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Abstract: This paper examines concepts of belonging and identity in East Berlin since the fall of the 

Berlin Wall through two phenomena: the East German as a “symbolic foreigner,” and the persistent 

cultural divide between East and west known as the “Wall in your head.” The author discusses these 

concepts with regard to the radical built space changes in the eastern half of Berlin since 1989, and 

reflects on their implications for the embodiment of nationality and national identity, and resulting cultural 

fragmentation in post-socialist countries. 

 

1. Introduction 

The title for this paper stems from the title of a German-language book “Aber jetzt ist überall 

Westen” by Hans Dieter Baroth [1994], a personal memoir recording his travels through the 

states of the former German Democratic Republic (GDR) during the time of transformation 

directly after the political upheaval of 1989 and the reunification of Germany in 1990. The book 

anecdotally characterizes the scope and scale of the changes taking place in the former East as 

it became assimilated as part of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG, i.e. former West 

Germany). As I will argue in this paper, this assimilation, combined with historical and path-

dependent developments during Germany’s division, have created an intractable situation with 

regard to questions of belonging, community, identity and memory, in particular for the (former) 

East Germans. Indeed, even the question of what to call the former citizens of the GDR in this 

paper presents a problem, as most of these persons still identify strongly with the identity forged 

through otherness (in relation to the FRG) and belonging in the GDR, despite the fact that their 

state no longer exists. The labelling (including self-labelling) of a person as an East German, an 

Ossi1, a former citizen of the GDR, or simply based on their state of residence (i.e. a Saxonian) 

can have significant political and personal ramifications. Questions of belonging and identity in 

reunified Germany are so persistent that they have recently been examined in under the 

concept of the “symbolic foreigner” [Pates & Schochow, 2013]. This paper reflects on these 

topics with regard to cultural identity in the “new German states” (i.e. the former GDR), and in 

particular post-Wall Berlin. 

 

2. The Symbolic Foreigner in Berlin 

In my recently-published dissertation, I examined symbolic changes to the eastern half of 

Berlin since the fall of the Wall, and their material consequences, in particular with regard to 

neighborhood development [Dellenbaugh, 2014a]. In this paper, I’d like to concentrate on the 
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 Pejorative slang for an East German. 



personal and cultural aspects of the sweeping changes to the symbolic and built aspects of the 

urban landscape of East Berlin. 

In this context, I would like to go into detail about the recent publication from Pates & 

Schochow [2013] mentioned in the introduction, which examines the development of the East 

German or Ossi as a symbolic foreigner, and reflect on the concept of the symbolic foreigner in 

the context of my own research on the built environment. The reunification of Germany had 

wide-ranging effects on the built environment. This was above all apparent in Berlin. Changes in 

the city included, rather broadly listed, removal (such as of the Lenin monument), replacement 

(such as of street names), delegitimization (of modernist architecture, specific buildings, and 

building types), and recontextualization (i.e. the revaluing of existing structures in a new 

context)2. The scope, speed and extent of these changes have led to two phenomena, the 

aforementioned “symbolic foreigner”, and the colloquial “Wall in your head” (Mauer im Kopf). 

However, to examine this, it is necessary to take a step back and discuss the historical 

background leading up to this situation. 

A metaphor that I commonly use for the Wall-era cultural situation in Berlin is that of a 

watershed. A watershed is a natural sciences term for the extent of land from which 

precipitation drains to a single river. The watershed is bounded by the highest point, usually the 

summit of a row of mountains, which is known as the watershed boundary. The concept of the 

watershed has been appropriated metaphorically for all sorts of arguments. In this paper, I’d like 

to consider the Berlin Wall as a cultural watershed boundary between the West, dominated by 

the cultural hegemony of the United States and capitalism, and the East, dominated by cultural 

hegemony of the USSR and socialism/communism. The period of division included significant 

appropriations of space for symbolic ends [Dellenbaugh, forthcoming], physical changes which 

fundamentally changed Berlin’s built fabric, inscribing the cultural ideology of the dominant 

power onto the physical structure of the urban landscape. Naturally, this was the case 

throughout Germany on both sides of the Wall, but nowhere more pronounced than in Berlin. 

