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On a fact-finding tour of the Eastern Bloc in 1954, the British Labour
MP Desmond Donnelly had a two-hour long meeting with Otto
Grotewohl in his capacity as head of the GDR government. The East
German Minister President made a broadly positive impression on
Donnelly, who noted: ‘In manner he [Grotewohl] was a mild person.
His immaculate dove-grey suit, dove-grey shoes and rimless specta-
cles made him look like a prosperous American.’ The substance of
the discussion, in Donnelly’s view, was also punctuated by some
encouraging aspects, in particular, Grotewohl’s readiness to express
‘outright a sense of remorse’ for the war—a sentiment conspicuous
by its absence during the MP’s recent visit to Bonn.1

In his articles for the British press and the books he subsequently
published, Donnelly appeared unaware of Grotewohl’s political past
as a Social Democrat; he was merely described as the ‘communist
head of state’. The leitmotiv of Dierk Hoffmann’s long and learned
biography is precisely this—how a Social Democrat could so com-
pletely shed his past political skin, adopting the Habitus of a leading
Ger man communist. Perhaps the most convincing answer, more
implicit than explicit in much of this mighty tome, is symbolized by
the ‘dove-grey suit’: the trappings of prestige and privilege exercised
an irresistible attraction on Grotewohl, even when they came without
actual power.

The Rise and Rise of a Professional Politician

Otto Grotewohl was born in Brunswick on 11 March 1894, where he
grew up during the later stages of the Kaiserreich. His father was an
unskilled worker and a trader (of some unspecified sort), his mother
a dressmaker. Professionally, he trained as a book printer, but almost
immediately changed his career path to work as a clerk in the insur-
ance business. It was here that Grotewohl first honed his talent as an
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administrator that served him well as an SPD functionary and a
politician. On the outbreak of war Grotewohl was called up, serving
on the Eastern Front from May 1915 until the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk
allowed him to be redeployed to the Western Front in March 1918.
He was injured twice and his personal accounts of military service
were without bravado, noting his unsuitability as a conscript.

When the SPD split over participation in the war in early 1917,
Brunswick was one of only six party districts to go over in their
majority to the newly founded Independents (USPD) in what was a
highly acrimonious rupture at local level. Grotewohl joined the local-
ly dominant wing of the now divided workers’ movement, but not
until his return home at Christmas 1918. He was too late to have
played a part in the Workers’ and Soldiers’ Councils and their radi-
calism. Although the moderate (Sepp) Oerter wing of the USPD and
its support for parliamentary democracy over a Soviet-inspired coun-
cil system asserted itself in regional elections at the end 1918,
Brunswick during the November Revolution had been a Spartacist
stronghold and the Left USPD remained influential until the party
split over the question of joining the Communist International.

As we will see below, Grotewohl’s refusal to accept Moscow’s
domination of German communism in 1920 receives only a few pages
in a book marked by its readiness to deviate far from the immediate
role of its biographical subject. Careerism is implicit in his reasons for
remaining in the Rump USPD, which subsequently returned to the
reunited SPD in October 1922, following the reign of right-wing ter-
ror against those accepting the Versailles Treaty in the evaporating
centre ground and on the communist left. This decision was broadly
typical of more senior party officials, and the ambitious Grotewohl
was certainly no exception. He entered the Brunswick Diet (Landtag)
in 1920, where he specialized in finance and social insurance policy.
The following year, aged only 27, he took up his first ministerial port-
folio as Minister for Education. Grotewohl had been talent-spotted
by Sepp Oerter, the then USPD Minister President and later Nazi
Party member, on account of his abilities as an apparatchik and a pub-
lic speaker. In 1923 he replaced Ewald Vogtherr, the SPD Minister of
the Interior who had died in office. Although remaining primarily a
regional political player (despite Hoffmann’s attempts to inflate his
subject’s importance), Grotewohl was elected to the Reichstag in 1925
and might well, had it not been for the Nazi ‘seizure of power’ in
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1933, have continued his political ascent and made a mark at nation-
al level.

