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I
In 1944, two years after he committed suicide in Brazil, Stefan
Zweig’s memoirs were published by Bermann Fischer Verlag in
Stockholm.1 According to the subtitle, these were the ‘memories of a
European’. But they were memories of a Europe that no longer exist-
ed; a Europe that, since 1914, had declined into war, civil war, and
dictatorship. They were memories of a ‘world of yesterday’—Die
Welt von Gestern. For Zweig, this ‘world of yesterday’ was also a
‘world of security’, as he called his first chapter. This was the world
he had been born into in 1881 in Vienna, during a ‘golden age of secu-
rity’. A ‘feeling of security’ had been the ‘most desirable possession
of millions’. It had been ‘the shared ideal of life’, and people had sin-
cerely believed that ‘peace and security, these highest goods, would
[soon] be bestowed upon the whole of humankind’. The First World
War, however, had put an end to this ‘optimistic delusion’. In the
years since then, Zweig went on, one had had to get used to ‘living
with no ground under one’s feet, without law, without freedom,
without security’. The word ‘security’, he claimed, had been ‘deleted
from the vocabulary as a phantom’.2 In Stefan Zweig’s memories we
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* This is an expanded version of a seminar given at the GHIL on 24 June 2005.
Trans. by Angela Davies, GHIL. A similar German version has been pub-
lished as ‘Sicherheit als Kultur: Überlegungen zu einer “modernen Politik-
geschichte” der Bundesrepublik Deutschland’, Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitge-
schichte, 53 (2005), 357–80.
1 Stefan Zweig, Die Welt von Gestern: Erinnerungen eines Europäers (1st publ.
1944; Frankfurt am Main, 1994).
2 Ibid. 17–21.
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can recognize the memories of a whole generation. The experiences
of loss which he describes are able to provide us with a key to under-
standing and analysing individual and collective orientations and
patterns of human behaviour in the twentieth century.

Another member of Zweig’s generation, Konrad Adenauer, was
born in 1876 in Cologne, five years before Zweig. In his Christmas
message of 1958, which was broadcast on the radio, the eighty-two-
year-old Chancellor looked a long way back, and he, too, remem-
bered ‘those times before 1914, when peace, tranquillity, and securi-
ty still really ruled on earth’. Since 1914, however, he said, peace and
tranquillity had disappeared from people’s lives, while fear had
remained. ‘Is it not sad’, the Chancellor continued, ‘is it not dreadful
to think that most people alive today have never known tranquillity,
peace, and security, a life free of fear?’3

Adenauer’s speech has a precise historical location. Just a few
weeks previously, Khrushchev’s ultimatum had precipitated the sec-
ond Berlin crisis. War anxiety spread through the West German pop-
ulation. And yet the West German Chancellor’s words point far
beyond the specific political situation of the late 1950s. They do not
just illustrate generational experiences and the mental state of the
people in the early years of the Federal Republic. The word ‘security’
is perhaps the key concept of Adenauer’s policy.4 By itself, this is not
a particularly new or daring thesis, and it is not my intention to sub-
ject Adenauer’s security policy to a renewed analysis in order to affix
a specific label to one part of the history of the Federal Republic.5
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3 Radio broadcast by Konrad Adenauer, 25 Dec. 1958, printed in Bulletin des
Presse- und Informationsamts der Bundesregierung, no. 238, 30 Dec. 1958, p.
2375.
4 On this cf. Arnold Sywottek, ‘ “Wohlstand”—“Sicherheit”—“Frieden”: Beob-
achtungen zur westdeutschen Entwicklung’, in Thomas Kühne (ed.), Von der
Kriegskultur zur Friedenskultur? Zum Mentalitätswandel in Deutschland seit
1945; Jahrbuch für Historische Friedensforschung, 9 (2000), pp. 243–61, at 252.
5 It is, after all, a problem of many political histories that their analytical
framework is orientated by the history of political events, in particular, elec-
tions, changes of government, or the period of office of important politicians.
Therefore developments relevant to political history which span these dates
are often excluded, and social history, with its completely different ap-
proaches and concepts, takes responsibility for investigating and presenting
long-term lines of development. The interest of social historians in contem-



Rather, I shall ask whether the concept of ‘security’ as an analyti-
cal category can throw light on the whole history of the Federal
Republic and open up new perspectives on it. There is the striving for
security of the 1950s, as expressed in Adenauer’s Christmas message.
A belief in the security of growth and progress shaped the 1960s and
early 1970s. Then came the 1970s, which can be called a decade of
inner security. And for the 1980s, too, important developments in the
Federal Republic can be analysed in terms of the security paradigm,
not least, to take just one example, the impact of international securi-
ty policy on German society and politics. The catchphrases here are
NATO rearmament and the peace movement.

