Martin Kettle watches Berlin come together

Natural Attraction

If the scale and complexity of the
Geman question can be under-
good in any one place, then that
place is Berlin. Higtory dings to
Berlin like mud to the boots.
There is nowhere in Europe
more congcious of its history.
Thereisnowhere more aware,
epeddly a present, of its
exigence, nat just at the centre
of feg-moving events, but
dw as a dty of symbol and
metaphor.

The breaching of the Berlin
Waell last November 9 exhi-
bited these qualities su-
premely. But as the Western
European socialist parties
met in February in the
Reichstag to debate their
relationsnip with the new
politicd forces of Eastern
Europe, the ghogts of the past
were ax];a'n loitering. This,
after all, was the building
from which Socid Democrats
proclamed the German Re-
public in 1918, a republic
which was to collapse into
fasciam as the Reichstag it-
«df was gutted by fire, and
later, by bomb.

From awindow, it was poss-
ible to look down on the rem-
nants of the Berlin Wall, now
ful of holes made
souvenir-hunting visitors, and
watch the disciplined queues
of East Berliners patiently
waiting to crossinto the west
by the Brandenburg Gate.
For some, that was symbol
enough. It tellsmany Western
observers al that they want
or need to know about the
German situation today. The
Ossis want out. The Wl is
down. Germany is reuniting
before our eyes. And, unde-
nigbly, that is part of the
truth.

In November, when the
Wadl first came down, the
characteristic response of
East Berliners was to get in
their cars, check out the
shopping districts of the
west, buy a few comforts for
Christmas and putter back to
the east. That happens much
less today. When they cross
over - and they do so intheir
hundreds - they cross for

keeps. East Germany is

litera I%/ ebbing away.
Yet i

complicated. Across the free-

fire  zone where Hitler's :
Chancdllery once stood, the
East Berlin government is :

you look behind the
Wiall, thereis something more %

erecting blocks of flats. Few
peoplein the east want to live
In them, partly because of
East Germany's poor build-
ing standards, but mostly
now because the pressure to
move west is so strong.

Weds Berliners, thou?h, have
begun to see these flats dif-
ferently. West Berlin's hous-
ing crisis has shaped and
pre-occupied the city's loca
government for two decades.
These flats will be in the
middle of a reunited Berlin,
within easy walking distance
of the Tiergarten and of
Unter den Linden.

In afew years' time, if and
when the centre of Berlin
can findly be cleared up,
this will be one of the best
places to live in Europe. If
Berlin is once again the Ger-
man capital and if, as Hans-
Dietrich Genscher has sug-
gested, it becomes an inter-
nationa city, home perhaps
of the European Parliament
and of various United Nations
bodies, those flats will be the
Park Lane of Berlin. With an
eye to the future, West Ber-
liners are looking east.

Eagt and Wes Berlinare such
obvioudy different places
that it is tempting to under-
estimate such continuing in-
terdependencies. At the end
of the 20th century, it is easy
to forget the extent of Ber-
li's and Germany's old
socialist past. And it Iseasier
till, right now, to overlook
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the extent of an emerging
socialist present.

Yet West and East Berlin
each now separately contain
the seeds of new politics. West
Berlin may have been the
frontline of the cold war, but
it has eways been prosperous
political territory for West
Germany's Socidl Democrats.
Ostpolitik began here and so,
more recently, did the leftist
aternative politics which
eventudly produced the Green
Party.

Today, after a period of
Chrigian Democret rulein the
80s, Wes Berlin is firmly
under the control of a
Socid Democrat-Green co-
alition headed by Walter
Momper, a man whose politi-
cal stock has rocketed since
November 9 to the extent that
many Social Democrats think
he snould have been chosen
to lead the party nationally.

My impression is that the
West Berliners' initial re-
sponse to the breach of the
Wl was surprisingly mixed,
back in November. They
were delighted on a human
level, of course, but theﬁ
were equally concerned bot
that the German Right would
exploit the event for national-
istic reasons and that East
Germanswould be too dazzled
by the consumerism of the
west to perceive its deeper
inequalities and problems.

Todag those feelings il
exist but they seem to have
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been moderated by closer
contact with East Berliners
and by the emerging course
of reformed East German
politics. Between them, these
devel opments have made the
reunification question far
less antagonistic than the
Wes Berliners feared when
they booed Chancellor Hd-

mut Kohl during his speech A
in the city just after the Wdl
came down.

Central to this reassurance
is the apparent strength of
the East German Socid
Democratic Party. An opi-
nion poll in East Germany at
the start of February showed
the SPD, a party then less
than four months old, on

‘The reunification question
is far less antagonistic than
West Berliners feared when
they booed Helmut Kohl dur-
ing his speech just after the
Wall came down.

course to win a comfortable
outright majority in the com-
ing March elections, with
the other parties nowhere.
Whether or not that poll is
precisely borneout by events,
the SPD seems to command
the instinctive loyaty of
East Berlinersand it islikely
that East Germany will there-
fore eect itsdf at least a
sociad  democrat-dominated
government this month to
oversee the transition into a
unified nation.

Observers of the East Ger-
man scene are quick to tell
you that there is one smple
reason for this prospect. The
SPD, being a new party, has
clean hands. And undoubtedly
this mere fact of not being
tarnished with the past is a
big factor in its popularity.

But East _I(IBerman_ _ci\fil
society is still surprisin
sociglt%/stic. Whetherpthat igs)z/i
legacy of the GDR or of some
earlier phase in the political
formation of the country, it
is recognisably the case that
East Germans, at least at this
stage of German history, re-
man as concerned with a
democratic and pluraist agen
daasthey do with the material-
ist agenda on which commen-
tators have concentrated.
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