? As an island it was entirely dependent on subsidies from the 
Federal Republic and in 1981 it was veritably thrown into crisis as it confronted 
construction and corruption scandals, squatters, and street fights under three different 
governing mayors. Increasingly, it seemed that Berlin’s new role within the Federal 
Republic was to integrate new, alternative movements. As a fascinating (but no longer 
dangerous) borderland, the half-city attracted not only conscientious objectors from 
West Germany, but also artists, students, and adventure seekers from all over the 
Western world. On their island they somewhat arrogantly claimed an autonomous 
position in divided Germany. On the one hand, they were familiar with faraway West 
Germany, peopled by small-minded Berlin tourists and led by a provincial chancellor. 
The uninspiring GDR, on the other hand, they mostly got to know through the moody 
border agents they met on the ghostly transit routes. Berlin, in short, was its own 
world. National identity, reunification, and capital aspirations were notions completely 
unknown to large segments of the younger generation. Politically, however, the 
conservative Berlin was in charge, first in the person of Richard von Weizsäcker, then, 
from 1984, of Eberhard Diepgen.23

The 750th anniversary posed a challenge for the island. The 1980s did not provide 
much impetus for showing off. The historic old town was located behind the Wall. 
And in the House of Representatives, the contrast with the East was emphasized: 
“We do not want a celebration issued by decree like the one currently being planned 
with military pomp in East Berlin.”24 Originally, the hope had been to stage an event 
together with East Berlin to underline the common bond. The representatives were 
right in thinking that a separate/double anniversary would make Berlin “more or less 
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the laughingstock” of the world.25 But by the end of 1985, all hopes had been dashed. 
East Berlin was staging its own state-run festival and utterly ignoring its so-called 
“suburbs in the West.” Thus, it was left to West Berlin to demonstrate the city’s unity. 
“The historical festival is being staged twice, but is being seen together,” the program 
announced; it pointedly included East Berlin events.26 West Berlin chose the area 
“in front of the city gates” as the main venue. Historically, this ambiguous term had 
referred to the strip of land along the former city boundary between the Brandenburg 
Gate, the Potsdam Gate, the Halle Gate, etc. This is where the Berlin Wall now ran, 
and thus the festival choreography “in front of the gates” in 1987 also had a political 
dimension, as expressed by the Senate’s guidelines: “The Wall shall not and should not 
turn the center of Berlin into a periphery. The Senate will consciously celebrate the year 
1987 by looking to the Reichstag and the Wall—but also beyond it.”27

In the 1980s, West Berlin was already in the process of rediscovering the long 
neglected urban centers of former metropolis.28 In 1987, a series of renovation projects 
was underway to restore, for instance, the Hamburger Bahnhof, the Martin Gropius 
Bau, and the Kongresshalle. A first exhibition had been set up in the film museum 
planned for the Hotel Esplanade; Wim Wenders’ movie Wings of Desire, an homage 
to the old Potsdamer Platz, was in theaters. At the Kulturforum, a chamber music hall 
was added to the Philharmonic and a test track for a futuristic magnetic rail line was 
set up. The founding of the German Historical Museum was part of the strategy to 
revive the old city center. The new museum was to be located across from the Reichstag 
and Chancellor Helmut Kohl symbolically unveiled the foundation stone as part of the 
birthday celebrations.

Berlin’s empty center was also the site, at the Gropiusbau, of the anniversary exhibit 
Berlin, Berlin, in which West Berlin celebrated its proud history as a metropolis. For 
visitors, the dynamic history of the big city was to be presented as a sensual experience. 
Illustrative of this is the exhibition in the large atrium titled “The Fastest City in the 
World,” which sought to recreate the lost metropolis of the Weimar Republic. The dark 
sides of Berlin’s past were not excluded from the historical narrative and would have 
been hard to ignore at the Gropiusbau in any case. Its main entrance was blocked by the 
Berlin Wall. Next door was the wasteland that had once been the site of the headquarters 
of SS and Gestapo. As a result of grassroots efforts, in 1987 an accompanying exhibit, 
the forerunner of the “Topography of Terror,” dealt with the history of the premises for 
the first time. Thus, West Berlin presented what can fairly be described as a thoughtful 
exhibition program that reflected the—in the Western view—unsatisfactory current 
political situation marked by division. Unlike the capital of the GDR, contemporary 
West Berlin could not see itself as experiencing a “golden age” in the city’s history. 
Thus, it attempted to channel the mythological power of the 1920s.

Like Gorbachev and the leading lights of the Warsaw Pact in the East, the Western 
allies made an appearance at the birthday celebrations in West Berlin. François 
Mitterrand, Queen Elizabeth II, and President Ronald Reagan visited the city still 
under their protection. The American birthday party took place on June 12 in a hangar 
at Tempelhof Airport. Afterwards, Ronald Reagan gave his famous speech in front of 
the Brandenburg Gate. In it, he addressed Mikhail Gorbachev, his opponent in the 
Cold War, directly: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall.”29
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The construction projects, exhibitions, and state visits outlined above made for a 
decent party. But the main festival events demanded careful attention and creativity 
from the Organizing Agency. The Nazi 700th anniversary celebrations had discredited 
a number of traditional events, notably among them the parade. The earliest 
brainstorming sessions led the organizers to emphasize that “all embarrassment 
involving historical parades and the accompanying mass choreography” were to 
be avoided.30 Historical pageants in the Olympic Stadium were also out of bounds. 
There was not a willingness to forego folk festivals, however, and so West Berliners 
had to be innovative. They succeeded first and foremost with the “Water Procession,” 
in which historical ships were invited to Berlin from all over Western Europe. This 
way, the dreaded goosestepping could be avoided and the city could present itself as 
cosmopolitan. “No anniversary without a parade!,” the organizers announced: “But 
this time no one has to march, because the parade will take place on the water, on 
the canals, the Havel lakes, and of course on the Spree, which has been flowing on its 
course for 750 years, indifferent to the city’s borders.”31

Another highlight was the multimedia show at the Victory Column. The 
SternStunden presented a theater and music variety show on the history of Berlin in 
August. This, too, was designed as a democratic version of a folk festival. Instead of 
using the Olympic Stadium as a venue, West Berlin chose a public park, the Tiergarten, 
and organized a show that was based not on mass choreography, but on individual 
performances and technical projections. Looking back, the senator responsible for 
cultural affairs emphatically declared that the SternStunden had “erased the 700th 
anniversary celebrations” of 1937. The Victory Column now had been transformed 
into a “column of peace.”32

And yet in West Berlin, too, there was a lot of criticism and, in the end, violence. 
In the course of the year, the never-ending succession of festival events, speeches, 
receptions, and exhibitions were subject to growing ridicule and cynicism, especially in 
light of riots in Kreuzberg in May and June that had been exacerbated by the ongoing, 
self-indulgent political pageantry. In the rush to respond, senators even suggested that 
the rioting radicals were not real Berliners, but rather “anti-Berliners,” which was soon 
adopted as a proud designation in Kreuzberg. In October, the “anti-Berliners” took 
over the Kurfürstendamm on a satirical-carnivalesque B750 antiparade.33 Slogans such 
as “750 Years—We’ve Had Enough” began to appear on walls and façades. In addition, 
some avant-garde public art projects did not go over well with locals, thereby calling 
into question West Berlin’s view of itself as liberal-minded and tolerant. By the fall, 
then, the mood was rather sober: the anniversary had gotten a little out of hand and 
had not, as had been the hope, led to clear progress in improving relations within the 
city. Or had it?

Interaction, Knocking Signs, and Echoes

This review of the Berlin anniversaries shows that, in forging and defining their 
identities, urban communities seek to relate to and differentiate themselves from each 
other. City rivalries play an important role, as in 1937 when Berlin was motivated to 
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stage a grander parade than Munich had managed earlier. In the GDR, competing 
identities played an important role in the anger felt by those who saw the capital city 
as being unfairly privileged: At least Dresden at 781, Leipzig at 821, and Halle at 1,026 
could boast that they were older than the mighty East Berlin. The rivalry between East 
and West in 1987 over which was the “true” Berlin is, of course, a special case brought 
on by the Cold War and the division of the city.

But it wasn’t just such “synchronous” rivalries that informed the different, politically 
loaded city identities in the twentieth century. Berlin was hotly contested as a result of 
“diachronic” factors, the rapid succession of different political systems, and developed 
its identity in a constant effort to distinguish itself from its past. Berlin’s birthday 
celebrations reflect this. West Berlin made what can be described as a conscious 
attempt to come to terms with its past by introducing the “Water Procession” and 
by eschewing the Olympic Stadium as a venue for the festival. The Senate and the 
organizing agency explicitly confronted the 700th anniversary as celebrated by the 
Nazis and sought to differentiate itself from that event. They concluded that their own 
programs had proved “that an open, democratic society can also appropriate large 
areas and that it doesn’t have to give them up to the memory of the goose-stepping 
columns of a wretched past.”34 This sort of differentiation produced democratic 
legitimacy.

