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PHILIPP GASSERT, Kurt Georg Kiesinger, 1904–1988: Kanzler zwischen
den Zeiten (Munich: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 2006), 896 pp. ISBN 3
421 05824 5. EUR 39.90

Kurt Georg Kiesinger was the third chancellor of the Federal
Republic of Germany. The great coalition of CDU/CSU/SPD which
he established in December 1966 was the first of its kind at federal
level. In many ways it was outstandingly successful. It calmed fears
of an economic crisis, carried through a formidable programme of
reforms in education and social welfare, rejected the constant
demands for an end to the investigation and prosecution of Nazi
crimes, and even chipped away at the stifling restraints on West
German foreign policy imposed by the Hallstein doctrine. Finally, in
the Bundestag election of November 1969, it overcame, however nar-
rowly, the threat of neo-Nazi representation in the Bundestag, and
thereafter the radical right was never able to gain a voice in the West
German federal parliament.

Yet, as Philipp Gassert notes in this admirable biography,
Kiesinger has never quite established a reputation as one of the
founding fathers of German democracy. Adenauer restored West
German sovereignty; Erhard liberated the Federal Republic’s econo-
my; Brandt was associated with a successful Ostpolitik; Schmidt
steadied the ship in the turbulent waters of the oil crisis and the
threat of Soviet nuclear blackmail; Kohl achieved unification.
Kiesinger’s historical profile seems fuzzier. 

From the outset of his term in charge of the new government he
was accused of being a ‘Nazi chancellor’ who should never have been
allowed to lead the Federal Republic. Gassert devotes considerable
space to Kiesinger’s constant efforts to clear his name. That is under-
standable because the issue cropped up repeatedly after 1945. Yet in
some ways it distorts the analysis of Kiesinger’s career. The need to
focus on the problem occasionally leads Gassert, despite his meticu-
lous scholarship and even-handed approach, to make apologetic
statements about Kiesinger that do not carry conviction. For example,
he suggests that with the exception of Brandt, who had chosen the
path of resistance in exile, the other leading figures in the early his-
tory of the Federal Republic had all been more or less compromised
during the Third Reich, including Adenauer, Heuss, and Lübke. Yet
Adenauer was expelled from office as mayor of Cologne, subjected to
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persistent harassment, and arrested towards the end of the war.
Heuss had made his opposition to the Nazis quite clear before they
came to power and even anti-German British newspapers had to
admit that he was of impeccable character when he visited Britain in
1958. Lübke had spent twenty months in jail as an enemy of the new
regime. Kiesinger, on the other hand, had joined the NSDAP in 1933.
According to his own post-war version of events, this occurred in
February, before the March elections triggered off a wave of new
applicants. As a leading member of a Roman Catholic student corpo-
ration in Berlin, Kiesinger saw it as his task to persuade its members
to support the Third Reich. He became Korporationsführer, and by the
spring of 1934 was expressing satisfaction that the Führerprinzip had
eliminated frictions within the organization.

At about the same time Kiesinger also joined the Nazi motorized
corps (NS Kraftfahrerkorps). Thereafter he qualified as a lawyer, par-
ticipating in a Nazi indoctrination course for lawyers before his final
examinations in October 1934. He did not join the Nazi lawyers’ asso-
ciation or try to obtain an official position, but nor did he resign from
the Nazi party. When the war broke out he sought government em -
ploy ment, partly to avoid military service. In April 1940 he joined the
German foreign office as a temporary official, working on German
radio broadcasts to foreign countries. This brought him into contact
with Goebbels’s propaganda ministry, and his diplomatic skills were
useful in smoothing relations between the two bodies. He did not, as
was later alleged, deal directly with Goebbels, but it is inconceivable
that he would have been selected for such sensitive work if his Nazi
superiors had not regarded him as reliable. He was the only tempo-
rary wartime official to reach the rank of Ministerialdirigent in Ribben -
trop’s foreign office.

