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―Mehr Sozialgeschichte Wagen‖: Comment on ―Turning to the 

Atlantic: the Federal Republic‘s Ideological Reorientation 1945–

1970,‖ By Anselm Doering-Manteuffel 

CHARLES S. MAIER 

I 

Anselm Doering-Manteuffel‘s essay poses an important question: When did the Federal 

Republic of Germany (FRG) become a democracy—that is, not just a formal democracy 

with a constitution and human rights inscribed in its Basic Law, but a democracy in spirit, 

with citizens who internalized democratic convictions and sentiments? It is clear that 

West Germany did not have much choice in the late 1940s but to adopt democratic forms. 

The disastrous defeat of 1945 and the subjection to Allied occupation (as well as the 

democratic convictions of many Germans hitherto forced into silence at home or by 

emigration abroad) meant that West Germany would at least initially adopt a liberal 

regime. But this institutional option could not immediately convert ―hearts and minds.‖ 

When they praise the Federal Republic as a democratic society today, observers mean 

that its citizens really believe in democracy. Doering-Manteuffel rightly understands that 

this inner conviction necessarily grew more slowly and proposes that it is a product of the 

second decade after the war, not the first. That is, he suggests that inner democratization 

was achieved not under the Occupation and the first five years of the FRG, but from the 

mid 1950s to mid-1960s. I believe he is correct. His chronology, moreover, has important 

historiographical implications. As he suggests, it implies that the democratic 

consciousness of the early 1950s had not advanced much beyond that of the late Weimar 

Republic. Nineteen forty-five‘s ―Stunde Null‖ fades in importance as an internal German 

development, although, of course, it remains the precondition for later democratization. 

In these respects, this essay asks an important question and provides the right answer. 
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To what agents does Doering-Manteuffel ascribe this democratic transformation? He 

focuses on two sources of change: first, on the changes within the main political parties 

of the FRG; second, on the interaction among key elites within German and American 

society, that is, to the links of intellectuals and trade unionists with such groups as the 

Congress for Cultural Freedom (CCF). Underlying both, however, is a growing 

acceptance across the German political spectrum of ―consensus liberalism,‖ that is, on the 

muting of ideological confrontation on behalf of a broad political tolerance. 

Doering-Manteuffel‘s paper stresses the German contribution to this transatlantic 

democratic dialog, including ―the revival of older German traditions,‖ sometimes against 

the wishes of the Allies; it especially cites the social market economy and the tradition of 

welfare capitalism that it drew upon. This was less dependent on the British model 

adumbrated in the Beveridge Plan and more upon German initiatives from Bismarck 

onward. Insofar as ―Westernization‖ played an important role, Doering-Manteuffel 

argues, its decisive impact made itself felt only over the long period extending into the 

1960s. I agree that the German traditions deserve emphasis. Federalism, after all, had as 

long and weighty a political tradition in Germany as in the United States: The 

Herrenchiemsee drafters and the American occupying authorities shared the same ideas 

about restoring the role of state and local government. We know that such socioeconomic 

concepts as the Ordoliberalismus important in Ludwig Erhard‘s circle drew on peculiar 

German roots and not Anglo-American economic traditions. Indeed, the argument could 

be pushed further: Insofar as American economic ideas included a reformist thrust, some 

of the impetus derived from the early exposure of reformers, such as Richard Ely or 

Charles Beard, to German welfarist and good-government concepts in the 1880s and 

1890s.
1
 So too British and German reformers exerted a mutual impact in the late 

nineteenth century: One need recall only Eduard Bernstein‘s discovery of the Fabians or 

William Dawson‘s description of municipal and welfare institutions in Germany. 

Protestant reform and social work also was a common product. There was indeed a rich 

tradition of shared social reform. 

Examining the political parties, Doering-Manteuffel attributes particular importance 

to the Grand Coalition from 1966 to 1969. These years of political cooperation would not 

have been possible unless 
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the large parties had moved away from their early confrontational stance. In the first 

elections of the Federal Republic both parties employed the language of class struggle: 

The SPD accused the CDU of being a narrow Bürgerblock that wanted a defense of 

property and a simple restoration, and the CDU proposed that the members of the SPD 

were Marxist cousins of the communists who threatened the social order. By the late 

1950s the SPD was ready to adopt its Godesberg Program, bidding farewell to long 

enshrined notions of collectivization. A new group of pragmatic leaders—Ernst Reuter, 

the mayor of Berlin, and his protégé Willy Brandt, among others—were leading the party 

out of this obvious dead end. Within the CDU a new cadre, including Ludwig Erhard and, 

later, Gerhard Stoltenberg, Kai-Uwe von Hassel, and Richard von Weizsäcker, called for 

sachliche Politik (practical politics). This farewell to confrontation in both parties, 

Doering-Manteuffel suggests, culminated during the period of the Grand Coalition, which 

necessarily forced enough agreement on basic principles to confirm consensus liberalism. 