In the East, the diachronic connections were of an entirely different nature. 
According to its general stance on the Nazi past, the SED regime chose to ignore the 
1937 anniversary celebrations entirely.35 The party leadership itself had excised the 
reference to them in the manuscript of the “750 Years Berlin Theses” and the GDR 
media otherwise did not make specific mention of it. Thus the party leadership did not 
have to justify its decision to hold a parade. Because the issue was a taboo, it turned into 
subaltern knowledge only discussed in opposition circles. Thus, samizdat magazine 
grenzfall described the anniversary as an invention of Joseph Goebbels: “Thus the 
50th anniversary of the 700th anniversary is celebrated in both parts of Berlin. We 
cannot comment on potential similarities between the two or, rather, three festivals, 
since we know too little about the events of the 700th anniversary.”36 These lines 
document alternative connections between the Berlin anniversaries of 1937 and 1987. 
Both East and West referenced the preceding anniversary and, even more so, each 
other, by competing with, adopting the ideas of, but also by aggressively distinguishing 
themselves from, one another. This became especially clear in July 1987. In light of 
the Nazi festival, West Berlin had rejected the idea of a parade and, after much debate, 
decided on the “Water Procession.” East Berlin liked the idea and did not want to see 
the West steal its thunder, so it arranged its own “Water Festival” as well, on the same 
day. On July 25 and 26 1987, both halves of the city celebrated the same birthday on the 
same Berlin river in direct rivalry.

The careful planning and preparation that went into the anniversary celebrations 
notwithstanding, there were, of course, always unexpected and spontaneous events 
taking place in 1987. The direct exchange between East and West Berlin proved 
especially unpredictable. Interactions of this kind occurred via myriad channels; they 
were often described as “knocking signs at the Wall.” Of course it was usually West 
Berlin that took the initiative, since it wanted to underscore what the two sides had 
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in common. But signals also came from the East, both from the government and the 
people—and sometimes even from abroad.37

A well-known example of this are the rock concerts at the Reichstag and their violent 
echoes in East Berlin mentioned earlier.38 Concerts had taken place at the Wall on 
numerous occasions before and the West Berlin organizers quite intentionally arranged 
for the music to be audible in East Berlin. This was certainly the case on Pentecost 
weekend in June 1987 when the three-day “Concert for Berlin” was held, featuring—
among others—David Bowie, New Model Army, Neil Young, the Eurythmics, and 
Genesis. The event, however, proved extraordinary. While 60,000 paying attendees 
in West Berlin were looking forward to a relaxed concert, across the Wall on Unter 
den Linden tensions were rising. The youth in the GDR were well-informed about 
the festival, and so a few hundred fans congregated as close to the Wall as possible on 
Saturday night to hear David Bowie. The rock star even greeted his friends “on the 
other side of the Wall” in German. The police (Volkspolizei) were not prepared for this 
and pushed the crowds back. Angry, they responded with chants.

News of this made the rounds and the next Sunday the crowd of East Berlin fans 
had grown to over 2,000. The GDR security services deployed undercover agents to 
mix with the fans in order to discover the “ringleaders” and to keep the masses in 
check. They did not quite succeed. There was severe unrest during the Eurythmics’ 
performance. The rock fans chanted, “We want Gorbachev,” and later even, “The Wall 
must go!”

The following Monday considerably more people turned out. However, the area 
around the Brandenburg Gate had been cordoned off at such a distance on the Eastern 
side that the Genesis concert could hardly be heard. Now the situation escalated. Youth 
called out, “Cops out!”; “The Wall must go!”; but also “Kreuzberg is everywhere!”, and 
“Nights in Kreuzberg are long!”—the last a reference to events in the West Berlin 
district where, in May, as the East Berliners were well aware, there had been substantial 
unrest. Bottles were thrown and nightsticks wielded, the authorities applied brute force 
and arrested approximately 120 people. An altercation between police and youth of 
this kind was highly unusual in the GDR. Western media covered the events closely, 
not least because some Western journalists, eager for a story, had mingled among 
the demonstrators and had themselves been provoked by Stasi officers. West Berlin 
television came close to covering the demonstration live so that Germany also got to 
see the ugly side of East Berlin during the 750th anniversary celebrations.

The East Berlin “Brawl at the Wall” during the West Berlin rock concerts was still an 
important topic of discussion a few days later when Ronald Reagan arrived.39 His great 
speech on June 12 was one of the carefully planned and choreographed “knocking 
signs” at the Wall. The choice of venue, the telegenic backdrop with a view toward 
East Berlin, proved particularly ingenious. This time, the area around the Western side 
of the Brandenburg Gate was cordoned off; there had been unrest in West Berlin for 
days. Demonstrations took place in the Western city center, road blocks cut off radical 
demonstrators in Kreuzberg, and a select audience was assembled in front of the stage, 
including numerous Americans and so-called “stabilizers” who could surround and 
drown out would-be hecklers. The leftwing taz newspaper sarcastically contrasted the 
“Stabis” on one side of the Wall with the “Stasis” on the other. With the president 
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turning his back to East Berlin, it looked as if the archenemy was actually considered 
the slightest threat. The GDR authorities carefully monitored the goings-on in front 
of “their” Brandenburg Gate. In his speech, Reagan, as expected, repeatedly addressed 
the East Berliners behind him: “There is only one Berlin,” he said in German. And 
directing his sights beyond East Berlin he issued his famous appeal to Moscow:  
“Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall.”

Reagan’s visit garnered approval, but also a lot of criticism. The president was 
considered to be a hard cold warrior. Thus, demonstrators on both sides of the Wall 
called the current order into question by calling, “Gorbi, Gorbi,” even though the 
situation in East and West Berlin could not have been more different. The stages of 
demonstration, confrontation, and escalation that could be observed during the anti-
Reagan protests on June 11 and 12 were familiar. And so the call from across the 
Wall had its echo in the West: demonstrators who for hours were surrounded by vast 
police cordons near the Kaufhaus des Westens department store began chanting at the 
officers: “The Wall must go.”

Approaching 1989

The anniversary rivalry of 1987 thus ended in exhaustion. In retrospect, many links to 
the monumental events of 1989 seem clear. Gorbachev’s name was all over the place 
and East and West Berlin had found numerous communication channels by which 
to relate to one another, both in a diplomatically reserved and in an unrestrained, 
subversive fashion. In the East, the Stasi tried to turn back the clock after the jubilee 
year had seen a loosening of the reins and opposition successes. In November, the 
Stasi raided the Zionskirche where the independent Umweltbibliothek was housed. 
The raid proved a failure as Western media quickly descended on the scene, reported 
on the events, and caused an unusual degree of public pressure to be brought to bear. 
The so-called “Battle of Zion” in late 1987 was the first significant defeat the Ministry 
for State Security had incurred. Today it is understood to have been the first defeat, as 
those that would follow in 1988 and 1989 are known to us. Berliners at the time did 
not know. And yet, for those who were politically engaged, the signs of change were 
becoming more numerous, although what they would portend, the direction, and pace 
of change, could not be anticipated.

Thus, one can hardly overemphasize the fact that, in 1987, a lot was imaginable, 
just not the impending fall of the Berlin Wall. Although they could not agree on much, 
East and West were on the same page when it came to a belief that Germany’s division 
would not end for a long, long time to come—if at all. This has to be taken into account 
if the actions, tensions, and hopes in late Cold War Berlin are to be understood. And 
this also informed the meaning of speech and wording. Reagan’s appeal to Gorbachev 
to tear the Wall down is one example; it was resonant and daring because it appeared 
entirely unrealistic. Another is the insistence of the Berlin Senate, that Berlin was and 
would remain one city. This was neither a tired trope nor a clairvoyant prognosis of 
what was to be. It was instead a political decision to, against all odds, hold fast to an 
idea of Berlin that many contemporaries felt was anachronistic. The very fact that 
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the pathos of this rhetoric with its emphasis on unity ran counter to the everyday 
experience of West Berliners made it so piercing and, for some, so controversial. 
Nevertheless, the government did not anticipate any substantive changes to the status 
of Berlin, as it for example made clear in 1986 that the coming anniversary was a big 
deal, “probably the biggest event for Berlin for the rest of the century.”40 One could 
hope, but it was hard to believe. And yet, but a few years later, Berliners were dancing 
on the “torn-down” Wall.