After the war Kiesinger might justifiably claim that he was per-
sonally opposed to the Nazi destruction of the rule of law—he was
evidently shocked by the Röhm purge, in which several leading
Roman Catholic politicians lost their lives. But the fact remained that
when he became federal chancellor in 1966, he was the first Partei -
genosse to hold that office. His determined efforts to overturn this ver-
dict by claiming not only that he had not been a Nazi, but that he had
actually been working against the Nazis as part of a discreet opposi-
tion, eventually bore fruit as the result of Allied loss of interest in
denazification and the help of many of his old friends from the
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German foreign office. The effectiveness of what later came to be
termed Seilschaften, or networks, of former officials who helped each
other by providing testimony to obtain the so-called Persil Certifi -
cates of denazification is well documented in this book. 

Yet the real defence for Kiesinger is the one that was made in
January 1967 by the first post-war rector of Heidelberg university,
Karl Heinrich Bauer. Writing to Karl Jaspers, who had condemned
Kiesinger’s appointment as federal chancellor in a television inter-
view, Bauer admitted that Kiesinger might have erred in earlier
years, but during the previous two decades he had shown in his
‘daily work’ for the new German democracy that he could be trusted
with the affairs of the Federal Republic. Looked at from this perspec-
tive, the arguments about the extent to which Kiesinger was or was
not a ‘Nazi’ lose their relevance.

Nevertheless, the political culture that conditioned Kiesinger’s
thinking between the end of the First World War and the Nazi
seizure of power was of considerable importance for his attitudes
towards the future of Germany after 1945. Gassert is surely right to
stress that Kiesinger was indeed a statesman ‘between two eras’
(zwischen den Zeiten) whose ideas and preconceptions exhibited con-
siderable continuity with the inter-war period, even though he real-
ized that National Socialism had been a disaster. Kiesinger’s com-
mitment to his Roman Catholic faith was certainly of great impor-
tance, and may have saved him from the total commitment to the
Third Reich exhibited by other members of his generation. He was,
however, deeply affected by the nationalist fervour that dominated
conservative thought in the Weimar Republic. Despite his religious
faith, Kiesinger was not attracted by the Centre Party milieu, but was
more influenced by the patriotic, romantic idealism of the Catholic
youth movement. He joined the Bund Neudeutschland, led by Jesuits
but full of national sentiment. 

In his youth, the patriotic Swabian Kiesinger had been very con-
scious of the French military presence in the Rhine valley. He main-
tained a strong commitment to his Württemberg homeland and to
the German nation. Ideals of a supra-national European future, which
appealed to younger men such as Helmut Kohl, did not really figure
in his calculations, except as a means of restoring Germany’s place
among the powers of Europe. This did not make him the warmonger
or revanchist that propagandists in the GDR liked to portray him as.

142

Book Reviews



He was fluent in French and well-versed in French literature. But it
did mean that the issue of German unification occupied a prominent
place in his list of objectives. 

Kiesinger’s denazification was very important for him because it
enabled him to play a leading role in West German politics. Using
contacts in his Swabian homeland he became regional CDU adminis-
trator, and was able to obtain a safe constituency in the mainly
Catholic district of South Württemberg for the Bundestag election of
August 1949. Using the slogan ‘all Christians to the polls’, and with
the enthusiastic support of the clergy, he achieved the third best
result in the whole of the Federal Republic. His legal expertise and
undoubted gifts as an orator, together with his Swabian networks,
enabled Kiesinger to become a prominent figure in the Bundestag.
He played an important role in parliamentary committees, and was a
member of the core committee (Vorstand) of the Christian Democratic
parliamentary group, which meant that he participated in high-level
discussions about government policy. 

His profile as a CDU foreign affairs spokesman was established
when he became chairman of the Bundestag foreign affairs commit-
tee in December 1954. But his attempts to obtain more open discus-
sion of foreign policy in parliament were not welcome to Adenauer,
and Kiesinger was disappointed at being overlooked for a cabinet
appointment. This was especially true after the overwhelming gov-
ernment victory in the 1957 Bundestag elections.