Thus the category of security may possess the heuristic and sub-
stantive potential to generate the ‘modern political history’ of the
Federal Republic which some German historians have been demand-
ing since the 1970s.6 This approach can potentially produce a politi-
cal history which may reduce, if not bridge, the gap between politics
and society which, in any case, cannot do analytical justice to the
political process in modern societies.7 It may be capable of producing
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porary history has, fortunately, grown considerably in the meantime as, con-
versely, has contemporary historians’ interest in social history. 
6 Hans-Ulrich Wehler set this out as a programme in ‘ “Moderne” Politik-
geschichte oder “Große Politik der Kabinette”?’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 1
(1975), pp. 257–66, in debate with Andreas Hillgruber, ‘Politische Geschichte
in moderner Sicht’, Historische Zeitschrift, 216 (1973), pp. 529–52. For a sum-
mary of the 1970s debate see Eckart Conze, ‘ “Moderne Politikgeschichte”:
Aporien einer Kontroverse’, in Guido Müller (ed.), Deutschland und der
Westen: Festschrift für Klaus Schwabe zum 65. Geburtstag (Stuttgart 1998), pp.
19–30. The critical points of the 1970s debate have recently been revisited not
in the context of social history, but in the turn towards cultural history. Cf.
Thomas Mergel, ‘Überlegungen zu einer Kulturgeschichte der Politik’, Ge-
schichte und Gesellschaft, 28 (2002), pp. 574–606, or Achim Landwehr,
‘Diskurs—Macht—Wissen: Perspektiven einer Kulturgeschichte des Politi-
schen’, Archiv für Kulturgeschichte, 85 (2003), pp. 71–117.
7 The political history perspective of this article means that certain forms of
the striving for security or perceptions of insecurity will not be taken into
account. This applies in particular to the insurance system, whose develop-
ment can be regarded as a yardstick for individual perceptions of security or
insecurity. On this see, e.g., Peter Borscheid, Mit Sicherheit leben: Die Ge-
schichte der deutschen Lebensversicherungswirtschaft und der Provinzial-Lebens-
versicherungsanstalt von Westfalen, 2 vols. (Münster, 1989 and 1993), or id.,



a political history which neither accords the state a decisive weight
without taking account of the effectiveness of social and economic
structures, nor equates the state with its economic and social depend-
encies.8 And, finally, this approach may be able to produce a political
history which transcends the boundary between inside and outside;
between developments within states and societies on the one hand,
and international and transnational developments on the other. This
analytical boundary has always been an obstacle to knowledge, and
now, given the existence of fundamental de-territorialization pro-
cesses, it has been driven completely ad absurdum.9

In this sense, security can provide the basis for historical analysis
not only as the aim of governmental actions and society’s expecta-
tions of politicians, but also as a comprehensive horizon for socio-cul-
tural orientation.10 Thus it is a discourse of security which is under
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Sicherheit in der Risikogesellschaft: Zwei Versicherungen und ihre Geschichte
(Stuttgart, 1999).
8 On this cf. the ideas developed by Ute Frevert from a more social historical
perspective in ‘Neue Politikgeschichte’, in Joachim Eibach and Günther
Lottes (eds.), Kompaß der Geschichtswissenschaft (Göttingen, 2002), pp. 152–64,
esp. p. 155. The loss of significance of the national or territorial state as the
result of the rise of neo-liberalism should not hastily be interpreted as the
retreat of the state in general, as does, for example, Mergel, ‘Überlegungen
zu einer Kulturgeschichte’, p. 600. It seems more appropriate to think about
a change of statehood in the processes of neo-liberalization and globaliza-
tion.
9 Cf. Eckart Conze, ‘Abschied von Staat und Politik? Überlegungen zur Ge-
schichte der internationalen Politik’, in id. et al. (eds.), Geschichte der interna-
tionalen Beziehungen: Erneuerung und Erweiterung einer historischen Disziplin
(Cologne, 2004), pp. 15–43, and id., ‘Nationale Vergangenheit und globale
Zukunft: Deutsche Geschichtswissenschaft und die Herausforderung der
Globalisierung’, in Jörg Baberowski et al., Geschichte ist immer Gegenwart:
Thesen zur Zeitgeschichte (Stuttgart, 2001), pp. 43–65. On the historiographi-
cal-conceptional significance of territoriality, its rise and decline, cf. Charles
S. Maier, ‘Consigning the Twentieth Century to History: Alternative Nar-
ratives for the Modern Era’, American Historical Review, 105 (2000), pp.
807–31.
10 The well-known German food critic, Wolfram Siebeck, writing in Die Zeit,
12 Feb. 2004, p. 56, has recently mocked this with respect to the Germans and
their concern for the ‘security of their food’.



investigation.11 This applies not only to the Federal Republic of
Germany, but also to all other modern and highly complex industri-
al or post-industrial societies. It could be argued that as a social value
the term security indicates a structural problem of modern societies.
As the sociologist Franz-Xaver Kaufmann pointed out thirty years
ago, the problem is that the notion of ‘insecurity’ is as ambiguous as
that of a desirable ‘security’.12 This points not only to the different
concepts and understandings of security depending on different
political and social contexts, but also to the mutability, permanent
change, and thus historicity of the term security. This requires
diachronic studies which promise to increase our knowledge of
processes of social change, closely associated with historical and
social security needs and the corresponding awareness of security. It
also makes possible comparative investigations, in particular, inter-
national comparisons. The usefulness of security as an analytical cat-
egory is thus by no means limited to the history of the Federal
Republic or contemporary German history.

More strongly, perhaps, than in other areas of history, the topics
and questions of contemporary history are drawn from the impulses
of the present. In respect of the theme of security, this is so self-evi-
dent that it hardly requires more detailed demonstration.13 The ero-
sion of securities and the perception of this erosion characterize the
political discourse of our time. This applies to the ‘new world disor-
der’ which has prevailed since the end of the East–West conflict; it
applies, especially since 9/11, to the threat of international terrorism;
and it applies to the threats posed to our natural environment by cli-
mate change and the dangers inherent in high-risk technologies. It
also, however, applies to the increased level of threat—real or pre-
sumed—to public security posed by criminality, and, not least, to the
actual or presumed loss of social security in the reformed welfare state.
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11 In this sense I define ‘discourse’, drawing pragmatically on Foucault, as a
mode of expression which is socially institutionalized, comes about in pub-
lic communication, and, in this way, is relevant to actions. On this cf. Ute
Daniel, Kompendium Kulturgeschichte: Theorien, Praxis, Schlüsselwörter (Frank-
furt am Main, 2001), pp. 167–78 and 353–9.
12 Franz-Xaver Kaufmann, Sicherheit als soziologisches und sozialpolitisches Pro-
blem (2nd edn., Stuttgart, 1973), p. 341.
13 The relevance of this theme is also reflected in the work of the sociologist
Wolfgang Sofsky, Das Prinzip Sicherheit (Frankfurt am Main, 2005).