And thus the mood in the city remained muted after the tense period of the twice-
celebrated anniversary. In spite of all the excitement, the prospects for the future 
had hardly improved. To the contrary, at the end of 1987 fatigue and skepticism 
abounded—people were tired of all the self-congratulation, not only the East, but also 
in the West. There was some nervousness about the new year, as in 1988 West Berlin 
was to become Europe’s capital of culture (locals called it the “751 year anniversary”). 
Was the island city trying to camouflage its identity crisis by staging series of big 
parties? The newspaper Volksblatt Berlin thought so, and in late 1987 commented on 
future plans: 1987 Berlin anniversary, 1988 capital of culture, “for 1989 we are still 
trying to come up with a reason to celebrate.”41
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Berlin is a difficult place, whose history can hardly be condensed into a simple 
slogan let alone a single word. An unambiguous moniker the likes of “Lutherstadt 
Wittenberg” (Wittenberg, City of Luther), “Rattenfängerstadt Hameln” (Pied-Piper’s 
Town Hamelin), or “Eulenspiegelstadt Mölln” (Till Eulenspiegel’s Mölln) would be 
hard to find. One look at the city’s official internet portal confirms the suspicion that 
Berlin has no clear master narrative. Instead, curious visitors are presented with nine 
different versions of the city: the “medieval trading center,” the “electoral residence,” the 
“royal capital,” the “imperial capital,” the “Weimar metropolis,” “Berlin under Nazism,” 
“Berlin after 1945,” “from the Berlin Agreement to the Fall of the Wall,” and the “new 
Berlin.”1 A conspicuous feature of these categories is the lack of any clear attribution 
after 1933. The history of the city is no longer reduced to a common denominator but 
is merely divided chronologically. This is why Andreas Huyssen concluded that Berlin 
is a “palimpsest,” “a disparate city-text that is being rewritten while previous text is 
preserved, traces are restored, erasures documented.” The result is a “complex web of 
historical markers that point to the continuing heterogeneous life of a vital city that is 
as ambivalent of its built past as it is of its urban future.”2

Yet Greater Berlin, an entity created in 1920 through the incorporation of numerous 
surrounding areas, was always extremely heterogeneous. It has almost been forgotten 
nowadays that the distinction between East and West Berlin was not a product of the 
Cold War but existed much earlier, from just after the turn of the twentieth century in fact, 
in the form of an old historical center at Alexanderplatz and a new one at Bahnhof Zoo. 
Plans were made in the German Empire, and later under Albert Speer, to link the Western 
and Eastern halves of the city, none of which was implemented.3 Starting in the 1950s, the 
two centers grew apart even more as each was developed with the intent of demonstrating 
the attractiveness and superiority of its respective system.4 Administrative division was 
followed by a physical split in 1961 with the erection of the Wall. The “Cold War Berlin” 
in the title of this book was therefore a double Berlin, and should actually be thought 
of in the plural. Until the demise of the GDR in 1989–90 and the reunification of these 
two halves, there existed two different realms of experience that are linked to different 
memories today. Thus, this chapter will begin by exploring the memory of these two 
respective halves followed by a discussion of the memory of the nearly fifty-year presence 
of the victorious Allied powers in World War Two, a key feature of Cold War Berlin.
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Remembering West Berlin

“West Berlin is back!,” crowed the entertainment guide tip Berlin in January 2013.5 
This flashback was occasioned by a new David Bowie song reminiscing with a certain 
wistfulness on his Schöneberg years. Hagen Liebing, former bassist of the Berlin punk 
band Die Ärzte, and now a senior music editor, informed the readers of his magazine 
that several recent publications had revived memories of the “Wild West,” of the “wild 
clubs, the shabby buildings, the bleak Wall, the sometimes hysterical, sometimes 
apathetic avant-garde in the arts and music scene.”6 He recommended that curious 
readers pay a visit to “West Berlin classics that are still a lot of fun”: Slumberland bar, 
Cafe M, and Schwarze Café as well as the Paris Bar. It was all still there, everything just 
like it was in the old days.

The conservative daily B.Z. had quite a different take on things, however, and just a 
few months later declared that West Berlin was dead. In November 2013, its title page 
proclaimed in giant letters that West Berlin had passed away “after leading a full life” 
and that “we” should now say goodbye to it with “love and gratitude”—to the police 
motorcycle stunt team, the Wasserklops or “water meatball” fountain, to Café Möhring, 
the Schöneberg boys’ choir, and many other icons of the Western half of the city. The 
paper’s former lead columnist complained in the inside pages:

One symbol after another is being demolished. […] How utterly perverse! We 
should in fact be doing the opposite, remembering the 40 years in which people 
persevered, surrounded by a hostile power, 28 years of it behind a wall. It was in 
this despairing situation that the western part of the city became a symbol of hope. 
West Berlin was truly the showcase of freedom, not in name only.7

Ansgar Hocke, a native West Berliner and long-time editor at Radio Free Berlin (SFB), 
also challenged the narrative of West Berlin as a happy-go-lucky biotope behind the 
Wall, calling on other “natives” to take action at the website Berlin-Brandenburg 
Broadcasting (RBB): “We finally have to reclaim our biography, for life in a walled-
in city included experiences that were downright frightening […]. From childhood 
on, West Berliners had to endure the political moods of the Soviet Union as well as 
the East German Politbüro and East German border troops. It was not hard to sense 
how vulnerable this West Berlin was.”8 The West Berlin of tip magazine seemed to 
be wholly different from the one recalled by the B.Z. and RBB. The disparity of these 
experiences has turned West Berlin into an ambivalent place of memory.9 In retrospect, 
an increasing social divide is evident in this half-city, oscillating between memories of 
a stuffy province and a hedonistic metropolis, between the lifeworlds of “Wilmersdorf 
widows,”10 the “Kreuzberg Communards,” and “children of Bahnhof Zoo,”11 between 
Café Kranzler and Dschungel discoteque.

Yet, without being ascribed a concrete meaning, a place is nothing but a collection 
of “scattered fragments of a lost or destroyed nexus of life.” Only when the existing 
relics and stories are condensed into a coherent narrative does a place become a place 
of memory, where “something of that remains which no longer exists but can be 
reflected in the memories of it.”12 There is no lack of material remains in Berlin, but 
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many of them refer to diverging experiences, and therefore no master narrative has 
been established for West Berlin.13 But the sources quoted do show that it is possible to 
identify recurrent narratives: the memory of a frontline city, the memory of normality, 
and the memory of a biotope.

The memory of a frontline or outpost city propagated by B.Z. and RBB was skillfully 
captured, if somewhat exaggerated, by sociologist and crime-fiction writer Horst 
Bosetzky:

WE became the pivotal force in world history after the Second World War, and 
the nations of the world were watching us. WE were the showcase of the Free 
World, WE defied the Communist East. Neither its blockade nor the wall they 
built around us managed to bring us, the island children, to our knees. WE were 
canonized by John F. Kennedy.14

This heroic and self-confident memory focuses on the height of the Cold War, the stoic 
anticommunism of West Berlin, and the key role of the Allied “protecting powers,” 
especially the United States.15

The same characteristics are also referenced by the memory of normality of 
those born in West Berlin after 1961. This narrative, however, insists on the idea of 
a normal life lived under abnormal circumstances and rejects any kind of heroism. 
The city’s special status, its division and the presence of the Allied powers was entirely 
self-evident and only seems strange in retrospect, according to this version, which 
endeavors to explain this situation to subsequent generations lest West Berlin should be 
forgotten. The authors of numerous autobiographically inspired books have described 
in minute detail their childhood and youth in this lost world, recalling many things 
that have long since vanished—temporary IDs, waiting for hours every summer at the 
Dreilinden border crossing, taking part in military parades or public festivals put on by 
the Allies, etc.16 They are strangely reminiscent of similar works written by their East 
German counterparts: the so-called Children of the Zone or Third Generation East.17

The memory of a biotope, in contrast, as described by tip magazine pays scant 
attention to the Cold War, concentrating instead on the 1970s and 1980s, and mostly 
on the neighborhoods of Kreuzberg and Schöneberg. It knows its own heroes, and 
has even spawned its own dictionary, nostalgically reminiscing on the curiosities of 
this half-city while repeatedly mocking the narrative of the frontline city.18 Its literary 
tributes are frequently the stories of men who moved to Berlin from elsewhere in West 
Germany, drawn by the city’s demilitarized status and/or the reputation of its local 
alternative scene.19 These stories are having an increasingly formative influence on 
the present-day perception of West Berlin, as they easily lend themselves to the city’s 
current image as a cosmopolitan party metropolis hosting a diverse expat community. 
Films such as Herr Lehmann, B-Movie: Lust & Sound in West Berlin or My Wonderful 
West Berlin offer viewers a seemingly coherent prologue to the new Berlin they know 
today. But the frontline city narrative, too, has been the subject of recent feature films 
and TV series. The Airlift, Ku’damm ’56, Deutschland ’83, and Berlin: Divided Heaven 
are more historical films, however, addressing a bygone era and having little to do 
with the world of modern-day viewers. Berlin, in this case, provides the “authentic” 
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backdrop for gripping spy thrillers, love stories, and heroic tales. Unlike the biotope 
and frontline city narratives, the memory of normality of the younger generation has 
not yet received cinematic treatment. Its insistence on perceived normality apparently 
offers little material for an exciting movie script.