Thus the situation that existed in 1989 was one of two halves of a city, each radically shaped by 

the dominant cultural power that had been in control of it for the last 40 years. 

When the Wall fell, East Germany and East Berlin were assimilated into West Germany and 

West Berlin, which meant that the cultural preferences, legal and economic systems that 

developed during 40 years’ division in the West were transferred to the East. Buildings that 

were constructed in one cultural context were now valued in another. Or, as quite succinctly put 

by a façade painting in Berlin’s central district, Mitte, “these buildings once stood in another 

country” (figure 1). 
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 For a detailed examination of these topics, please see [Dellenbaugh, 2013, 2014a, 2014b]. 



 

Figure 1. Facade of a tenement house in Brunnenstraße in the district Mitte. The text reads "This 

building once stood in another country." Source: author. 

 

The message on this façade highlights the concepts of territoriality, belonging, and 

citizenship brought up in the concept of the “symbolic foreigner.” As I argued in my dissertation, 

the intractability of the ideological differences between East and West Germany was one of the 

main reasons for the scope of the changes we see today – Clara-Zetkin-Straße is now 

Dorotheenstraße, the Palace of the Republic is demolished and in its place the city palace is 

currently being constructed. These are just two of the literally hundreds of changes to the built 

historiography of the city3. It’s understandable in light of the number of changes – around 150 

street name changes, significant quantities of new construction, urban renewal and 

gentrification in industrial-era housing stock – that the citizens of the former capital of the GDR 

(i.e. East Berlin) feel foreign in their own city, as it is forcibly transformed into the capital of the 

Federal Republic of Germany, complete with West German ideology and mythos. However, the 

conceptualization of the “symbolic foreigner” is not something that is only posited from outside, 

it is also actively propagated from within the East German mentality, as will be discussed in the 

following section. 

The second phenomena that exists in this context is the so-called “Wall in your head” 

(Mauer im Kopf), a rather accusatory phrase used to indicate that the person being spoken to 

still makes the mental division between East and West Germany. This phrase implies someone 

who is living in the past and seeing divisions where none exist. However, while it may be 
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politically correct to say that the GDR has ceased to exist, culturally it persists and lives on in 

memory and oral history. 

Indeed, there are still fundamental differences between the East and the West.4 Recent 

news coverage showed just how much 40 years’ division led to a differentiation of the two 

halves of the country, from name choices to demographics to infrastructure [“Mauerfall-Folgen: 

Das geteilte Land,” 2014]. One of the most illustrative examples of division from this coverage is 

a photo taken from space by Canadian astronaut Chris Hadfield, which shows the persistent 

and structurally-based division in nighttime Berlin; the line of the Berlin Wall is immediately clear 

simply based on the color of the street lamps used in the two sides of the city. As the 

development of street light infrastructure was clearly a post-war project, each side created an 

enduring physical, spatial and technological path dependence without even realizing it. This 

photo is emblematic of the persistent, path-dependent structural differences between the two 

halves of the formerly divided country and city which are borne now primarily in biographical 

histories. 

Seen in these terms, the “Wall in your head” can be understood as the persistence of 

personal identity based on long-term divergence and structural establishment. Simply put: the 

political division created by the Wall had significant influence on personal experience, but the 

reversal of the political situation did not automatically reverse personal and biographical 

experiences. When otherness can be identified based on first name, regional accent, how one 

tells time, or which children’s programming one watched on television growing up,5 then it’s 

clear that the feeling of otherness is one that persists beyond the so-called “overcoming” of the 

inner-German border. 

 

3. Language as othering and the embodiment of otherness 

As discussed in the previous two sections, language plays a key role in the process of 

othering, a term which can broadly be understood as the differentiation between two or more 

social or cultural groups. This process can be as simple as labelling two groups as “us” and 

“them,” or, in the case of Germany, Ossis (Easterners) and Wessis (Westerners). 