Although the word ‘justice’ appeared in the heading of Chancel-
lor Gerhard Schröder’s first government declaration in the Bundestag
after his re-election in 2002, it was not justice but security that was its
central concept. His government, he said, sees ‘security as a funda-
mental civil right’. This was a core statement in Schröder’s declara-
tion, and he advocated what he called an ‘extended notion of securi-
ty’:

This, without question, includes personal security and the
security of life against the dangers of war and criminality, but
also material, social, and cultural security, in order to affirm
one’s own identity, and not least, the security of the law and
insurance against illness and other life risks. . . . Only a society
that can provide security in this comprehensive sense is capa-
ble of being a good neighbour and co-operating peacefully
with others abroad, but also of taking the necessary measures
for change at home.14

All federal governments since 1949 have declared security a poli-
cy goal, but no other government declaration has used the word
security so often, or has committed itself to such comprehensive
security promises. If respect or appreciation results from a shortage
of something,15 then it seems that the last few years have seen a short-
age of security, that the awareness of security has shrunk, and an
awareness of insecurity has grown. Again, this certainly does not
apply only to the Federal Republic. But there the discourse of securi-
ty and insecurity underlines the fact that, once again, a ‘golden age of
security’ seems to have come to an end; that the security which had
become a central part of the socio-cultural value system of the socie-
ty of the Federal Republic since the 1950s, and which had crucially
stabilized its socio-political order, is now in the process of disinte-
grating, both in people’s perceptions and in reality.
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14 Government declaration by the Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, Gerhard Schröder, to the German Bundestag on 29 Oct. 2002 in Berlin:
‘Gerechtigkeit im Zeitalter der Globalisierung schaffen—für eine Partner-
schaft in Verantwortung’, printed in Bulletin des Presse- und Informationsamtes
der Bundesregierung, no. 85–1, 29 Oct. 2005. The term ‘security’ appears more
frequently than ‘justice’ in this declaration.
15 Cf. Kaufmann, Sicherheit als soziologisches und sozialpolitisches Problem, p. 14.



What is security? First, it is necessary to clarify briefly what is
meant by the term security in order to demonstrate that it can be used
in a historical investigation (II). Thereafter I will look at the connec-
tion between security and politics in order to demonstrate that the
category of security is suitable for use in a modern political history
analysis (III). And, finally, I shall shine a few security-related spot-
lights on to the history of the Federal Republic. These are intended to
demonstrate the analytical value and knowledge-generating poten-
tial of the approach I suggest (IV and V).16

II
Anthropologists and psychologists regularly point to security as one
of the fundamental human needs, which places it biologically into
the same category as other fundamental needs such as those for food,
sleep, and sex.17 From a historical or social science perspective, this
striving for security must be explained in more specific terms, and
security must be understood as a concept that covers the intactness of
body, life, and property. One seeks security from a threat, from per-
sonal or collective dangers. In its generality, this statement points to
the many dimensions of security: from social security against illness,
the vagaries of the labour market, or age, to protection from techni-
cal risks, such as traffic safety, or reactor security, and the large areas
of internal and external security as a core element of national securi-
ty policy. This multi-dimensionality is probably also why, in modern
societies, security does not represent a mere drive, but a socio-cul-
tural value-system like those generated by the terms freedom and
justice.18 Security, therefore, is a fundamental concept and value of
the politico-social language. Historiography has already worked out
how the meaning of such central concepts changed in the nineteenth
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16 In the context of this article, this can only be a brief indication. However, I
am preparing a monograph on the history of the Federal Republic in which
the concept of security as a leading category is examined. 
17 Cf., e.g., Wolfgang Bonß, ‘Die gesellschaftliche Konstruktion von Sicher-
heit’, in Ekkehart Lippert et al. (eds.), Sicherheit in der unsicheren Gesellschaft
(Opladen, 1997), pp. 21–41, at 21.
18 Cf. Kaufmann, Sicherheit als soziologisches und sozialpolitisches Problem, p. 28.



century; for the twentieth century, and especially for the post-war
period, there are still clear gaps.19

Individual or collective objectives, governing actions, can be
derived from values such as security or freedom, which, in terms of
the theory of institutions, symbolize particular ideas, or idées directri-
ces.20 This does not mean that security is a static concept. On the con-
trary, security, too, is a social construct, a variable in the historical
process. Different societies display very different notions of security
and insecurity. And like these notions, social feelings of security or
perceptions of security can change permanently. Thus the various
constructs of security depend on the particular social structure and
its historical nature. An awareness of security is the result, according
to recent research, of subjective ways of processing social reality; to
this extent it is an interpretation of reality.21 This implies, for both
individual and collective, a balancing of ideas about how society is
and how it could be, and this gives rise to social and political action,
and social and political change—a genuine subject for historiogra-
phy.22