Remembering East Berlin

While the mention of West Berlin quickly conjures up a “photo album of memory,”20 
as shown already, the East Berlin “album” contains two predominant and competing 
images: the officially sanctioned version propagated by the Socialist Unity Party 
(SED) of Berlin as the capital of the GDR and the bohemian life of artists living in 
Prenzlauer Berg.21 The capital motif is a colorful one, showing newly constructed 
buildings and cheerful people; the other captures in black and white the melancholy 
dreariness of older, prewar neighborhoods, whose gray façades merely hint at the 
colorful life that went on behind them.22 The capital images were usually created 
on behalf of the state with the aim of documenting the achievements of socialism. 
But nowadays only connoisseurs of Eastern modernist architecture are enthused by 
these old color photographs of Alexanderplatz or the newly built neighborhoods 
of Marzahn and Hohenschönhausen. These pictures are “textualized,” according to 
Stefan Wolle: the “content of these images is strictly canonized, more dogma than 
a reflection of any earthly reality.”23 The gray-scale counter-photos of dilapidated 
prewar neighborhoods, by the same token, are generally the work of critical artists 
such as Harald Hauswald. His photos, published and presented at an exhibit in West 
Berlin in 1987, were bemoaned by the East German authorities: “The intention of 
showing an image contrary to the real depiction of Berlin as the capital of the GDR 
is unmistakable.”24 This verdict was true enough, but opinion was certainly divided 
as to what in fact was “real.” Harald Hauswald’s photos are nowadays visual icons 
of cultural memory. They appear “authentic” in retrospect and from an outside 
perspective.25 Spiegel magazine understood them to be an “undistorted impression 
of the GDR,”26 Der Tagesspiegel described them as “the genuine East,”27 and Die Zeit 
proclaimed: “This is what the GDR looked like.”28 These publications were referring, 
of course, to the dismal grayness, and less to the diversity and individuality that 
Hauswald likewise captured with his lens. His pictures, in this discourse, are often 
representative of the entire republic, of scarcity and surveillance. The makers of the 
movie Sonnenallee may have been guided by an idea like this in switching from color 
to black and white when the camera, in the film’s final sequence, leaves the Eastern 
end of the street and crosses the line of demarcation into West Berlin, looking back at 
the receding East, which has suddenly lost its color. In the background, East German 
singer Nina Hagen croons: “You forgot the color film, dear Michael, no one will 
believe us now when we tell them how nice it was here.”29

At the visual level, it seems that the “memory of dictatorship” (Sabrow) and the 
narrative of the economy of scarcity have prevailed. Thus, the writer Jan Eik, born 
in Berlin in 1940, recently bemoaned that the Eastern half of the city was much 
more than just drab, depressing streets, smelly “cardboard cars” and crumbling old 
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buildings.30 And yet what he recounts in his programmatically titled “East Berlin 
the Way It Really Was” could have just as well applied to Dresden or Rostock. So 
what made East Berlin unique? Officially it was never called “East Berlin” at all, of 
course, but was initially referred to as the “democratic sector of Greater Berlin” and 
later as the “capital of the GDR,” or just plain Berlin. The other half behind the Wall 
was now called “Westberlin”—not hyphenated in the usual way as “West-Berlin,” but 
written as a compound word with a lowercase “b” as if it were not Berlin at all—and 
disappeared altogether from city maps once the Wall was erected.31 Alexanderplatz 
and its environs (Karl-Marx-Allee and Marx-Engels-Platz) were developed into 
a modern city center. The International cinema, the Moskau and Lindencorso 
restaurants as well as the Operncafé soon opened their doors, along with a number 
of government buildings and two luxury Interhotels (primarily for foreign tourists 
paying in Western currency). In addition, a number of historical buildings were 
restored on Unter den Linden, transforming it into a promenade as in the days of 
yore. The TV tower, completed in 1969, became the new city landmark. Residential 
highrises on Leipziger Strasse and the Ahornblatt restaurant soon followed. The 
number of inhabitants steadily increased as of 1970, whereas the average age 
decreased32—which could not be said of West Berlin. With a population of around 
1.2 million, it was the largest city in the GDR, as well as the seat of its government 
and its cultural center. Jürgen Rostock, a former East German city planner, points 
out that the city had a lot to offer its visitors: “[T]he remnants of representative 
architecture, the romance of decaying older neighborhoods, major museums and 
libraries, low prices,” but also an “interesting glimpse of the arts scene” and a touch 
of “big-city flair.”33 Apart from theaters and concert halls, its high-end dining 
facilities such as Restaurant Moskau or Tele-Café in the TV tower drew visitors to 
the “socialist cultural metropolis.”34

Most memories, especially the literary kind, seem to contradict this view, however: 
“East Berlin was any number of things back then, but it wasn’t a metropolis. A 
cosmopolitan city much less—not even by half. The entire East was provincial, East 
Berlin included.”35 This is the conclusion of historian Ilko-Sascha Kowalczuk, born 
in 1967 in the Berlin neighborhood of Friedrichshagen. But compared to other 
cities (with the exception of Leipzig with its international trade fairs), East Berlin 
was the closest thing the GDR had to a “socialist metropolis.” It, too, like its Western 
counterpart, was intended as a showcase for the success of the system it represented.36 
With the 1976 Politbüro resolution on “tasks for the development of the capital of the 
GDR, Berlin,” East Berlin was slated to become the “political, economic and cultural 
center of the GDR” by 1990.37 Alongside a massive housing program, this included an 
expansion of retail trade. “Berlin Party orders” called for the creation of sixty-eight 
new supermarkets, two fresh food markets selling fruit and vegetables, and forty-three 
restaurants with seating for 11,000 diners. Moreover, stores in the capital were to be 
given priority in the distribution of goods.38 West and East Berlin soon had something 
in common: being eyed with suspicion by the rest of the country for being subsidy 
guzzlers. West Berlin had long been known as a “bottomless pit.” In response to the 
question of whether the high financial cost of maintaining West Berlin was worth it, 
Finance Senator Heinz Striek suggested with caustic humor in the summer of 1969 
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that the Kurfürstendamm might well be renamed “Berlin Aid Act Boulevard.”39 And 
rumor had it in the GDR that East Berlin was located in a very deep valley, since 
everything seemed to flow in that direction.

Resentment toward this subsidized showcase of the socialist republic may help 
explain why the term “capital” was often used ironically, lending expression to the 
perceived disparity between Berlin in the eyes of its rulers and the day-to-day life of East 
Germans. This enmity reached its peak in 1987 with the lavish 750-year-anniversary 
celebrations in East and West Berlin: “The celebrations were met with ridicule and 
hostility by people in the provinces. […] Trabbis with Berlin plates were graffitied 
with the number 750, and in the south there were bumper stickers reading ‘781 years 
Dresden,’ ‘821 years Leipzig’ and even ‘1026 years Halle’.”40 These suspicions of the 
privileged capital were by no means unwarranted. Jan Eik recalls that “East Berliners 
felt superior to everyone else in the GDR. […] What East Berliners felt towards the 
rest of the country was a little bit like how West Berliners felt towards them.”41 For 
Kowalczuk, too, it was the Western half of the city that made the Eastern half special: 
“The most important thing about East Berlin was that it bordered on the West, not just 
West Berlin but the West in general.”42 And yet this West Berlin was terra incognita, 
a mythical place of longing you could see from atop the TV tower but could hardly 
expect to visit before retirement age.

Remembering the Other Side

A look at the West Berlin literature of remembrance shows that here, too, the other 
half of the city was never out of mind. Horst Bosetzky, born in 1938, mainly recalls his 
fear of traveling to the other side of the Wall. Every excursion was akin to “flirting with 
death, or at least playing with fire.” His fear of the Stasi always took center stage. At the 
same time, the Eastern half of the city had something “droll, if not to say silly” about it. 
Being seated in a restaurant (a custom utterly foreign to West Germans), eating with 
aluminum cutlery, drinking Club Cola, bizarre product names, Klarofix und Kriepa, for 
instance, unknown terms such as Spartakiad or forms of address such as Jugendfreund 
(friend of youth)—all of these were a regular source of amusement for West Berliners 
and were perceived “in equal measure as exotic and idiotic.”43 Olaf Leitner—of the 
same generation—admits, by way of contrast, that at some point he “didn’t feel the Wall 
anymore.” What’s more, “from the Western perspective,” it even had something “warm 
and cozy” about it: “You could make yourself comfortable on the lee side, shielded 
from adverse winds.”44 Claus Christian Malzahn, Berliner by choice since 1987, agrees 
with this assessment: “Not for a minute did we think about the Wall, landmines and 
barbed wire, even though it was all right there, staring us in the face. For us West 
Berliners, the ‘protective wall’ transformed over time into something like a piece of 
furniture, a chest of drawers, an unloved heirloom.”45

The memories of Tanja Dückers, however, who was born in 1968, are marked by 
“contradictory feelings.” On the one hand, “the colors were missing”; on the other 
hand, “the heart of Berlin” with its many historical buildings was located “in the East.” 
The Eastern half of the city had “peculiar similarities with ours” and yet it seemed 
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“completely alien.” She concludes: “I never felt comfortable in the East. Being there was 
too complex emotionally” on account of the “constant back and forth between feelings 
of familiarity and foreignness.”46 Ulrike Sterblich, two years younger than Dückers, 
recalls a day trip to the East that was guided by the quest to spend the twenty-five 
marks she was forced to exchange at the border, summing up the experience as follows: 
“The East Berlin sky was gray and cloudy, but the sun was shining in the West.”47

In many of these narratives, East Berlin figures as the exotic Other—familiar in many 
ways, but then completely different in others. Its otherness, perceived as being deficient 
or at the very least bizarre, usually confirmed the superiority of West Berliners’ own 
half of the city, portrayed in turn as being more free, colorful, diverse, and prosperous.

