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Motorized, Yes, but Maybe Not Biedermeier After All?

Despite its material and political success, the old Fed-
eral Republic of Germany (or, as custom is beginning to
label it more frequently, the Bonn Republic), always car-
ried the stigma of intellectual inferiority. Inspired in part
by the mutual animosity between the Christian Demo-
cratic governments of Konrad Adenauer and Ludwig Er-
hard, and prominent intellectuals such as Guenther Grass
(with whom Erhard, despite being an academic himself,
engaged in some nasty exchanges full of anti-intellectual
polemics), the common picture of the Bonn Republic, es-
pecially in its first two decades, was a state and society fo-
cused on material comfort and prosperity, generally un-
interested in the life of the mind or in critical thought.
This conclusion is summed up best by Erich Kaestner’s
dismissive description of the postwar age as “motorized
Biedermeier”

The reality beneath this characterization, however, is
rather more complex. There is always a certain irony
when intellectuals complain that the majority of soci-
ety does not listen closely enough to them. After all, is
it not part of the definition of an intellectual to be out-
side of the mainstream? As scholars turn their attention

to many heretofore underappreciated aspects of postwar
history, a more nuanced picture of postwar intellectual
life is emerging, where political stability and intellectual
ferment interacted with each other, eventually leading to
the social and cultural upheaval of the 1960s.[1]

Jan-Werner Mueller, whose own work on postwar
German intellectuals has earned great praise, deserves
even more for editing this collection of essays on West
German political thought. Although the volume’s pur-
pose is not to defend the Federal Republic’s intellectual
reputation per se, the various essays should help readers
understand how much was going on beneath the placid
surface of the economic miracle. As West German intel-
lectuals wrestled with the implications of recent history,
they built a foundation for the future development of a
democratic German political culture.

The essays in this eclectic collection, which had its
origins in a conference held at New York University, of-
fer several fascinating insights on West German polit-
ical thought from the rubble years through the immi-
gration debates of the present day. The topics range
from the very specific (such as John McCormick’s analy-
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sis of Habermas’s conception of the Sozialstaat or Rainer
Forst’s discussion of the concepts of cultural toleration
embodied in the Federal Constitutional Court’s “cruci-
fix judgment” of 1995) to broader meditations on larger
intellectual trends (such as Anson Rabinbach’s discus-
sion of the humanism and guilt within the Geisteswis-
senschaften or Alfons Soeller’s analysis of the impact of
remigres on West German political thought). The eleven
contributions are divided into four sections: the immedi-
ate postwar years; the legacies of 1968; the transforma-
tion of German conservatism; and the issue of multicul-
turalism in the 1990s. As with any collection, the variety
of the topics and perspectives offers a real challenge to
the reviewer, and any evaluation will include a bit of sub-
jectivity, but I would like to offer a few observations from
the perspective of a specialist in West German politics.

Most importantly, the essays as a whole certainly
should remind readers of how much the reconstruction of
German intellectual life was shaped by the political and
historical realities of the Nazi years and the Cold War. In-
tellectual life could not develop in a vacuum, and it was in
dialogue with events that German intellectuals struggled
to find ways to reconnect with earlier traditions across
the abyss presented by National Socialism. One of the
ways they did this in the late 1940s, according to Anson
Rabinbach’s essay, was by paring away the extremes of
left and right from intellectual life, and using a vocabu-
lary that “was decidedly unpolitical and heavily weighted
toward moral and theological concepts,” relying on key-
words such as “guilt, spirit, Europe, and humanism” (pp.
29 and 37). Rabinbach’s work, focusing on influential
journals such as Merkur, where discussions centered on
the need to restore the “European spirit” and to strug-
gle against the “nihilism” represented by National Social-
ism (p. 34), also points out how much these attitudes
were common on both sides of the developing Iron Cur-
tain, an insight which should encourage further compar-
ative studies of intellectual life in the two Germanys. The
emerging Cold War, however, deepened the split within
Germany both intellectually and politically, as those in-
tellectuals who embraced the concept of the Abendland
considered it a way to push German rehabilitation by en-
couraging identification with the West. As Alfons Soeller
notes, analyzing the work of a pioneer of German politi-
cal science, Arnold Bergstraesser, “as long as a prominent
place in the Occidental culture was reserved to the Ger-
man tradition, represented by Herder, Goethe, and Hof-
mannsthal, an influential place in the Western world was
secured for that part of Germany that laid claim to this
tradition” (p. 54).

The connection between German intellectual life and
the Cold War, however, would also mean that the criti-
cal perspectives on the latter would lead to critical reap-
praisals of the entire postwar intellectual tradition. This
was of course clear in the actions of the student protesters
of 1968, but was also true of the representatives of the
post-reunification New Right, whose criticism of the Fed-
eral Republic’s ties to the West and (ultimately failed) at-
tempts to redefine German conservatism followed close
on the heels of reunification. The difficulties of both
the 68ers and the New Right in transcending familiar
habits of thought indicates the broad significance of
Westbindung as a founding principle of the Bonn Repub-
lic. As it happens, both the ideology of 1968 and the rise
and fall of the New Right are the subjects of essays by
Mueller himself (though he modestly avers in the fore-
word that the inclusion of two of his own essays was due
to a contributor’s withdrawal from the collection rather
than editorial hubris), which reflects both the breadth of
his own interests and the broad ambitions of the collec-
tion.