During the Third Reich Grotewohl was little involved in politics
let alone resistance. Yet he was purged from a civil service position
in insurance which had previously supplemented his income. In con-
nection with what were presumably trumped up accusations of cor-
ruption, he was harassed and arrested on a number of occasions.
Grotewohl owed his ability to provide for his family to the solidarity
of party colleagues and friends who found work for him, including
selling kitchen appliances.

After moving to Berlin during the war, Grotewohl emerged in the
summer of 1945 as one of three leading figures in the SPD’s central
committee (Zentralausschuß) in the Soviet Zone of Occupation (SBZ).
Initially, he won public acclaim for his criticisms of Stalinist policy in
Germany. But by the end of 1945 at the latest he had abandoned all
of his previous reservations in a departure drawing the wrath of Büro
Schumacher in the West and the SPD leadership in exile. Most
famously, Grotewohl helped give a veneer of consent to the forced
merger (Zwangsvereinigung) between the SPD in the Soviet Zone and
the KPD, becoming the co-chairman, with Wilhelm Pieck, of the so-
called Socialist Unity Party (SED) at the ‘unification’ congress on 21
April 1946.

The promised parity in the new party’s leadership was soon aban-
doned and, in the campaign against Sozialdemokratismus, which
reached its high point in 1948, Grotewohl not only failed to defend
his former party comrades but put himself at the head of the move-
ment. By 1953, only Grotewohl and Friedrich Ebert (son of the first
Social Democratic President of the Weimar Republic) were left in the
upper echelons of the SED leadership. Even the persecution of per-
sonal friends—most notably Erich Gniffke who had done so much to
help Grotewohl survive the Third Reich—inspired no loyalty.

At a meeting of regional party officials in 1948, Grotewohl con-
ceded communism’s refusal to permit principled opposition by stat-
ing: ‘We are all sitting on a train and must drive it together; otherwise
we will be thrown off’ (p. 658). Clearly the former Social Democrat
had no intention of getting off the train to ‘socialism’, even if this
meant a scorched-earth policy of burning down its democratic con-
tent. During the power struggles in the SED, most notably following
the anti-communist rising of June 1953 and again in 1958, Grotewohl
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kept his head down, conforming to the policies of the dominant lead-
ership group under Walter Ulbricht. Hoffmann concludes that Grote -
wohl opposed even limited de-Stalinization because he had become
an ‘ardent admirer’ of Stalin and the Soviet system (p. 661).

In domestic politics, Grotewohl played a part in ‘constructing
socialism’ by introducing the Five Year Plan and the drive for heavy
industry, which ultimately required Soviet financial support as well
as imported coal to turn the wheels of the East German economy. In
foreign affairs, he was willingly used as a vehicle with which to pro -
ject Moscow’s German policy on to West German politicians and the
public—notably opposition to Adenauer’s (and Schumacher’s) inte-
gration with the West and rearmament within NATO—and to head
East German delegations to the ‘non-socialist abroad’, including a
series of state visits to the Middle and Near East in 1959. Here, too,
Grotewohl had no role in formulating policy, as Ulbricht’s author-
ship of the so-called ‘Grotewohl Brief’ (1950) symbolized so
poignantly.

But Who Was Otto Grotewohl?

Hoffmann’s mammoth monograph undoubtedly makes a welcome
and weighty contribution to our knowledge about a significant figure
in twentieth-century German politics, even if Grotewohl’s signifi-
cance is largely based on his role in the Zwangsvereinigung between
SPD and KPD in 1946 and its consequences. The collection and colla-
tion of myriad documents from more than a dozen archives could
only have been a Herculean feat of research. It is on these solid foun-
dations that the author reconstructs the political life of his biograph-
ical subject in painstaking detail and, integrating a wealth of histori-
ography, contextualizes Grotewohl within his various roles, not only
in GDR history but in the wider history of twentieth-century
Germany.