Remembering the Allied Military Presence

A key feature of Cold War Berlin is the nearly fifty-year presence of the victors of World 
War Two. Andreas W. Daum called the Western half of the city “America’s Berlin” 
because of its strong “cultural, spiritual and emotional ties” to the United States.48 The 
list of German-American sites of remembrance in Berlin is correspondingly long, and 
includes material places such as the Free University, the American Memorial Library, 
and the Airlift Memorial, as well as immaterial ones such as John F. Kennedy’s famous 
words Ich bin ein Berliner or Ronald Reagan’s challenge: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down 
this wall.” The French army may have “left traces” in Berlin, “but their representatives 
seldom played a pivotal role there.”49 The British armed forces likewise didn’t manage 
to inscribe themselves in the city’s collective memory the way the Americans did.50 
And a Soviet counterpart to “America’s Berlin” never really existed. The entire GDR 
was dubbed “Stalin’s unloved child.”51 His successor, Nikita Khrushchev, considered 
West Berlin a thorn in his side, its only advantage being the leverage it gave him 
over the Western powers.52 When people in the GDR spoke of the Russians as their 
“friends,” it was hardly an expression of affection and solidarity but an ironic twist on 
state propaganda.53 The separate ceremonies to mark the withdrawal of Allied troops 
in 1994 showed quite clearly where the city’s sympathies lay. When asked about this 
event, 77 percent of Berliners described the Western Allies as “friends” and 49 percent 
said the Soviet Union were “occupiers.”54

Two museums devote themselves nowadays to the memory of the victorious Allied 
powers or—as they were called in West Berlin—the “protecting powers.” On the 
Westside in leafy Dahlem, a special exhibit entitled “More than a Suitcase in Berlin: 
The Western Powers and Berlin, 1944–94” opened to visitors as early as September 3, 
1994, at the former American “Outpost” movie theater on Clayallee. Four years later, 
on the fiftieth anniversary of the Airlift, the new Allied Museum—made up largely 
of the previous exhibit—officially opened its doors as a “museum of gratitude.”55 The 
committee responsible for the museum decided on this name in spite of the objection 
that the use of the word “Allied” “would automatically [include] the Soviet Union,” 
citing the fact that “since the 1960s Berliners only used the term in reference to the 
Western powers,” and also that it “meant the same thing in all three languages.”56 The 
East Berlin perspective was apparently not taken into consideration. The permanent 
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exhibit “How Enemies Became Friends” still tells the history of the three Western 
Allied powers in Berlin as a rather linear success story.57

As often in post-Wall Berlin, makeshift solutions have to endure at the Allied 
Museum. The museum remains at the pragmatically chosen former theater for the 
time being, while the desired Tempelhof Airport location remains elusive. Prolonged 
debate over relocation has effectively put the museum’s development on hold. In 
spite of selected updates, the permanent exhibition has never been redesigned from 
ground up since. Temporary special exhibits and various events have tried to offset 
this shortcoming. In 2012, the Bundestag decided to bring the Allied Museum to 
the former Tempelhof airport and create a new “Museum of Freedom.”58 But again 
and again something comes up: First, the 2015 decision to house refugees at the 
airport site temporarily stalled plans for the “New Allied Museum.”59 Most recently, 
preconstruction examination confirmed that Tempelhof ’s terminal is in a worse 
structural condition than had initially been assumed. At the time of writing, the 
museum and federal authorities plan details for bringing the New Allied Museum into 
fruition during this decade.60

No comparable museum exists to honor the Soviet armed forces. The permanent 
exhibit at the German-Russian Museum in Karlshorst is focused (as it was before 1989–
90) on World War Two and its aftermath.61 An exhibit at the privately run Garrison 
Museum in Wünsdorf is devoted to the daily life of Soviet soldiers in the GDR.62

“Amateur” or “wild museums”63 of this sort in Berlin exist for the history of the 
Western powers as well. Gundula Bavendamm talks about a “grassroots movement” 
consisting of “interested people in the general public, collectors, technology buffs, 
contemporary witnesses of the Airlift, former civilian employees or military service 
members and diplomats living in Berlin” who “strongly [identify] with the history of 
the Western Allies.”64 These initiatives usually emerged “in the moment of loss,” which 
is why they tend to be highly nostalgic.65 They are “insider museums,” serving more as 
meeting places for former colleagues than as places to inform or educate the public.66 
Operated by contemporary witnesses and relying on donations for their survival, their 
existence is precarious.

It therefore seems that the historical role of the Allies in unified Berlin has been 
reduced to little more than the memories nurtured by small social niches. This might 
be due in part to competing narratives of the Cold War, which, in spite of leaving 
countless political, social, economic, and cultural traces across the world,67 has been 
unable to secure a place for itself in global cultural memory: “[T]here is no Europe-
wide holiday, no central memorial location, no systematic reflection on its legacy.”68 
Added to this is the fact that the presence of the Western powers is only relevant for 
the cultural remembrance of a dwindling share of Berliners. Those socialized in the 
Eastern part of the city, those born after the withdrawal of Allied troops, and those 
who have moved to Berlin more recently have a no personal connection to the once 
so important narrative of West Berlin’s “protecting powers.”69 Accordingly, the legacy 
of the Allies is usually only celebrated on the occasion of anniversaries (the blockade 
and airlift), or it becomes a source of controversy when plans are made to close or 
repurpose key urban places.70
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The Allies do play a marginal role in a number of Berlin museums, such as the 
Palace of Tears or the Marienfelde Refugee Center Museum.71 In general, however, the 
focus of these museums tends to be divided Germany, told as a narrative of national 
tragedy, and rarely put into a global context. Divided Berlin continues to serve here as 
a symbol and a warning example of divided Germany as a whole. The many specific 
features of Berlin on account of its special status are rarely addressed. Advocates at the 
Cold War Center, an initiative to establish a new museum at Checkpoint Charlie, have 
suggested telling the story of the Cold War as urban and global history, as well as from 
the perspectives of its varied protagonists. The reactions to this proposal, however, 
running the gamut from enthusiasm to demonization, once again underline in an 
explicit way the continued schism in the city’s collective memory. Gunnar Schupelius, 
in an article in the B.Z., gave vent to his fears of a supposed “museum of trivialization”: 
“Checkpoint Charlie has to show who was the aggressor after 1945: the Soviet Union 
under Josef Stalin. […] It also has to show who fortified the inner-German border in 
1952 and who built the Wall in 1961: the SED under Walter Ulbricht. It was as simple 
and brutal as that. Why should history be relativized?”72 This quotation makes clear to 
what extent recent history can still be an identity-shaping force in Berlin as well as how 
controversial it can be.

Conclusion

This brief panorama has shown that the memory of West Berlin is alive and varied, 
whereas the particularities of East Berlin are slowly sinking into oblivion. Certain facets 
of the Western half of the city have been rediscovered in recent years and celebrated in 
popular culture, while the Eastern half of the city is increasingly becoming a symbol 
for the drabness of the GDR in general. The edited anthology Erinnerungsorte der DDR 
(“Places of Memory in the GDR”) contains no contribution at all on the former capital 
East Berlin that would offer a counter-perspective to the one on “West Berlin.”73 In the 
culture of memory as well as in historiography, East Berlin oftentimes merely serves 
to typify the GDR nowadays, in spite of the fact that in its day it was never considered 
“typical” of the rest of the GDR.74

A coherent Berlin narrative in which both halves of the city are given their due is 
only to be found when the history of this divided city is presented as a tragedy, one 
that was caused by external forces and ultimately overcome. But this master narrative 
comes at a price, in that any experience or memory contradicting it is immediately 
discounted. Hence Cold War Berlin is in danger of becoming a cipher, “an essentially 
empty space in which by chance, as it were, a Cold War battle took place.”75 More 
complex memories such as the countless international tourists who traveled to East 
Berlin for pleasure76 have no place in such a narrative.