On the 20th anniversary of the fall of the wall in 2009, posters playing on the slogans of the 

Monday demonstrations in Leipzig appeared in Prenzlauer Berg in former East Berlin. The area 

is known for advanced gentrification, in particular through an alleged influx of affluent West 

German residents. Here, the original slogan from the 1989 demonstrations in Leipzig stating 

“we are the people,” which was later adapted by the Christian Democrats to push through their 

reunification plans to “we are one people,” was changed to “we are one people and you are a 

different one” (figure 2). 
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 Please see the 25-year Berlin Wall anniversary special here (http://www.zeit.de/feature/mauerfall-das-geteilte-land), 

which examines the persistent differences between the two halves of Germany in detail (in German). 
5
 These are typical examples of divergent East/West characteristics, immediately recognizable to the culturally-savvy. 

http://www.zeit.de/feature/mauerfall-das-geteilte-land


 

Figure 2. Berlin's reunification & linguistic othering practices. Source: as noted. 

 

The subscript Ostberlin (“East Berlin”) makes very clear the line that is being drawn here. 

These discourses thus link the “symbolic foreigner” of the East German with material 

disadvantage, Western appropriation of space, and neoliberal urban politics (often posed in 

counterpoint to socialist modes of city administration). 

Indeed, even with the sweeping changes that I’ve mentioned, the material, economic and 

cultural differences between the East and West are still very much present, even 25 years later 

[Bahrmann & Links, 2005; Keuper & Puchta, 2009; “Mauerfall-Folgen: Das geteilte Land,” 

2014]. The concept of the “Wall in our heads” highlights the intangibility of these differences. 

The division between East and West has, at least on paper, ceased to be a physical 

geographical reality, and has instead become a personal reality, embodied in persons who still 

experience the results of path dependence that might reach back to before their birth. 

 

4. Discussion & conclusion 

The physical changes to the city seek to present a unified face of a unified Berlin, and 

attempt to smooth over the radical differences between two countries with very different post-

war development trajectories. However, the reshaping of the city fabric and the moving of 

national borders shifts the embodiment of otherness from a geographical phenomenon to a 

personal one; foreignness is no longer a matter of passports but memories. Thus it seems clear 

that the wall is no longer a physical entity, but has now transformed into a barrier that exists 

only in our heads, and the Ossi is no longer a “real” foreigner, but only a symbolic one, culturally 

displaced in the same geographical location. 



Germany is however certainly not alone in its conflicted history; myriad examples of the 

radical rewriting of history throughout post-socialist space and political and cultural reorientation 

towards the West and Europe can be seen throughout Central and Eastern Europe and the 

Balkans [Young & Light, 2001]. These efforts don’t just serve a political end, they also strive “to 

foster cultural homogeneity within a new political unit” [Young & Light, 2001, p. 951], in the true 

sense of Benedict Anderson’s conceptualization of nations as “imagined communities” 

[Anderson, 2006]. The conflict, however, lies in the fact that the political agenda does not 

correspond to the personal and biographical realities of its citizens. So, while the dominant 

political power strives to reorient towards the West for obvious geopolitical and economic 

reasons, it thereby inevitably alienates a portion of its citizenry who feel historically 

disenfranchised and disinherited; “we are one people and you are a different one.” 

Germany presents an extreme example of this phenomenon, and affinity to a lost history is 

also certainly contingent on the person’s level and quality of involvement in the former system, 

and the direction of the experience (positive or negative). However, the biographical experience 

of a “lost” country cannot be completely erased, even when it was negative. Thus political 

attempts to foster cultural homogeneity through historical revision have, by and large, backfired, 

instead leading, in many cases, to alienation, societal fragmentation and right-wing extremism 

based on embodied forms of nationalism such as ethnicity, language or religion. 

Nationalism, especially as linked to territoriality, has played a critical role in the shaping of 

the modern world, as lucidly examined by Anderson’s pivotal work [2006]. However, the new 

post-Wall world order, combined with increased mobility and virtual networking through the 

internet, seem to be working against the once unifying forces of the nation-state that made 

collective action in its auspices possible throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. Deep rifts in 

historical and historiographical continuity are leading to a shift from territorial nationalism to new 

forms of the embodiment of national and in-group identity (for example ethnicity-based right-

wing nationalism), a societal trajectory that, with further increases in mobility, immigration and 

digital networking, will require careful attention in the near future. 
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