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New Research Topics at the GHI 

 
“Kurt Georg Kiesinger, 1904–1988: A Political Biography.” 
 
West Germany‘s third chancellor has received scant attention in contemporary historical 

literature. Some observers have even called Kurt Georg Kiesinger, who held the 

chancellorship from 1966 to 1969, the ―forgotten chancellor.‖ In a public opinion poll 

that was conducted several years ago, most western and eastern Germans either could not 

remember Kiesinger‘s name or even mistook the former chancellor for a former U.S. 

secretary of state. Moreover, historical interest in the Grand Coalition government 

between the Christian Democratic Party (CDU) and the Social Democratic Party (SPD), 

which Kiesinger headed, has never been strong. The two major political parties have 

tended to ignore their role in what was, after all, a limited and seemingly not very 

successful experiment. Therefore, it is not surprising that a comprehensive scholarly 

biography of Kiesinger has yet to be written. 

Born in 1904, Kiesinger was a member of that ―lost generation‖ whose life and 

career mirrored the extreme developments in Germany‘s twentieth-century history. As 

with every chancellor before Helmut Kohl, Kiesinger‘s role during the years between 

1933 and 1945 was of enormous political significance for his postwar career, especially 

after he had been nominated for the chancellorship in 1966. That he was the only 

chancellor to have been a member of the Nazi Party is the first thing most people recall 

about him. Although the basic facts of Kiesinger‘s biography during the Third Reich are 

well known, it is still necessary to revisit the details of this period of his life. His 

somewhat mysterious decision to enter the party after Hitler had 
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come to power, his disenchantment with Nazi ideology after 1933, his refusal to exploit 

the many career opportunities that the Third Reich offered young German academics, and 

his work in the Foreign Office after 1940 should all be looked at carefully. The years 

between 1933 and 1945 yield important clues to Kiesinger‘s character and, to a certain 

degree, define his political career after 1945. More important, Kiesinger‘s biography is an 

instructive example of how postwar German politics was shaped by collective and 

individual efforts to deal with the Nazi Past. Vergangenheitspolitik, in its West German 

and East German variations, will serve as an important leitmotif in the planned Kiesinger 

biography. 

Whereas the controversies surrounding Kiesinger‘s past did not subside until he left 

office, his postwar career reflects some of the most positive developments in German 

history after World War II. Kiesinger was not among the men and women of the ―first 

hour‖ in 1945–6, but soon after he had been fully exonerated by the denazification 

authorities, he joined the CDU and became a leading member of the newly elected 

Bundestag. Kiesinger played a central role in shaping the rules and institutions of the new 

parliament, and he made substantial contributions to the laws governing Germany‘s 

constitutional court, the Bundesverfassungsgericht. As chair of the foreign affairs 

committee he served as one of Chancellor Konrad Adenauer‘s parliamentary foremen and 

helped defend the policy of integrating the Federal Republic into transatlantic and 

European institutions. 

Passed over on several occasions for important cabinet and other posts, Kiesinger 

returned to his home state of BadenWürttemberg, where he served as minister president 

from 1958 to 1966. During his years in Stuttgart, which many judge to be the most 

successful part of his political career, he helped modernize what had historically been an 

economically backward province. Furthermore, Kiesinger was one of the leaders of the 

movement to expand Germany‘s university system during the 1960s. Between 1947 and 

1966 Kiesinger became a staunch 
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democrat, an eloquent defender of Germany‘s integration into the West, a committed 

European, and a conservative modernizer. His career embodied the shifting ideological 

and cultural outlook of the Federal Republic. The theme of Westernization therefore 

provides a second leitmotif for this study. 

Historians are turning their attention toward the late 1960s as more primary source 

material becomes available. The Grand Coalition succeeded in passing important and 

lasting legislation, such as the reform of the penal code, the emergency legislation and tax 

reform, a reform of Germany‘s pension system, and laws providing new economic policy 

tools to the federal government, among others. In addition, the years of the Grand 

Coalition saw the culmination of the student movement in West Germany. Kiesinger‘s 

reactions (and those of his colleagues) to the unrest of the late 1960s provide fascinating 

insights into a surprisingly well-meaning ―establishment.‖ Furthermore, the years of the 

Grand Coalition witnessed an important transition in German foreign policy and inter-

German relations. Kiesinger and Willy Brandt rebuilt the seriously deteriorated relations 

between West Germany and its two closest allies, France and the United States. They also 

started a new German Ostpolitik, which would pave the way to the successful 

arrangements with Eastern Europe in the early 1970s. Kiesinger‘s tenure as chancellor 

provides a third central theme to the book. 

In recent years the writing of contemporary German history has seen a remarkable 

renaissance in the genre of political biography. The best recent biographies have 

successfully steered away from the traditional- albeit frequently unjustly criticized— 

―great men image‖ of historical biography. By using a single person as a focal point to 

reflect fundamental developments in postwar German history, recent studies have con-

vincingly demonstrated the validity and importance of the biographical approach. 

Kiesinger seems to be particularly well suited to address some of the larger issues in 

twentieth-century German history. To many the late chancellor was a symbol of the 

legacies of the Third Reich; yet Kiesinger‘s remarkable 
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political career after 1945 underscores the discontinuous elements as well. To a certain 

degree Kiesinger represents the highly ambivalent and complicated transformation of 

West German political culture that took place during the Cold War. Kiesinger not only 

was a consummate representative of Germany‘s new foreign policy, but he also was a 

promoter of domestic modernization. 

The biographical approach might help us to discover connections with the seemingly 

unconnected realms of politics that structural, institutional, or social history might not 

bring out as clearly. His education policy, for example, was in part motivated by a belief, 

shared by many of his contemporaries, that German universities were falling behind their 

American counterparts. Furthermore, Kiesinger considered himself to be a European and 

a member of an emerging transatlantic elite. But he also was a person with strong 

regional and national roots, integrating a diverse set of identities that seems to have 

become the norm in this age of globalization. Thus, a Kiesinger biography might not only 

fill a ―gap‖ in the existing literature, but it also might address major historical issues. I 

welcome any suggestions or criticisms with respect to the larger historiographical and 

methodological questions involved in this study of Kiesinger‘s life and times. 

 

Philipp Gassert 