Where did the new pragmatism originate? The author points to the growing 

interaction among key German and American elites, which strikes me as plausible, 

although I am uncertain whether the intellectuals of the CCF played so crucial a role. It is 

hard to believe that such sophisticated thinkers as Daniel Bell or Edward Shils and others, 

important though their ideas were, would have had so catalytic an effect on 

democratization. In any case, to cite these intellectuals‘ roles demonstrates how difficult 

it becomes to distinguish between the networks of civil society and the impact of high 

politics. For the ideas of CCF adherents were in many ways a by-product of the Cold 

War. The search for pluralism, the effort to back away from ideological thinking, 

reflected the Soviet-American confrontation as well as many of their earlier brushes with 

radicalism in the 1930s. And the public diffusion of their concepts through magazines 

such as Der Monat and the many conferences that took place depended on financing 

through the Ford Foundation, whose leadership had virtually enlisted as a government 

auxiliary in the Cold War, and on secret sources from the CIA. 

I would suggest that from World War II through the 1960s American ideological 

production represented a symbiotic effort on the part of public and private sources. 

American hegemony, in effect, conscripted the intellectuals, many of whom dropped their 

traditional 
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critical stance toward the state, such that it remains difficult to distinguish between 

official and civic mobilization. Shepard Stone is a good example of the tireless 

intellectual organizer who deployed private and public resources alike to strengthen 

German democracy and its containment of both Left and Right. The totalitarian threat 

first of Nazism and then of Soviet Communism encouraged a fusion of private and public 

ideology in the West as well. The story thus requires us to think about the interaction of 

foreign policy and domestic policy, and of state and society, a bit more fluidly than 

Doering-Manteuffel allows. 

II 

Doering-Manteuffel‘s focus on parties also gives too short a shrift, I believe, to other key 

developments: some political or judicial, although not in the realm of party politics, and 

many societal. Let me cite some of the political and judicial events that I believe played a 

key role precisely in the decade that the author identifies as crucial. One was the 1963 

Spiegel Affair, which signaled that editors and the public would not tolerate high-handed 

moves against the press, even in the name of national security. Others included the 

protracted Auschwitz and Maidanek trials, which meant that Germans themselves were 

seriously investigating and prosecuting war criminals. Moreover, in a rather 

unprecedented break, parliament did not invoke the usual statutes of limitation 

(Verjährung) to avoid this confrontation with the past. The inner democratization that 

Doering-Manteuffel seeks to describe required a serious confrontation with the past on 

the part of Germans themselves, and although much resistance to such scrutiny 

continued, the trials of the 1960s represented a major step forward. 

More generally, I would have preferred greater emphasis on the contemporary social 

transformations within the Federal Republic. The author acknowledges that political 

change went apace with ―structural‖ factors, among which he cites ―economic prosperity 

and effective social security as well as an unmistakable trend to a service—and leisure—

oriented society.‖ I would encourage a more detailed look at some of these trends: The 

spread of television, of automobile ownership, vacation travel, and the expansion of 

higher education and student exchanges. Despite the Wirtschaftswunder, 
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these were really developments of the 1960s, which certainly fits Doering-Manteuffel‘s 

chronology. Democratic society is mass society, and for perhaps the first time in its 

history Germany was becoming a mass society in the modern sense, not just a society 

where masses were created by political mobilization. 

III 

However, as the author recognizes, taking note of these developments requires the 

historian to place the Federal Republic within a broader framework. Germany had a 

particular democratic ―deficit‖ to overcome, but it did so by participation in trends that 

gripped most Western societies. Some were political: The role of parties changed 

throughout the Western world. The end of ideology was not just a German phenomenon. 