And yet there is one topos that the disparate Berlin memories do seem to agree 
on, and it is probably this that will have the most lasting formative influence on what 
Martina Löw calls the “intrinsic logic” of the city: Berlin as the “capital of freedom.” 
This, at any rate, was the name of a new city advertising campaign launched in 
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February 2017, promoting the city with quotes from prominent individuals both past 
and present. The idea was based on the results of a survey, according to which almost 
three-quarters of all Berliners associated the city with the notion of “freedom”—a term 
that is also strongly linked to the city’s reputation abroad (even though outside the city 
it is probably the events of 1989 that come to mind first, rather than, say, the Freedom 
Bell, the Free University, or the Radio Free Berlin).77 Much like an earlier billboard 
with the slogan “Berlin has been through a lot—every weekend,” the current campaign 
links vague hints to the city’s history with its present-day reputation as a multicultural 
and tolerant metropolis, while also appealing to the city’s supposed “anything goes” 
attitude (emphasized by the advertisement’s fine print: “Because it’s possible [es geht] 
in Berlin”).78 The campaign thus combines several narratives: (I) the narrative of a 
militant “outpost of freedom” concentrating on the political and symbolic role of West 
Berlin during the Cold War; (II) the narrative of individual freedom experienced in 
the alternative spaces of Kreuzberg and Schöneberg, as well as in Prenzlauer Berg; and 
(III) the narrative of 1989, the year in which East Germans fought for their freedom, 
ultimately enabling the city’s reunification. The very vagueness of the concept of 
“freedom” allows the inclusion of conflicting memories and disparate identities, as well 
as building a bridge to the present.
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in Berlin. For the simple reason that anything goes in Berlin.” Bärbel Unckrich, 
“Stadtmarketing: Wie die Hauptstadt mit #FreiheitBerlin ein starkes Zeichen 
an die Welt sendet,” March 27, 2017, www.horizont.net/agenturen/nachrichten/
Stadtmarketing-Wie-die-Hauptstadt-unter-dem-Motto-FreiheitBerlin-ein-starkes-
Zeichen-an-die-Welt-sendet-156849 (accessed February 2, 2020).
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In the National Museum of American History, item no. 2011.0015.01 bears the title 
Berlin Wall Fragment, Berlin, Germany, 1961. This small chunk of concrete (9.525 cm 
× 10.16 cm × 2.54 cm) still contains traces of yellow, pink, and blue paint. According 
to the online catalog entry, this item was “made” in 1989 and is “associated with” that 
same year. This particular piece was apparently purchased by a Canadian student at a 
flea market in Berlin and eventually sold on an online auction site.1 The Smithsonian’s 
History of America in 101 Objects includes a different Wall fragment (although one that 
is not included in the online catalog), this one allegedly obtained by a former Reagan 
administration official who borrowed a hammer and chisel to extract his own piece 
of the Wall, later donating it to the National Museum of American History when he 
served on its board.2 In this mass circulation book, the Wall fragment is one of five 
items from the Smithsonian’s collection used to sum up the American experience of 
the Cold War, which the volume dates “1946 to 1991.” The Smithsonian’s deploys this 
fragment as a signifier of Cold War history, in part because it is broken, its fragmenting 
a mark of the Cold War’s end or at least, the collapse of its most potent icon. Yet even 
before enthusiastic wallpeckers (Mauerspechte) chipped away at the Wall with their 
hammers and picks in 1989 and 1990, the Wall already comprised myriad fragments, 
even if they were seldom recognized as such.

In its cataloging of this singular object, the Smithsonian also displays how 
tricky it is to locate this piece of the Wall historically. The museum dates the object 
1961—the year in which East German authorities first erected a Wall in Berlin—and 
explains that it was made, that is rendered a fragment, in 1989. But, of course, the 
Wall of 1989 was not the same Wall as in 1961, and those differences were visibly 
distinguishable. The Wall’s fourth generation with the smooth surface beloved by 
graffiti artists arrived only in the mid-1970s, meaning that the multicolored visual 
markers that define most retrospective images of the Wall (and souvenir fragments) 
effectively exclude half the Wall’s history. By undertaking a double process of image 
critique—critiquing images but also using images to engage (critically) the cultures 
that produce them3—it will be possible to undermine any certainty about what the 
Wall looked like, but even more importantly, to challenge any easy notions about 
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how it worked. In explaining the appeal of coming to Berlin to paint a section of the 
Wall, the American artist Keith Haring described it as “the most famous Wall in the 
world.”4 While that statement might explain its appeal for someone who started out 
doing graffiti in New York City subway stations, it risks reducing the Wall to a single 
surface. Its multifaceted stories demand rather more historical context in order to 
be told effectively.

Rainer Hildebrandt, the anticommunist activist and director of Berlin’s Haus am 
Checkpoint Charlie museum, published several editions of a book entitled Die Mauer 
Spricht—The Wall Speaks. Although the book briefly relates the history of the Wall, 
it primarily celebrates the graffiti that, as he notes in the preface, made the Wall 
“interesting and worth a visit and worth mulling over.”5 Walter Momper, West Berlin’s 
mayor at the time the Wall opened in 1989, similarly emphasized what Berlin’s Wall 
Art had contributed to the divided city’s historical trajectory: “We have no regrets for 
the Wall but we will miss Wall Art. […] It is important for the Wall to be remembered 
for being a concrete proof of political failure as well as for the way people got used to 
it and integrated it into everyday life by painting it. Art challenged concrete and art 
won.”6 More than a quarter of a century after the collapse of the East German state and 
the Wall that defined it, such glib celebrations of how (Western) art triumphed over 
(Eastern) dictatorship overlook the visual and rhetorical disappearing act on which 
the Wall depended.

Simple structures “disappear” complexities,7 and the Berlin Wall’s smooth veneer 
made the Cold War seem uncomplicated. Already in June 1963, not quite two years 
after the Wall was built, US President John F. Kennedy made explicit that sense of 
the Wall’s explanatory power. Speaking to a massive crowd in front of West Berlin’s 
Schöneberg Town Hall—a speech most famous for Kennedy’s use of the German 
sentence, Ich bin ein Berliner—the American president suggested that anyone 
who wanted to understand “what is the great issue between the free world and the 
communist [world]” should “come to Berlin.”8 His assertion presumed that once a 
person arrived in the city, Berlin’s Cold War significance would be visible, that it went 
without saying and needed no deciphering. The Cold War world, including Berlin, 
had been divided into two (in Kennedy’s terms, into a free world and a communist 
world), and those two halves were split by an impermeable boundary. The Wall, then, 
was simply a physical manifestation of a global geopolitical reality. The stakes of that 
struggle, Kennedy suggested, were perhaps a matter for political dispute (whether 
the West could “work with the communists,” for instance), but the fact of the divide 
remained uncontested.

Yet what did that divide really look like, and how did it impact the people of Berlin? 
According to the latest calculations by the Berlin Wall Memorial Site, between August 
13, 1961 and November 9, 1989 at least 140 persons died at the Berlin Wall or in 
conjunction with the Wall’s security apparatus. Of those, 101 were people attempting 
to flee across the border; thirty were people from East or West Berlin, as well as one 
Soviet soldier, who, although they were not attempting to flee across the border, were 
nonetheless shot by border guards or killed in some sort of accident; eight were East 
German border guards, killed by their colleagues, by escapees, by escape assistants, 
or West Berlin policemen.9 This summing up of moments of violence represents one 
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story of the Wall; and the Berlin Wall Memorial Site has done an admirable job of 
investigating these cases, of putting faces, names, and stories to the numbers. Still, 
if we reduce the Wall only to a series of violent crisis moments, we miss something 
significant.

By detaching the Berlin Wall from the experiences of people other than its victims 
and the handful of border guards who fired on would-be escapees or the East German 
leaders who ordered its construction and operation, we reduce it to a technology of 
violence, a border apparatus that surrounded West Berlin and threatened violent 
death to any person who sought to cross the border illicitly. But even though it was 
erected by the East German state to prevent its populace from fleeing to the West, 
it is better to understand the Wall as an East–West coproduction, a structure with 
two sides, embedded within everyday practices—in the West as well as in the East—
that effectively naturalized Cold War power relationships and the cultures on which 
they depended.10 By turning to a broad set of individual experiences within these 
everyday practices, it is possible to develop a “complex sense of the concrete” even 
when wrestling with broad historical constructs.11

Looking at the Wall in the 1980s

A visitor to Berlin in the 1980s encountered the fourth and final generation of the Wall, 
which was put into place after 1975. Each steel-reinforced concrete panel measured 
3.2 by 1.2 meters and weighed three tons. They combined to extend for nearly 100 
miles (164 kilometers), including just over twenty-seven miles (forty-five kilometers) 
on the inner-city border between East and West Berlin.12 A “hinterland wall” behind 
the “real” wall created a no-man’s land, filled with the border apparatus: walls, fences, 
tank traps, brushed sand strips, guard towers, lights, and trip wires; a supply road, and 
occasional dog runs. As Peter Schneider described the border strip in his 1982 novel, 
The Wall Jumper: “Lit up in the afternoon by the setting sun and lavishly illuminated 
by floodlights after dark, the wall seems more a civic monument than a border.”13 
This impression was only underscored by the observation platforms set up along 
the western side of the Wall to allow West Berliners and especially tourists to gaze 
across the concrete barrier, to look into the “death strip” and to gaze into East Berlin 
or East Germany. At the Potsdamer Platz platform, visitors paid particular attention 
to the sandy mound that concealed the remains of Hitler’s World War Two bunker. 
In a way that proved even more fascinating than the details of the no-man’s land that 
occupied what had been one of Europe’s busiest squares. As for the Wall, the tourists 
who clambered up the observation platform already know what was there (they’d very 
likely already looked across at Checkpoint Charlie). But if we challenge the “banality of 
[those] images”14 they encountered, if we look more closely, we can recognize messier 
experiences of the wall that were both extraordinary and normal, that were violently 
threatening and porous in ways that were not so easily visible to those Cold War 
tourists.