It was therefore not surprising that Kiesinger took the chance to
take over the CDU-led government in his home state of Baden-
Württemberg as minister-president. Apart from his need for pen-
sionable employment, he had from the start supported the creation of
a large south-west German state out of the three existing Länder of
Württemberg-Baden, Württemberg-Hohenzollern, and South Baden.
The Land of Baden-Württemberg, established in the early months of
1952, was the only federal state to be created after the establishment
of the Federal Republic. It had faced serious opposition from the
Roman Catholic population of Baden, and was regarded with dis-
favour by Adenauer because it threatened to split the CDU and cause
difficulties for his government in the Bundesrat. Kiesinger showed
toughness and courage in pushing the measure through the
Bundestag, helped when necessary by SPD and FDP votes. There after
he had used his public relations skills to reconcile the inhabitants of
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Baden to the new Land, pointing out the economic and social advan-
tages that would accrue to them from membership of a powerful and
forward-looking state. Despite recurrent friction, some of it inspired
by Roman Catholic clergy, time was to prove Kiesinger right; Baden-
Württemberg has become one of the most prosperous parts of
Germany.

The years between 1958 and 1966, which Kiesinger spent as min-
ister-president in the villa Reitzenstein in Stuttgart, were probably
the happiest in his career. He continued to devote much time to pub-
lic relations, and in 1960 opinion polls showed that he was by far the
most popular politician in the Land. A visionary leader with little con-
cern for bureaucratic procedures, Kiesinger pressed ahead with proj-
ects he saw as important, such as the foundation of a new university
in the city of Constance, the development of the Upper Rhine in such
a way that the purity of its water and the natural beauty of the region
were preserved, and the creation of a network of good roads,
enabling the indigenous economy to grow with that of the Federal
Republic itself.

His post as minister-president of one of the most important Länder
in the Federal Republic brought Kiesinger another position of influ-
ence when he was elected president of the Bundesrat. This meant that
he was officially the third most senior figure in the hierarchy of the
Republic after the president and the chancellor, and it gave him pres-
tige when visiting foreign countries, something he did with great
enthusiasm. 

From 1963 to 1966 the conflict between Adenauer and his succes-
sor, Ludwig Erhard, over the policy to be adopted towards France,
the USA, and NATO intensified. Kiesinger came down on the side of
those who wanted to ensure that relations with de Gaulle should
receive priority. When in the autumn of 1966 it became clear that
Erhard could no longer continue as chancellor, Kiesinger was in a
good position to replace him. He was a prominent and respected fig-
ure in federal politics, with acknowledged expertise in foreign affairs.
He had not been compromised by participation in cabinet govern-
ment under either Adenauer or Erhard. He had worked with the SPD
in parliamentary committees, and his first coalition in Stuttgart had
included Social Democrats as well as liberals. He had secured the
support of the Bavarian CSU by promising to restore Strauß to a cab-
inet post. Although he was not committed to a great coalition, and
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would have been happy to work with the FDP, the inclusion of
Strauß ruled that option out. It was also felt that a great coalition was
needed to carry through root and branch reforms at a time of crisis,
among them a change in the electoral law to bring it nearer to the
British ‘first-past-the post’ system, thereby eliminating both the FDP
and the apparent threat from a neo-Nazi movement. Although there
were tensions within the great coalition, particularly between
Kiesinger and Brandt, some observers pointed to it as an example of
domestic reconciliation since it forced the Christian Democrats to
swallow their prejudices against the ‘Sozis’ and vice versa.

Gassert describes Freiherr Karl Theodor von und zu Guttenberg
as the ‘grey eminence’ of the new government, and even ‘the man of
the great coalition’. After some delays he became the political state
secretary in the federal chancellery. Guttenberg was by no means
popular in his own party (the CSU), nor was he seen as a natural ally
of the SPD. But Kiesinger esteemed him as a staunch anti-Communist
committed to collaboration with the French. He was known to have
very close contacts in the Quai D’Orsay. Kiesinger himself was eager
to improve relations with Paris, and assured de Gaulle of this when
he saw him a few weeks after taking office. Kiesinger sought to
appease de Gaulle by refusing to give serious support to the entry of
the United Kingdom into the EEC, a cause for which he had little
enthusiasm anyhow. He felt that the British seemed secretly to be sig-
nalling to the Soviet Union that they were no more bothered about
German unification than were the Soviets themselves. Nor was he
uncritical of the Americans. On 27 February 1967 he told a gathering
of CDU-friendly press correspondents that the current situation in
NATO was intolerable because the Americans were evidently fol-
lowing other interests than those of the Germans and the Europeans
in their relations with the Soviet Union. With an obvious reference to
the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) agreed between Washington and
Moscow he spoke of a sort of ‘atomic complicity’ between the two
superpowers. 