A traditional conceptual framework—not the various nods in the
direction of cultural history methodologies (pp. 12–13)—informs a
robust political biography. Yet some of the insights of more recent
cultural history methodologies could have informed the reader much
more explicitly about how Grotewohl made sense of his own life.
Hoffmann is reluctant to leave the concrete, documented past chart-
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ing Grotewohl’s ‘political function’ in any foray into the more tenta-
tive realm of reading between the lines in order to discuss motiva-
tion. At various points we are informed that there is not a sufficient
corpus of surviving materials from which to reconstruct this inner
world. But the author’s choice to abstain from more than the most
limited ‘speculation’ leaves readers charting this psychological terri-
tory for themselves. This reviewer was left with a mental image of
Grotewohl as a talented politician who had administrative and ora-
torical abilities and an affable manner with which to deliver his mes-
sage; yet, in stark juxtaposition to his agreeable public face, there was
a craven individual who could not resist the frills and status of high
office, even when this was devoid of political substance. But how
could a Social Democrat abandon his past so thoroughly, becoming a
Stalinist who not only admired the eponymous dictator and the
Soviet system, but made every effort to internalize the Habitus of the
SED elite? 

I found no answer to this. The author devotes only six full pages
to explaining why Grotewohl decided to remain a Social Democrat in
1920 when the USPD Left opted to merge with the KPD and join the
Third International on the Bolsheviks’ terms. Unlike the party dis-
tricts neighbouring Brunswick, the grass-roots membership as well
as USPD politicians (20 out of 23 deputies in the regional Diet) and
other functionaries voted against Moscow—and Grotewohl spoke
out against ‘foreign steering’. Yet Hoffmann’s main explanation is
political pragmatism (p. 73). It certainly served Grotewohl’s career
well. From the reunification of the Rump USPD and SPD in 1922 at
the very latest, he was firmly integrated into the local party’s parlia-
mentary leadership and was soon to enter the Reichstag. I would not
like to take as critical a stance as Gareth Prichard, who stated that
Hoffmann had nothing new to say on Grotewohl on the crucial issue
of his support for Zwangsvereinigung in 1946.2 But to omit deeper
reflection on what explains Grotewohl’s rejection of communism in
1920 and Social Democracy in 1946 is a jarring silence.

If we are to see Grotewohl as more than an isolated exception to
the Social Democratic rule of enmity towards communism and its
spurious claim to represent a ‘higher form of democracy’, Hoffmann
has missed another opportunity. In the opening pages of the volume,
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we discover that in 1930 Felix Riemkasten wrote a novel entitled Der
Bonze, whose protagonist was based on Grotewohl.3 This angle of
interpretation could have been developed into a thematic reflection
on the role of careerists in modern German politics in a strand of con-
tinuity running parallel to all the ruptures in modern German histo-
ry. Unfortunately, we hear no more about Riemkasten’s Bonze, yet
this could have been a fascinating typology spanning the period and
offering comparisons reflecting on the role of professional party offi-
cials across the party spectrum from Weimar through the Third Reich
and into the GDR. In another enticing but undeveloped reference, we
read of Grotewohl’s retreat into ‘private life’ and the pursuit of high
culture (classical music, German literature, and architecture) in the
GDR and how this was similar to his response to the Third Reich. Yet
this, too, could have been fertile ground for a cultural–historical com-
parison of the ‘niche societies’ in the ‘two German dictatorships’. 

Hoffmann’s Otto Grotewohl is a commendable exercise in pains -
taking historical reconstruction and will serve specialist readers well.
Yet I am left feeling that I still do not know Grotewohl, and cannot
see beyond the image of a man who looked like ‘a prosperous
American’, yet strangely sided with Stalin. 

3 The term is pejorative in German. It is often translated as a (political) ‘big-
wig’, but also implies a careerist who has lost touch with his constituency.
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