By the 1980s, as the Wall stabilized into the final structural and visual form that 
would be frozen by its disassembly, its explicit violence receded. Only sixteen of the 
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139 Wall victims died in the Wall’s final decade. In its new format, however, the Wall 
was physically even more imposing. It was taller, its concrete harder and smoother, 
which helped to explain the explosion of graffiti on the Wall’s Western side. Too often, 
however, the multicolored image of a Wall covered in graffiti has been collapsed into a 
declaration of its underlying potential for violence. In one popular history of the Berlin 
Wall, a photo taken by the French artist Thierry Noir is captioned (without any further 
comment) “Everyday Terror—The Wall in the 1980s” even though it is not obvious 
from the image what constitutes either part of that description.15

The photo shows a section of the Wall that Noir had painted along the 
Bethaniendamm in West Berlin’s Kreuzberg district. On the Western side, a man is 
enjoying a quiet (traffic-free) stroll with his dog. On the Eastern side, we see an East 
German work detail engaged in, as Noir recalled looking back, cleaning up the trash 
thrown over the Wall by West Berliners. Noir suggested that occasionally such acts 
were “political,” accompanied by derogatory comments directed at the East German 
state (scheiß DDR, among others).16 But what does it mean to retrospectively declare 
an act “political” simply because it was accompanied by an ambiguous curse? Noir 
and his retrospective storytelling offers a much more interesting point of entry into 
this time and place. He was an artist for whom the Wall offered a uniquely accessible 
public “canvas,” and since the fall of the Wall he has recreated that canvas around the 
World, on the East Side Gallery in Berlin after 1989 and even in a facsimile Wall in Los 
Angeles.17 What can looking at the 1980s’ version of the Wall tell us, especially in its 
post-1975 fourth-generation form, with its smooth, Westward-facing concrete face?

On July 4, 1986, Thierry Noir along with Christophe Bouchet used a stencil to paint 
a series of Statue of Liberty images on the Wall adjacent to the Checkpoint Charlie 
crossing point.18 He retrospectively claimed it as a “dangerous” and “heroic” act. Less 
than a month later, between two and three in the morning on July 28, a 4.5-pound 
bomb blew a whole through a nearby portion of the Wall, shattering car and apartment 
windows in a 200-yard radius. The East German Foreign Ministry denounced this 
“serious provocation” and described the explosion as an “attack on the East German 
state border.” The hole in the Wall was repaired later that afternoon as American MPs 
and East German border guards looked on.19 Not quite twenty-five years after its 
construction, it seemed to take a major “incident” to get the Wall into the newspapers. 
Whereas Noir contrasted an American image of liberty to the East German structure 
of oppression, the two sides’ response to the violent assault on the Wall provides a 
small example of the ways in which they collaborated to avoid or at least to clean up 
after any border incidents.20

In this context, Rainer Hildebrandt contacted Keith Haring to invite him to paint a 
mural on the Berlin Wall. In a letter sent to Haring on September 29, 1986, Hildebrandt 
writes: “I have studied your paintings and am hopeful that your paintings will be full 
of understanding for people who are separated from each other.”21 In subsequent 
correspondence, Hildebrandt discussed the timing of various events on the day that 
Haring would be working; he made sure to have the Wall prepared with the proper 
base color for the 100-meter long mural, and reiterated his belief that this mural would 
represent a chance to speak on behalf of the people of East Germany. He took great 
care to plan and arrange press conferences and to invite media representatives in the 
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hope it would generate attention for his museum and his campaign against the Wall. 
In an October 14 invitation to the mural painting, Hildebrandt noted that Haring had 
previously been in Berlin, but had not picked up a brush, since most of the Wall was 
already covered with graffiti, and he was hesitant to paint over somebody else’s work. 
Nonetheless, Hildebrandt suggested that artworks are continuously being painted over, 
and the various “lay artists” will not complain about sacrificing 100 meters of the Wall 
for Haring’s painting.22

On October 22, Keith Haring arrived in Berlin, and the next day painted a 
collection of black and red figures on the prepared gold background. In a New York 
Times interview, Haring called it a “humanistic gesture […] a political and subversive 
act—an attempt to psychologically destroy the wall by painting it.”23 The Times also 
quoted one young Berliner who watched Haring paint and proved skeptical of the 
mural’s importance: “This is Valium, there’s no provocation in it. In every third 
toilet in Kreuzberg you can see the same graffiti.” But in transforming the concrete 
structure into something no different than the wall in a Kreuzberg toilet, Haring 
demonstrated how the Wall as a border regime depended on much more than the 
structures built since August 13, 1961. What was most subversive about Haring’s act 
was that he made visible the Wall in the head, which remained a collaborative East–
West product. The collective avoidance of incidents at the Wall depended at least in 
part on the disappearance of the multilayered structures of coercive violence behind 
the palimpsestic surface of Wall art.

In spite of Hildebrandt’s preparatory work, Haring was not working on a blank 
“canvas.” Thierry Noir recalls:

On 23 October 1986, I heard on the radio that Keith Haring was in Berlin to paint 
the Wall at Checkpoint Charlie. I went there and saw that my Statues of Liberty had 
all been painted over with yellow paint. I talked to Keith and he was embarrassed 
and apologi[z]ed. He said: “In New York you can get killed for that.” He was invited 
over and the section of Wall had been pre-prepared for him. The yellow was very 
transparent so you could see my statues through it. I was angry, but it was not his 
fault. Keith was a great guy and a great artist.24

Within days, Haring’s mural also began to vanish behind new layers of paint.
A week after Haring painted his mural, five friends, all originally from East 

Germany, took up paint brushes in an effort to force people really to look at the Wall. 
Irritated by a sense that the Wall now served primarily as a tourist destination—
whether for its graffiti or its fetish value as a site of Cold War terror—they painted 
a white stripe over whatever artwork they encountered, including Haring’s mural. 
On November 4, 1986, the second day of their project, East German border guards 
opened an access door through the Wall and seized one of the five. He remained in 
an East German prison until June 1987, when the West German government paid for 
him to be released to the West.25

This incident, coming on the heels of Haring’s highly publicized painting of the 
Wall, challenges any sense of the Wall as a stable element of late Cold War iconography. 
It also highlights the Wall’s permeability. The five activists had all crossed the border 
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into West Berlin, either as émigrés or as expellees from the GDR. The return of one of 
the five to East Germany was possible only because of a literal hole in the Wall, a door 
behind which border guards waited and through which they dragged the unlucky target 
of their control measures. The guards recognized the “threat” to the border as they 
observed and photographed the friends during their first day working on the western 
side of the Wall. In effect, the five friends’ effort to disrupt the normal operation of the 
Wall, to make it visible, was foiled by the nonconcrete, human elements of the security 
regime that they, too, had overlooked.

Post-Wall Fantasies

According to the head of the association working to erect a Cold War museum at 
the location of the former Checkpoint Charlie border crossing in Berlin, 4.1 million 
visitors come to the site each year. Some of them, former occupation soldiers or Berlin 
families return to this spot to try to recall a vanished past and hope that they may find a 
way to explain there the city’s “history of division.”26 Across the street the artist Yadegar 
Asisi has produced a panoramic painting to visually recreate the crossing point as it 
appeared in the 1980s. According to the artist’s website, his installation transports the 
viewer back to Checkpoint Charlie on “a fictional fall day in the 1980s.” The Wall is 
viewed from a Western perspective and, quite literally, as a (painted) backdrop to an 
imagined everyday life (Alltag is the German word used on the website) into which 
the viewer has been relocated. Housed in a building with the remarkably alluring but 
nonetheless fantastic declaration: “The Berlin Wall: See it here,” the painting promises 
to collapse past and present.27 As a website describing an earlier project reconstructing 
the city of Pergamon explains, Yadegar Asisi engages a “culture of illusions” in order to 
ask: “How do we perceive our environment? What does each individual actually see?”28 
These illusions, however, represent more than just a tourist experience offered up at ten 
euros a ticket; even earnest arguments in defense of historical authenticity depend on 
their own version of historical fantasy.

In the spring of 2013, a public effort to save the East Side Gallery, what the New 
York Times called the “longest remaining expanse”29 of the Wall mobilized the public 
on behalf of a fiction. The East Side Gallery had become a popular tourist destination 
after 1989 when artists (including Thierry Noir) painted new artwork to celebrate 
the fall of the Wall. In 2013, the portion of the wall activists sought to save from the 
push of gentrifying development had been part of the hinterland wall, the secondary 
barrier on the Eastern side of the border exclusion zone and had been transformed 
into a recognizable piece of the Berlin Wall only after its demise. By marking the 
Eastern side of the barrier with politicized graffiti images, the artists who created the 
East Side Gallery inverted the Wall, transforming the view from the Eastern side to 
retroactively adhere to the hegemonic gaze at the Wall defined by the side that “won” 
the Cold War.

But the fantastic imagining of the Wall is not just a retrospective phenomenon. In 
July 1948, the editors at Life published an image with which they sought to explain the 
ongoing Soviet blockade of Berlin’s Western sectors. The caption read: “Blockade of 
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Berlin is shown symbolically in this map, with American British and French sectors 
enclosed within an imaginary wall.”30 This image both misrepresented the very porous 
blockade and helped create for an American readership a totalizing sense of the airlift 
as the sole solution to that “first Berlin crisis.” It also helped to lay the foundation for a 
parallel understanding of the Wall, thirteen years later, as similarly total and absolute.