The history of ideas of security, of the awareness of security, and
of perceptions of security is always also the history of ideas of the
future, of awareness of the future, and of expectations of the future.
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19 This is also Mergel’s finding in ‘Überlegungen zu einer Kulturgeschichte’,
pp. 598 f. But cf. the approaches in Karin Böke, Politische Leitvokabeln in der
Adenauer-Ära (Berlin, 1996).
20 Cf. Kaufmann, Sicherheit als soziologisches und sozialpolitisches Problem, p. 35.
21 Ekkehart Lippert et al., ‘Einleitung’, in eid. (eds.), Sicherheit in der unsi-
cheren Gesellschaft, pp. 7–20, at 14; cf. also Bonß, ‘Die gesellschaftliche Kon-
struktion von Sicherheit’, p. 21.
22 This article does not deal with the development of an individual and sub-
jective perception of security, or at most, marginally. However, I should like
to stress the significance of this subject. In this context, emotional security
could prove to be a category that is important but difficult to grasp. From
such a perspective, we would have to investigate, much more stringently
than this article can, the socially specific and group-specific nature of the
understanding of security or insecurity and how it changed or stayed the
same. This goes in the direction of research on historical values, and could
thus build on, for example, Manfred Hettling and Stefan-Ludwig Hoffmann
(eds.), Der bürgerliche Wertehimmel: Innenansichten des 19. Jahrhunderts (Göttin-
gen, 2000).



This is because, in a certain sense, security implies a future in which
not everything is possible, in which not anything can happen, but a
future which is laid down and, to some extent, predetermined. In the
words of Franz-Xaver Kaufmann, security in this sense signifies the
‘destruction of the temporality of the future’.23 The striving for secu-
rity aims to overcome the openness of the future. It aims to bridge the
gap between ‘experiential space’ (Erfahrungsraum) and ‘horizon of
expectation’ (Erwartungshorizont). According to Reinhart Koselleck,
this gap is what constitutes the modern in the modern period, and,
especially since the ground-breaking developments and upheavals in
the wake of the French Revolution, it has made people profoundly in-
secure.24

III
The human desire for security results in attempts to build and guar-
antee protection against insecurity. Security of this sort presupposes
protection and guarantees which are founded upon a concrete legal
basis, and must be capable of implementation. The dependence of
security on a protecting power points clearly, if not exclusively,
towards the state. Pax, tranquillitas, and securitas were among the cen-
tral functions which the rising modern state was expected to fulfil. In
the writings of a Hobbes or Pufendorf, securing the status civilis as a
guarantee of civil security by monopolizing legitimate force becomes
the raison of the state.25 This is not the place to pursue this argument
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23 Kaufmann, Sicherheit als soziologisches und sozialpolitisches Problem, p. 157.
Cf. also Daniel Frei and Peter Gaupp, ‘Das Konzept “Sicherheit”—Theo-
retische Aspekte’, in Klaus-Dieter Schwarz (ed.), Sicherheitspolitik: Analysen zur
politischen und militärischen Sicherheit (3rd edn.; Bad Honnef, 1981), pp. 3–16.
24 Reinhart Koselleck, ‘“Erfahrungsraum” und “Erwartungshorizont”—zwei
historische Kategorien’, in id., Vergangene Zukunft: Zur Semantik geschicht-
licher Zeiten (Frankfurt am Main, 1989), pp. 349–75. Here the essays on Niklas
Luhmann’s concept of Erwartungssicherheit (security of expectation) as the
basic concept of a sociological analysis of security stand out. For Luhmann,
securities of expection are always involved when it is a matter of re-defining
(unmanageable) contingency into (manageable) complexity. On this cf. Bonß,
‘Die gesellschaftliche Konstruktion von Sicherheit’, p. 24. 
25 On this see, in a survey of the history of concepts, Werner Conze’s entry
on ‘Sicherheit, Schutz’, in Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart
Koselleck (eds.), Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-



further, although the contemporary phenomena of privatizing the
use of force and de-nationalizing security are certainly relevant to the
historical analysis of the rise and decline of the modern territorial
state.26

A policy of security, however, does not arise only out of the clas-
sical protective function of the state. The negative goal of warding off
danger combined, relatively early, with the positive ideal of welfare.
In other words, various levels of security, the understanding of securi-
ty, and security policy began to differentiate and separate out. Thus in
a Handbuch des Teutschen Policeyrechts of 1799 we read: ‘The main pur-
pose of the state, the security of the whole of society and every single
member of it, does not exclude the subordinate purpose of the general
welfare, satisfaction, and happiness of the members of the state.’27 It is
not super- or subordination that is crucial, but the fact that two levels
are distinguished, here called ‘security policy’ and ‘welfare policy’
respectively.28 This points towards a development in the course of
which security was able to become a symbol of social value which, to-
day, holds out the promise of much more than mere protection, name-
ly, certainty, reliability, peace, and a feeling of safety.29

Something else which needs in-depth investigation is the extent to
which, from the nineteenth century, the legitimacy of political orders
was dependent on their actual or presumed achievements in the field
of security. It needs to be investigated whether a reciprocal relation-
ship existed between the state’s security achievements and other
sources of political legitimacy, such as guaranteeing freedom, or cre-
ating equality, and how this reciprocal relationship changed, or
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sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, 8 vols. (Stuttgart, 1972–97), vol. 5, pp. 831–62,
esp. 837–43; but cf. also Wolfgang Reinhard, Geschichte der Staatsgewalt: Eine
vergleichende Verfassungsgeschichte Europas von den Anfängen bis zur Gegenwart
(Munich, 1999), esp. pp. 113–22.
26 On this cf., among others, Herfried Münkler, Die neuen Kriege (Reinbek,
2002), pp. 33–43; Mary Kaldor, Neue und alte Kriege: Organisierte Gewalt im
Zeitalter der Globalisierung (Frankfurt am Main, 2000), pp. 146–54, or the polit-
ical tract by Erhard Eppler, Vom Gewaltmonopol zum Gewaltmarkt? Die Priva-
tisierung und Kommerzialisierung der Gewalt (Frankfurt am Main, 2002).
27 Günther Heinrich von Berg, Handbuch des Teutschen Policeyrechts (1st publ.
1799; Hanover, 1802); quoted from W. Conze, ‘Sicherheit, Schutz’, p. 853.
28 Ibid.
29 Cf. Kaufmann, Sicherheit als soziologisches und sozialpolitisches Problem, p. 1.