The desire to transcend the Nazi past and recon-
nect with earlier traditions also had some ironic conse-
quences, which the essays identify in unusual ways. On
the one hand, the rejection of the kind of mystical nation-
alism that had inspired proto-Nazi thinkers encouraged
a reconfiguration of German conservatism in the 1960s.
As Dirk van Laak argues, this new conservatism showed
a “total absence of metaphysical legitimation,” and moved
toward a technocratic defense of a secular domestic or-
der. These conservatives took their cue from the success
of Adenauer and Erhard’s model of managed capitalism
and an avoidance of class conflict, which would be em-
phasized by Helmut Schelsky’s characterization of the
Federal Republic as a “leveled middle-class society” (pp.
151-3). This technocratic conservatism would eventually
overwhelm the humanistic “metaphysics” which Rabin-
bach and Soeller identified as constitutive of conservative
thought in the immediate postwar years, surely an un-
intended (if perhaps unavoidable) consequence of West-
bindung.

Dagmar Herzog’s discussion of the “body politics” of
1968 reveals an even juicier irony, pointing out how the
sexual conservatism of the 1950s, against which so many
68ers were rebelling, was not necessarily the continua-
tion of long traditions, or even (pace Wilhelm Reich) a
product of Nazi sexual repression. Rather, Herzog argues
that this “redomestication of sex ... was bound up with
a complex reaction against Nazism-and its defeat” (em-
phasis in original, p. 112). It was a reaction against the
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real and perceived sexual license of the Nazi years, where
natalist ideology had celebrated certain forms of sexual
expression and the SS had actually reveled in their rejec-
tion of narrow Christian morality. In some cases, Her-
zog concludes, such repression reflected the parent gen-
eration’s attempt to suppress their own personal histo-
ries. Apparently, the German generation gap was based
not only on the inability of parents and children to un-
derstand each other, but also on their misunderstanding
of the roots of their misunderstanding. Herzog’s analy-
sis recasts the generational conflict of the 1960s and the
attendant discourses about sex, Fascism, and repression
that accompanied it, which should challenge many of the
comfortable assumptions that shape each side of this con-
flict.

For all the collection’s intellectual richness, its only
notable weakness is the ambivalent treatment of the con-
nection between political thought and “real existing” pol-
itics. Despite Mueller’s introductory comments that the
essays would avoid “a pure Geistesgeschichte, the kind of
disembodied history of thought so familiar from the con-
servative German historiographical tradition” (p. 12), a
few of the essays do indeed focus on specific intellectu-
als and their internecine debates, with little clear discus-
sion of the political developments in the era. More sig-
nificantly, even where the essays to address the intersec-
tion of ideology and politics, the collection does not in-
clude any analyses of the politically most influential ide-
ologies of the immediate postwar period, either Christian
Democracy or Social Democracy. Their existence is taken
as given, and other movements are contrasted with them
within individual essays, but one wishes that Mueller had
cast the net for the conference and the volume a bit wider.
As Dagmar Herzog showed in her discussions of the sex-
ual revolution, re-examining the supposedly familiar can

often yield rich rewards. Jerry Z. Muller’s dissection of
neo-conservatism after 1968, like van Laak’s discussion
of technocratic conservatism, for example, make refer-
ence to the dominant center-right ideology of the CDU,
but neither author explicitly tries to determine the intel-
lectual pedigree or the larger implications of Christian
Democracy as a pro-Western transnational alternative to
nationalism or traditional German conservatism. Julia
Angster’s excellent discussion of the Westernization of
the postwar West German labor movement offers a no-
table exception to this criticism, as she details how West
German unions learned from the American model of the
AFL to move toward the political center, even as they
resisted complete Americanization, a development that
paralleled the transformation of the postwar SPD. Ang-
ster’s work relates the organizational politics of labor to
larger discourses of Westernization and Americanization
in ways that should inspire other authors to attempt sim-
ilar analyses of other groups within the Bonn Republic.

Even this limited criticism, however, reflects less dis-
satisfaction with the collection at hand as much as a de-
sire to see more work in this vein on a wider variety sub-
jects. As scholars and students try to understand the in-
tersections between intellectual and political life in the
Bonn Republic, there is much that we still need to learn.
Those who want to learn how to pursue further analyses
of that intersection would do well to start by reading this
book.

Note

[1]. A very valuable recent collection that also dis-
cusses the cultural and intellectual history of the Bonn
Republic is Hanna Schissler, ed. The Miracle Years: A
Cultural History of West Germany, 1949-1968 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2001).
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