It probably did Kiesinger no harm in Bonn or Paris when
President Johnson indicated his displeasure at this public criticism of
American policy, even if the extent of his rage (‘If I had a dollar for
every consultation with the Germans I have had, I would be a mil-
lionaire’) was not made public. The NPT had, indeed, aroused very
strong reactions in the CDU/CSU. Adenauer called it ‘the
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Morgenthau plan squared’ and Strauß spoke of a ‘Versailles of cos-
mic proportions’. Adenauer wrote to Kiesinger criticizing him for his
‘feeble’ response to this Soviet/American enterprise. Doubtless the
public row between Washington and Bonn owed something to
Johnson’s need to show toughness before Congress and Kiesinger’s
desire to placate his own party in the Bundestag. But there is no
doubt that he himself was reluctant to sign the treaty and, in fact, he
never did so. This illustrated a clear division between the CDU/CSU
and their Social Democratic partners. The former had always hoped
to obtain access to the nuclear deterrent; the latter were willing sin-
cerely to abjure it. 

To what extent, then, did Kiesinger’s accession to office mark a
change in West German foreign policy? Certainly the atmosphere
between Bonn and Paris became warmer, but in reality little changed
in the Franco-German relationship. De Gaulle did not help West
Germany gain concessions from Moscow, as the German ‘Gaullists’
hoped; for their part the Germans were not willing to ditch NATO,
nor was Kiesinger willing to recognize the Oder/Neiße line, as de
Gaulle would have wished. In the autumn of 1968, after the Soviet
invasion of Czechoslovakia, de Gaulle berated the West Germans for
their intransigent attitude and implied that their rigid insistence on
re-unification had given Moscow an excuse for violating Czech sov-
ereignty. The meeting in Bonn at which these accusations were made
was as unpleasant for the Germans as anything endured by Ludwig
Erhard.

Kiesinger, like Brandt, realized that progress towards a settlement
of relations with Eastern Europe would have to be made through
Moscow. He appreciated that West Germany was losing credibility
with its allies by its rigid stance over the Hallstein doctrine and the
absolute non-recognition of the GDR. Yet he was not ready to offer
concrete concessions, such as recognition of the status quo with respect
to European frontiers. Nor would his party have supported him had
he wished to do so. Instead he fell back effectively on Erhard’s policy,
but without its anti-French tone. In Bonn the word went round that
‘Kiesinger is the most handsome Erhard we ever had’.

At first, the great coalition seemed to be working in favour of
Kiesinger’s party. The SPD lost ground in Land elections and the
CDU/CSU made comforting gains. But this had the effect of increas-
ing the strains within the coalition itself as the Social Democrats tried
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to create a separate profile from their Christian colleagues. In turn
Kiesinger’s own followers became resentful, especially as foreign
policy gains did not seem to be forthcoming. In 1968 the background
noise of student unrest triggered off strong reactions within the con-
servative press and its many sympathizers in the CDU. Kiesinger
seemed caught between a desire to appease youthful frustration and
the need to uphold law and order. The invasion of Czechoslovakia in
August 1968 aroused understandable indignation amongst CDU/CSU
politicians. Kiesinger was also shocked, but avoided sabre-rattling in
his reactions, and once again seemed to be wishy-washy in the eyes
of his critics. Prague heralded the end of hopes for an arrangement
with the Soviet Union that would be acceptable to Kiesinger’s fol-
lowers. Gradually the coalition began to crumble, although it
retained much public support. The symbolic importance of Gustav
Heinemann’s election to the Federal Presidency on 5 March 1969 has
sometimes been questioned, but it certainly helped to weaken
Kiesinger’s position. He had favoured a candidate who might attract
votes from the Free Democrats. But his own party, and Strauß’s CSU,
insisted on supporting Gerhard Schröder, who was regarded as a
hard-liner. Thanks to the support of FDP votes, the SPD was able to
elect the first Social Democratic German president since Friedrich
Ebert. This foreshadowed the combination that would eject Kiesinger
from power the following September. 