became more differentiated, in the historical process. This points—in
very general terms—to the tension between freedom and security, to
the tendency to restrict freedom for the sake of security, and to the
fact that the values of freedom and security cannot both be maxi-
mized.30 In order to study this, we could look at the political debates
and decisions concerning the restriction of freedoms in the USA since
9/11 in the name of security, and at the tasks and activities of the
newly created Ministry for Homeland Security there. But even in
German history, and particularly in the history of the Federal Repub-
lic, there are enough indications of the political and social relevance
and explosiveness of this tension.31

IV
With respect to the Federal Republic of Germany, sharp contempo-
rary criticism of the allegedly backwards-looking and restorative
character of the Adenauer era shows that the tension between free-
dom and security relates not only to the policy of inner security, espe-
cially since the 1970s, but also to much wider socio-political develop-
ments since the foundation of the West German state. Hardly a sin-
gle critic, however, could say what had actually been ‘restored’, and
researchers today unanimously rate the 1950s as a period of break-
neck modernization, even if it was Modernisierung im Wiederaufbau
(modernization in the service of re-building).32 Yet this criticism had
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30 Cf. Lippert et al., ‘Einleitung’, p. 13. On this cf. also the classic study, now
more than 60 years old, by the American sociologist Harold D. Lasswell, ‘The
Garrison State’, American Journal of Sociology, 46 (1941), pp. 455–68, which is
worth re-reading since 9/11.
31 On this cf. the highly topical essay by Winfried Hassemer, ‘Zum Span-
nungsverhältnis von Freiheit und Sicherheit: Drei Thesen’, Vorgänge, 41/3
(2002), pp. 10–15, published soon after 9/11.
32 Axel Schildt and Arnold Sywottek (eds.), Modernisierung im Wiederaufbau:
Die westdeutsche Gesellschaft der 50er Jahre (Bonn, 1993); cf. also Thomas
Schlemmer and Hans Woller (eds.), Gesellschaft im Wandel 1949 bis 1973
(Munich, 2002). But see also Hans-Peter Schwarz, Die Ära Adenauer: Gründer-
jahre der Republik 1949–1957 (Stuttgart, 1981), pp. 375–64, who early designated
the 1950s as a ‘period of exciting modernization’, which was initially widely
criticized by German contemporary historians. Cf., e.g., Christoph Kleßmann,
‘Ein stolzes Schiff und krächzende Möwen: Die Geschichte der Bundes-
republik und ihre Kritiker’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 11 (1985), pp. 476–94.



a core of justification. For example, it pointed to the fact that political
and institutional democratization as expressed, for instance, in the
Grundgesetz (Basic Law) and the individual Land constitutions, and in
the harmonious way in which the constitutional organs of the centre
and of the Länder co-operated, was by no means the same as social
liberalization, the development of a Western understanding of free-
dom, and civil society, as if these developments could have been
achieved or implemented on 23 May 1949 precisely. It was at least a
decade before the Westernization which had been expressed institu-
tionally in the Basic Law and, in foreign policy terms, in Western
integration since the early 1950s, also made itself felt in the society of
the Federal Republic.33 Of course, it was not only 1968 which marked
the beginning of social liberalization in the Federal Republic. Rather,
the APO (opposition outside parliament) and the student movement
were aspects of a new socio-political and socio-cultural orientation
which had begun to assert itself in society since the beginning of the
1960s.34

The fact that during the 1950s large sections of West German soci-
ety remained stuck in the political, social, and cultural patterns of the
pre-war period can be explained in generational terms. Deeply
anchored and internalized mental dispositions, if they change at all,
do not change overnight. Yet the generational explanation seems to
have become a historiographical passe-partout. (Social scientists and
historians display unbelievable ingenuity when it comes to inventing
generations.) Looking beyond the generational explanation, a clearly
identifiable and broadly based social striving for security provides a
further explanatory approach for the slow progress of social liberal-
ization and politicization in the 1950s.
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33 On the concept of Westernization (Verwestlichung/Westernisierung) see
Anselm Doering-Manteuffel, Wie westlich sind die Deutschen? Amerikanisie-
rung und Westernisierung im 20. Jahrhundert (Göttingen, 1999).
34 Cf. id., ‘Westernisierung: Politisch-ideeller Wandel und gesellschaftlicher
Wandel in der Bundesrepublik bis zum Ende der 60er Jahre’, in Axel Schildt
et al. (eds.), Dynamische Zeiten: Die 60er Jahre in beiden deutschen Gesellschaften
(Hamburg, 2000), pp. 311–41, and Ulrich Herbert, ‘Liberalisierung als Lern-
prozeß: Die Bundesrepublik in der deutschen Geschichte—eine Skizze’, in
id. (ed.), Wandlungsprozesse in Westdeutschland: Belastung, Integration, Libera-
lisierung 1945–1980 (Göttingen, 2002), pp. 7–49.