Even after the Wall was built, Berlin’s sector borders were not impassable. Before 
1961, the so-called Grenzgänger or border crosser was a vital subset of the Berlin 
population, working, living, and consuming goods and culture on either side of the 
East–West divide.31 In her history of two towns on either side of the German-German 
border, Edith Sheffer has extended the story of occasional border-crossing into the 
1980s;32 but that history has yet to be written for Berlin between 1961 and 1989. In 
Berlin, after all, it was not only the spectacular escape artists who made it over the 
Wall. Even after the 1971 Quadripartite Agreement “normalized” the status of divided 
Berlin, the city remained under four-power occupation; and their representatives 
were allowed access throughout the city. Buses of US military personnel traveled 
on “shopping tours” to East Berlin to take advantage of the beneficial exchange rate 
(despite an East German ban on importing its currency into the country, East German 
border guards were not permitted to board or inspect the US buses on these tours), and 
the planned economy in the East apparently managed to produce sufficiently desirable 
goods that the Americans kept coming back. West Berliners and West Germans could 
also travel back and forth, so could privileged East Germans including party officials, 
artists, and athletes; but in greatest number, East German senior citizens could spend 
up to thirty days in the West after having achieved their Reisemündigkeit, their travel 
“coming of age.”33

Yet, in addition to this variety of officially sanctioned border crossings that, to 
varying degrees, constituted a real coming and going to and from East and West, a 
more liminal form of border crossing can shed light on the quotidian processes by 
which the Wall became normal. Two lines of the West Berlin subway system ran under 
East Berlin (the U6 and the U8). Aside from the Friedrichstrasse station, where one 
could get off, and proceed through the border checkpoint into East Berlin or even 
switch to the S-Bahn to travel back to West Berlin, the other stations were closed, 
“ghost stations,” through which the trains slowly passed as border guards armed with 
automatic weapons manned the platforms. On the one hand, this “haunted” passage 
made visible the immanent violence of the border regime; but it also integrated that 
potential violence into a West Berlin commute. The transportation system map offers 
a visually powerful performance of Berlin’s division, but it also helps to create a script 
that makes it safe for consumption. East Berlin transit maps did similar work, in most 
instances rendering West Berlin as a blank white space. But even if they never went to 
look across the Wall and into the West, East Berliners could feel the rumble of West 
Berlin subway cars as they passed underneath their feet.

From 1961 to 1985, the interplay between the border regime and the Berlin 
cityscape also played out in a rather more spectacular fashion, first as a Cold War 
curiosity and tourist destination, then as an explosive erasure of a church building 
originally constructed in the late nineteenth century. When the Wall was built in 1961, 
the ironically named Church of the Reconciliation was inaccessibly located in no-
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man’s land, cut off from both East and West Berlin.34 In order to “heighten security 
and cleanliness” along the border (by creating improved sightlines, for example), 
East German authorities ordered the Church demolished, and at 10 am on January 
22, 1985, the neogothic structure came crashing down. Those authorities’ actions also 
reflected the way that the Wall necessitated a reimagining of Berlin’s urban geography. 
The church’s destruction marked a decisive material intervention into the city’s built 
space and an imposition of an aesthetic of control even if that vision of control was not 
realized in practice. (It is perhaps worth a mention that this site now sits at the center 
of the Wall Memorial, the dimensions of the former church marked out on the ground, 
and a smaller chapel of reconciliation built to tie together East and West, the once 
again neighboring districts of Wedding and Mitte.35) Even at the Wall Memorial Site, 
the Wall had to be recreated. The original Wall is almost entirely gone: first pecked 
apart by hammer-wielding souvenir hunters, the remaining panels were lifted up by 
crane and dispersed around the world.

It is thus perhaps unsurprising that since November 9, 1989, we generally presume 
to live in a post-Wall world, but we ought to be cautious in assuming that “post-wall 
condition” as given.36 In fact there are more international borders walls in existence 
now than during the Cold War.37 And of course, there was no “real” fall of the Wall. 
The phrase “fall of the Wall” knits together the breach of November 9 (the opening of 
the gates) and the subsequent removal of the physical structures and installations that 
comprised the border regime. Janet Ward suggests that, even in Berlin, disappearance 
has proved only partial. She posits an “ex-Wall (its remnants and consequences, its 
lines and projections, traces and stagings, in short: its inverse, imaginary status, like a 
photographic negative) that is still marking the city.” These residual marks of “former 
geometries can be both positive and pathological,” but to make that assessment and 
move beyond the presumption of a disappeared Wall, it is necessary to remain attentive 
to fragments within their historical context.38

Everyday Violence and Fragments of Cold War Hegemony

In a May 1990 letter, Rainer Hildebrandt wrote to the Friends of Keith Haring to 
try to solicit their support for fundraising efforts to preserve sections of the Wall—
especially the section that Haring had painted—but also to help fund the renovation of 
his museum. Keith Haring had died of AIDS in February and just three days after his 
death, Hildebrandt had written an odd letter addressed to Keith, in which he explained: 
“With your mural from Checkpoint Charlie to Kochstrasse, you managed—more than 
any other artist—to make the WALL [in all caps as ‘DIE MAUER’ in the German 
original] interesting and thus to make it known in its reality and as a wonder of the 
world (Weltwunder).”39 Perhaps because it has stayed so historically interesting, we too 
often remain in awe of the Berlin Wall. But that way of looking at the Wall extracts it 
from the scale of human action and denies the multiple layers of human complicity in 
its production and operation. By looking back at the Wall in the 1980s, it is possible 
to recognize how its destructive power depended not on pathological brutality but on 
everyday violence that only occasionally met the eye.
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In his book on watching the Iraq War that began in 2003, the visual cultural theorist 
Nicholas Mirzoeff examines a wonder of the ancient world as a means to investigate 
how people process images of war. He describes Babylon as a metaphor and a location. 
“Babylon is, then, a frame within which differing methodologies and histories can be 
productively thought alongside each other to generate knowledges that might be in 
that way different to the received disciplinary information that surrounds us.”40 To help 
make his point, he references an inscription placed by Nebuchadnezzar alongside the 
Ishtar Gate (an artifact held in the Pergamon Museum on Berlin’s Museum Island): 
“I magnificently adorned them with luxurious grandeur for all mankind to behold 
in awe.”41 Mirzoeff sees this action as being at the heart of imperial practice, the 
discrediting of looking closely, of interrogating what one sees.

At first glance, the very occasional moments of physical violence at the Wall may 
appear to have occurred as ruptures in the course of everyday life, taking place in 
circumscribed (physical and chronological) “spaces of violence” in which the regular 
rules of social communication are suspended.42 Even if those instances of violence 
may represent moments when words and speech failed, when the command “Stop!” 
was supplanted by the bullet fired at a would-be escapee, for example, any assessment 
of violence at the Wall demands much more than tracing out lines of culpability 
from individual border guards to some singular and iconic shoot-to-kill order.43 By 
investigating how stories and storytelling surround and facilitate those moments of 
violence, it becomes possible to move beyond a perspective that restricts violence to 
places in which words are no longer possible. Rather, the words we should recognize 
and decipher in the midst of these violent acts get disappeared into fantastic narratives.44 
By looking at the multilayered disappearance of the Berlin Wall, we can historically 
contextualize a process in which the hegemonic structures of the Cold War depended 
on the disappearance of Cold War violence.

The Wall (and ultimately its violence) could operate effectively only on the basis of 
becoming “normal”;45 and that process was never just an East German imposition. It 
depended on the ability of East and West Germans (both inside and outside Berlin) 
as well as Allied occupiers, and even tourists visiting the city to integrate the Wall 
into their everyday lives. For visitors to Berlin, the Wall formulated the “visual 
scenography of a state of emergency”46 that justified the sustained violence of the 
Cold War. But beneath that surface, people—and not just in Berlin—learned how to 
live with the Wall.

Gyanendra Pandey has recently proposed a new category—the “trifling”—within a 
catalogue of “unarchived histories” to be sought out in an ongoing effort to challenge 
the destructive hegemony of the imperial archive.47 On the one hand, that destructive 
authority disappeared the accounts it declared mad (irrational), operating in a classic 
Orientalizing mode to discount the human agency of anyone other than (Western) 
political actors. Pandey has adduced this new category in an effort to expand that 
postcolonial critique, in order to engage those persons and experience that, while 
acknowledged to have existed, are nonetheless still deemed historically insignificant. 
This “trifling” category of everyday life is, of course, hardly a new discovery. Since the 
1980s, German and American practitioners of everyday life history (Alltagsgeschichte) 
have fought off challengers deriding the historical insignificance of their investigations 
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into ordinary life, particularly in the “extraordinary” context of totalizing regimes.48 
Thinking about the Berlin Wall in these sorts of fragmentary everyday term may help 
us to notice how the impetus to build walls makes visible an underlying tolerance for 
violence that both comes before, and lingers after a wall is built.
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