Not that the result of the Bundestag election on 28 September 1969
could be seen as a rejection of Kiesinger’s policies. The CDU/CSU
was clearly ahead of its rivals with 242 seats in the Bundestag; the
SPD obtained 224 and the Free Democrats only thirty. Nevertheless,
this gave Brandt the chance to press ahead at once to form a coalition
with the liberals—even though it only had a majority of twelve.

Kiesinger could certainly claim that his government had served
the Federal Republic well. It had an outstanding legislative record. In
foreign affairs he had maintained relatively good relations with de
Gaulle without more than temporary alienation of the USA. Indeed,
the recently elected President Nixon was obviously sorry to see him
go. Yet, despite these achievements, one cannot help feeling that
Kiesinger’s ministry had come to the end of its natural life in
September 1969. For all that he was more flexible than his predeces-
sors in his way of conducting diplomacy, his objectives remained
those of the 1950s, and his mind-set was still conditioned by the
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ideals he had developed in his youth. These were not necessarily bad
in themselves, but they were not appropriate to the era in which
Willy Brandt took the helm in the Federal Republic. Nevertheless,
Kiesinger made an important contribution to the stability and devel-
opment of the Federal Republic, and he deserves a biography as
scholarly, balanced, and sympathetic as this one.

A. J. NICHOLLS is Emeritus Professor of Modern History at the
University of Oxford and a Fellow of St Antony’s College. A re nown -
ed expert on nineteenth- and twentieth-century German history, he is
best known for his Weimar and the Rise of Hitler (4th edn.; 2000). He
has also published, among others, Freedom with Responsi bility: The
Social Market Economy in Germany, 1918–1963 (1994); The Bonn Repub -
lic: West German Democracy, 1945–1990 (1997); and Always Good Neigh -
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From the Blanketeers to the Present: Understanding Protests of the
Unemployed. Conference of the German Historical Institute London
in collaboration with the Society for the Study of Labour History,
held at the GHIL on 16–17 Feb. 2007

Why are the unemployed so passive? Why do they not take to the
streets in numbers to protest against their fate? These questions have
troubled historians and sociologists ever since the publication of the
Marienthal study in the 1930s. This seminal work by Paul Lazarsfeld,
Marie Jahoda, and Hans Zeisel, together with other studies in differ-
ent countries, supposedly proved that after losing their jobs workers
eventually enter a downward cycle of depression and despair which
ultimately leads to complete political apathy. The so-called Marien -
thal thesis is still widely accepted, although a number of historical
studies have shown that not all unemployed by far remain passive
and that their protest, or at least the fear of it, has profoundly influ-
enced and shaped emerging welfare systems in industrial societies
since the late nineteenth century. Even at the time when Lazarsfeld
and his colleagues studied the unemployed of Marienthal, Hunger
Marches and other forms of organized popular resistance provided
an outlet for the frustrations and demands of the unemployed in
Germany, Britain, France, and the United States. While only a frac-
tion of the registered unemployed participated in these organized
collective efforts, such protest activities often enjoyed tremendous
local and regional support and were carefully watched by the state.
Those who did not join in frequently developed individual strategies
of protest and resistance.

The attractive simplicity of the Marienthal thesis and the fact that
it was backed up by empirical data and contemporary observation
can be seen as one reason why the historical profession has for so
long paid little attention to the protest of the unemployed. Other rea-
sons were that the protest of the workless was to a large extent dom-
inated by the radical political left and that the unemployed were pri-
marily interested in improving their standard of living. Classified as
insignificant, short-lived Communist stunts and as too materialistic
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