This striving for security, understood as the need for a compensat-
ing stability, can be explained in terms of the extraordinary pace of
change in all areas of life since the final phase of the war.35 And this
dynamic of change did not end with the founding of the Federal
Republic. Rather, as a ‘period of exciting modernization’, in the words
of Hans-Peter Schwarz, it continued far into the 1950s. In view of this
dynamic and the enormous pace of change, people felt an increased
need to regain firm, secure ground under their feet, especially in their
individual existences in their personal environment. Thus for the
overwhelming majority of West Germans, reconstruction meant ‘set-
ting up house again after the catastrophe, achieving a secure,
respectable existence by means of hard work and thrift, and taking
every chance offered by constant economic improvement’.36 For most,
the point of orientation was not a better, but ultimately unknown
future, but the lost normality of the past, the good old times, which
most citizens of the Federal Republic saw in the peace-time years of
National Socialism, and, even more, in the years just before 1914.

In response to the question: ‘When in this century, in your opin-
ion, was the best time for Germany?’, which the Allensbach Institute
put in a public opinion poll in 1951, 45 per cent of those asked replied
Imperial Germany, while 40 per cent said the years 1933 to 1939.37

Thus what Konrad Adenauer evoked in his Christmas message quot-
ed at the beginning of this article corresponded exactly to what the
Germans were thinking and feeling, just as Adenauer as a type cred-
ibly embodied the West Germans’ ideal of security and normality.
The social patriarchalism of the Adenauer era, expressed in the first
Federal Chancellor’s authoritative style of government, ‘Papa’
Heuss’s understanding of the office of the Federal President, and
Sepp Herberger’s fatherly treatment of his ‘heroes of Berne’ also
belong in this context.
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35 Cf. Herbert, ‘Liberalisierung als Lernprozeß’, p. 38; cf. also, at an early
date, Hans Braun, ‘Das Streben nach “Sicherheit“ in den 50er Jahren: Soziale
und politische Ursachen und Erscheinungsweisen’, Archiv für Sozialge-
schichte, 18 (1978), pp. 279–306. 
36 Axel Schildt, Ankunft im Westen: Ein Essay zur Erfolgsgeschichte der Bundes-
republik (Frankfurt am Main, 1999), p. 61.
37 Elisabeth Noelle and Peter Neumann (eds.), Jahrbuch der öffentlichen
Meinung 1947–1955 (Allensbach, 1956), pp. 125 f.



In material terms, the Wirtschaftswundergesellschaft achieved the
desired normality around the mid-1950s at the latest. But normaliza-
tion referred not only to material security, prosperity, and con-
sumerism. Material prosperity created security. And just as the eco-
nomic crises after 1918 had made the German middle classes, the
Bürgertum, in particular, feel insecure, and had shattered their self-
confidence and their certainty about the future, thus also undermin-
ing the legitimacy of the Weimar Republic, so the young Federal
Republic now gained legitimacy and stability. What I have described
here for the Federal Republic was not, of course, a uniquely German
development. Comparable socio-culturally backwards-looking phe-
nomena can be found in the whole of Western Europe. The reason
lies, in general terms, in the political, social, and cultural disorienta-
tion of wartime and the post-war years. In the case of Germany, how-
ever, this process was, paradoxically, strengthened by the pace of
economic development and the collective effort to make a new
start—while looking backwards, however, rather than forwards.38

All of these socio-cultural developments were accompanied by a
security policy which both provided a basis for the processes of nor-
malization and overarched them. The two essential pillars of this pol-
icy were a foreign and alliance policy based on Western integration,
including the re-militarization of West Germany, and the building up
and expansion of social security systems. Both aimed to dismantle
the huge, socially perceived potential for insecurity of the post-war
period, and thus to secure and support the state of normality that
was gradually returning. It may be a coincidence that in 1955, the
year in which the Federal Republic joined NATO, economic and liv-
ing standards in West Germany reached pre-war levels again.39 Was
this not a return to security?

Until well into the 1950s, fear of war was among the West
Germans’ greatest anxieties and worries, flaring up again in the
weeks of the building of the Berlin Wall and the days of the Cuban
Missile Crisis.40 This did not necessarily lead to overwhelming agree-
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38 On this cf. also Eckart Conze, ‘Eine bürgerliche Republik? Bürgertum und
Bürgerlichkeit in der westdeutschen Nachkriegsgesellschaft’, Geschichte und
Gesellschaft, 30 (2004), pp. 527–42.
39 Cf. Sywottek, ‘“Wohlstand”—“Sicherheit”—“Frieden”’, p. 245.
40 Cf., e.g., polling results in Noelle and Neumann (eds.), Jahrbuch der öffentli-
chen Meinung 1947–1955, pp. 352–4.



ment with Adenauer’s policy of political and military Western inte-
gration, including the setting up of the Bundeswehr. Endorsement
came later, when it became obvious that Western integration, includ-
ing the division of Germany which it cemented, had become an impor-
tant force for stability, and that Western integration was among the
factors perpetuating the conditions for the economic miracle.