Otto Kirchheimer discussed the decline of principled opposition on the part of the SPD 

within the context of the growth of catch-all parties in most advanced industrial 

societies.
2
 The accumulation of wealth in the 1950s; the massive growth of university 

enrollments; the possibilities for individual fulfillment represented first by youth‘s motor 

scooters then by family cars and travel to vacation beaches; the profound changes in for-

mal religious organization— above all, the revolution within Roman Catholicism that we 

associate with Pope John XXIII; the beginnings of a more open approach to sexuality; the 

conviction that society must become more representative—all these were common devel-

opments in the West. Italy, too, was undergoing a similar efflorescence, and the phrases it 

generated, ―La dolce vita‖ and the ―apertura a sinistra‖ or ―opening to the Left,‖ indicate 

different aspects of the transformation. 

Throughout the Western world, in effect, political aspirations tended to change. It was 

as if the 1950s had required a vast investment in collective discipline: The men and 

women of that decade needed to reconstruct societies physically and thus work to accu-

mulate national capital; they needed to draw sharp political and military lines against the 

new threat of Soviet Russia; and they tended to reinforce traditional morality and family 

structure after the war had blurred gender roles as women entered the work force and 

headed families in difficult circumstances. Nonetheless, after a decade of such intense 

sociopsychical and political effort, there was a 
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reaction to such collective effort: less discipline, a partial shift from heroic accumulation 

to private consumption or social spending, and less Cold War Abgrenzung and more 

inclusiveness. In foreign policy the shift from Hallstein Doctrine to Ostpolitik was a 

salient political example of such changed priorities. 

These changes helped to democratize Germany, but not just Germany. In the United 

States they helped to advance democracy in the major area of civic life where democracy 

had been excluded, that is, race relations. In Italy they undermined the close connection 

between the Catholic Church and the Christian Democratic Party and legitimated 

working-class participation in government. In England they slowly began the process of 

weakening class hierarchies maintained by Oxbridge education and family lineage. In 

France they helped ensure that the new constitutional regime of the Fifth Republic did not 

become simply reactionary but rather a broader expression of social aspirations. Germany 

began its democratic transition from a different starting point, to be sure, but responded to 

many of the same forces that gripped all Western societies. The world transformed itself 

in the latter 1960s; it spun, so to speak, from a tight sociopolitical orbit into a larger one. 

With the subsequent impact of globalization, it is still slipping. The merit of this essay is 

to show us that the transitions of the 1960s may be less postwar history than a prelude to 

postmodern history. 

IV 

In conclusion, I would like to raise a difficult question that arises from the issues that this 

essay so usefully discusses, namely, how do we test the democratization that Doering-

Manteuffel seeks to explain, that is, ―inner‖ democratization or the democratization of 

―hearts and minds‖? As its essential quality, the author seems to posit a concept of 

reconciliation, that is, the willingness to reach across the party divide and seek common 

ground. This is the meaning of ―consensus liberalism;‖ it was the change that took place, 

as he describes it, in both major parties during the late 1950s and 1960s; it was the sine 

qua non of the Grand Coalition. And, so he states, it remains today the prerequisite for 

incorporating the former East Germany into the enlarged Federal Republic. I agree with 

him: If democracy involves reconciliation, then anathematizing the PDS is 
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probably counterproductive. (Of course reconciliation has its limits: I cannot imagine that 

the author would have wanted to tolerate a revived Nazi Party after 1945.) Nevertheless, 

reconciliation is important.
3
 

However, I would propose that mobilization also is important. Modern democracies 

are tested at times in the streets or by other major acts of participation, such as marches or 

fundamental electoral campaigns. Democracy does not require, and indeed cannot 

sustain, continuous mass demonstrations, but it does sometimes build on the willingness 

to confront power directly. The American civil rights movement, the German 

Lichterketten against neo-Nazi violence several years ago, and the East Germans‘ earlier 

demonstrations in Leipzig are testimonies of democratization. But just as reconciliation 

can in theory go too far, so open political contention also can become problematic: Were 

the student demonstrations of the late 1960s always a testimony to democratization? It is 

true, I believe, that more democratic societies can result from uncomfortable public 

conflict, but so too can more intolerant ones. Indeed, mobilization and reconciliation, and 

contention and tolerance, can work at cross purposes in a modern democracy. 

Nonetheless, mature democracies probably have to experience both. At the end, Doering-

Manteuffel‘s essay challenges us to think about what exactly constitutes democratization. 

This is not primarily a historical question, but we can answer it only with reference to 

history. This essay prods that inquiry. 
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