Fear of war was combined with a deep-seated collective fear of
‘the Russian’, of ‘Ivan’, as many Germans said, which was of central
significance for the anti-Communism of the Federal Republic in the
1950s and 1960s. This can be interpreted as a politicization of anxi-
eties and feelings of insecurity.41 A contemporary history of fear of
the Russians has yet to be written.42 And was it not a secure social
and political order, rather than a free one, that could offer protection
against the Communism personified by ‘Ivan’? The political lan-
guage of the time confirms this. This refers not only to the formula
‘the politics of strength’, applied to foreign and alliance policy, which
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41 On the fear of ‘Ivan’ see Schildt, Ankunft im Westen, pp. 89 f. However, also
cf., e.g., the literary treatment of the subject in, among others, Max Frisch,
Homo faber (1st publ. 1957; Frankfurt am Main, 1977), pp. 8–10. The politi-
cization or political instrumentalization of war anxieties and fear of
Communism was, of course, not limited to the Federal Republic under
Adenauer. It can also be observed in American society in the 1950s, and not
only during the era of McCarthyism. In terms of political history, reference
must be made to the creation and development of the National Security
State. In terms of social and cultural history, e.g., reference could be made to
the connection between processes of suburbanization and nuclear threat sce-
narios. American researchers have also pointed to the gender-specific forms
of the need for security and perceptions of insecurity. Cf. Michael J. Hogan,
A Cross of Iron: Harry S. Truman and the Origins of the National Security State
1945–1954 (Cambridge, 1998); Melvyn P. Leffler, A Preponderance of Power:
National Security, the Truman Administration, and the Cold War (Stanford, 1992);
id., The Specter of Communism: The United States and the Origins of the Cold War
1917–1953 (New York, 1994); H. W. Brands, The Devil We Knew: Americans and
the Cold War (New York, 1993), esp. ch. 2: ‘The National Insecurity State
1950–1955’; Laura A . Belmonte, ‘A Family Affair? Gender, the U.S. Informa-
tion Agency, and Cold War Ideology, 1945–1960’, in Jessica Gienow-Hecht
and Frank Schumacher (eds.), Culture and International History (New York,
2003), pp. 79–93.
42 Schild has also pointed to the need for this. See Schildt, Ankunft im Westen,
p. 100.



naturally always included the strength of the economy and levels of
prosperity, but also to the politico-ideological language in which
metaphors such as ‘bulwark’, ‘protective wall’, and ‘dyke’ were used
in an inflationary manner.43 In 1957 Hermann Aubin, a leading
German historian, spoke of Germany as the ‘sentinel of the West’
against the ‘Slavic East’, a role which, he claimed, the Germans had
played for a thousand years.44 This was 1957—not 1937!

This metaphorical language was not only anti-Communist but
also anti-modern, for example, within the conservative, intellectual
edifice erected by the Catholic Abendländische Bewegung in the 1950s.
Members of this movement, like other conservatives, were concerned
to ‘check’ modern civilization, as they put it, to ‘build a dyke’ against
liberalism, secularism, and materialism. Their aim was to achieve
security against modernity as such. Intellectual movements like these
may be considered marginal, and it is true that by the second half of
the 1950s, their time had passed.45 Yet they reflected political and cul-
tural insecurities and the striving for certainties. Thus the Abendlän-
dische Bewegung was one of a number of attempts to achieve a cultur-
al and political re-orientation. They were generally accepted, at least
for a time, precisely because in the decades of catastrophes and con-
fusions, including personal ones, they held out the promise of firm
support and a clear orientation.46

The offers of cultural re-orientation lost some of their attractive-
ness in the second half of the 1950s as large sections of the West
German population could see that their situation had improved
markedly in recent years. This, of course, made them susceptible to
the argument that this improvement could be endangered, and,
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43 Cf. ibid. p. 97, and Herbert, ‘Liberalisierung als Lernprozeß’, pp. 23 f. 
44 Quoted from ibid. p. 21. On Hermann Aubin see now the comprehensive
study by Eduard Mühle, which goes far into the post-war period: Für Volk
und deutschen Osten: Der Historiker Hermann Aubin und die deutsche Ostfor-
schung im Zeitalter der Extreme (Düsseldorf, 2005).
45 On the rise and decline of the Abendländische Bewegung after 1945 see Axel
Schildt, Zwischen Abendland und Amerika: Studien zur westdeutschen Ideen-
landschaft der 50er Jahre (Munich, 1999), and, more recently, Vanessa Conze,
Das Europa der Deutschen: Europaideen in Deutschland zwischen Reichstradition
und Westorientierung (1920–1970) (Munich, 2005).
46 Cf. Herbert, ‘Liberalisierung als Lernprozeß’, p. 28.



indeed, this became the main issue of the 1957 elections. The highly
successful slogan ‘Keine Experimente’ (no experiments), and the
catchphrase ‘Sicher ist sicher’ (better safe than sorry) cleverly exploit-
ed the fear of new uncertainties, and thus helped to enhance even
further the role of security as a social value. To point out that a polit-
ical opponent was irresponsibly putting security at risk, for example,
by advocating a change in the foreign or domestic policy status quo,
was tantamount to a denunciation. Not in intellectual, but in political
terms, the German Social Democratic Party’s (SPD) path to
Godesberg started here.47

V 
The Grand Coalition of the years 1966 to 1969 was a Grand Coalition
of security. This had been foreshadowed in the general election cam-
paign of 1965, when both big parties had once again used the prom-
ise of security to woo voters. The Christian Democratic Union’s
(CDU) posters featured the slogan: ‘Unsere Sicherheit’ (our security).
No less expressive was the slogan on the SPD’s posters, which pro-
claimed: ‘Sicherheit JA’ (security YES). This underlines the further
rise of security as a symbol of social value, and it marks the begin-
ning of a political and programmatic levelling out of the problem of
security, which began to lose differentiation. From the 1960s, we can
speak of an unspoken Grand Coalition comprising the CDU, its
Bavarian sister-party, the Christian Socialist Union (CSU), and the
SPD in important areas of security policy—in social security and
internal security—perhaps least of all in the area of military security.

The example of internal security, innere Sicherheit—a term, inci-
dentally, that was not used in the political language until the late
1960s, and first appeared as an entry in the index of Bundestag min-
utes in 197348—shows that all differences and disagreements were
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47 A comprehensive analysis, orientated by the history of ideas, of the SPD’s
path to Godesberg is now offered by Julia Angster, Konsenskapitalismus und
Sozialdemokratie: Die Westernisierung von SPD und DGB (Munich, 2003). 
48 See Hans-Peter Bull, ‘Politik der “inneren Sicherheit” vor einem mißtrau-
isch gewordenen Publikum’, Leviathan, 12 (1984), pp. 155–75, at 158; cf. also
Albrecht Funk, ‘“Innere Sicherheit”: Symbolische Politik und exekutive
Praxis’, in Bernhard Blanke and Hellmut Wollmann (eds.), Die alte Bundes-
republik: Kontinuität und Wandel (Opladen, 1991), pp. 367–85, or Hans-Gerd



ultimately resolved relatively quickly in constitutional or legislative
compromises, from the emergency laws of the 1960s to the changes
in asylum law of the 1990s. The dilemma faced by the Free
Democratic Party (FDP) and later the Greens, but also the political
significance that this gave them, can only be hinted at against this
background.

The potential for insecurity which had characterized the 1950s
had largely dissipated by the mid-1960s. After the crises around
Berlin and Cuba, the East–West conflict entered a phase of détente
and co-operative conflict resolution, not least because both super-
powers had a political interest in stabilizing the structures of the con-
flicting systems by balancing nuclear deterrence, thus increasing
security for both sides.49 Neither the Vietnam War nor the Soviet
invasion of Czechoslovakia posed a serious threat to the progress of
East–West détente. International and foreign policy stability was
matched by domestic and social stability, which was not even seri-
ously upset by the events of 1968. The social criticism of 1968 was
largely limited to students and intellectuals; in particular, they never
achieved an alliance with the workers and unions in the Federal
Republic. The recession of 1966, a temporary decline in growth rates,
was quickly overcome. The ‘dream of eternal prosperity’,50 of lasting
‘prosperity for all’ (‘Wohlstand für alle’), to quote Ludwig Erhard,
could continue to be dreamed. Social security systems, crucially
expanded by the pension reform of 1957 and the introduction of pub-
lic assistance in 1961, worked. And so it is hardly surprising that even
at the end of the troubled year of 1968, 65 per cent of West Germans
looked to the new year with confidence.51
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Jaschke, Streitbare Demokratie und innere Sicherheit: Grundlagen, Praxis und
Kritik (Opladen, 1991), p. 75.
49 Werner Link, Der Ost-West-Konflikt: Die Organisation der internationalen Be-
ziehungen im 20. Jahrhundert (2nd edn.; Stuttgart, 1988) is still useful on the
various phases of the East–West conflict.
50 Burkart Lutz, Der kurze Traum immerwährender Prosperität (Frankfurt am
Main, 1984).
51 Elisabeth Noelle and Peter Neumann (eds.), Jahrbuch der öffentlichen
Meinung 1968–1973 (Allensbach, 1974), p. 602. Cf. also Gabriele Metzler, ‘Am
Ende aller Krisen? Politisches Denken und Handeln in der Bundesrepublik
der sechziger Jahre’, Historische Zeitschrift, 275 (2002), pp. 57–103, at 74 f.



The idea of a secured future unified the citizens of the Federal
Republic. It also unified the political parties, whose programmes
reflected an optimistic belief in the certainty of progress, as did gov-
ernment declarations and the political measures of the federal and
Länder governments. More strongly than before, security in West
German society and politics became a security of the future. This
combined with a conviction, nourished by academic studies, that all
essential political and social processes are predictable, can be
planned, and, therefore, ultimately, also controlled. Planning and
control became the buzz words of the decade from the mid-1960s to
the mid-1970s.52 Research on the future, whether of a scientific–tech-
nical or social scientific nature, became an academically respectable
branch of knowledge. A successful manager in industry once com-
plained in public that German universities had hundreds of histori-
ans who dealt with the past, but not a single chair of futurology.53

And his comments evoked a big response. 
Security no longer meant just normality and stability. Now it sig-

nified the certainty that this stability, with the profits and interest
payments that it generated, could be placed on a permanent footing.
This explains two things about the politics of the social–liberal
Brandt–Scheel coalition which the new Chancellor developed in his
government declaration of October 1969. It is no coincidence that this
declaration was headed: ‘Kontinuität und Erneuerung’ (continuity
and renewal).54 First, it explained and justified the presumption of
security of economic growth and prosperity, ‘stability without stag-
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52 On this see the comprehensive study by Gabriele Metzler, Konzeptionen
politischen Handelns von Adenauer bis Brandt: Politische Planung in der plurali-
stischen Gesellschaft (Paderborn, 2005).
53 According to Jürgen Kocka, ‘Geschichte—wozu? [1975/1989]’, in Wolf-
gang Hardtwig (ed.), Über das Studium der Geschichte (Munich, 1990), pp.
427–43, at 428 f. Cf. also Metzler, Konzeptionen politischen Handelns, esp. pp.
141–9, and Alexander Schmidt-Gernig, ‘Forecasting the Future: Future
Studies as International Networks of Social Analysis in the 1960s and 1970s
in Western Europe and the United States’, in Gienow-Hecht and Schumacher
(eds.), Culture and International History, pp. 157–72.
54 Government declaration by the Federal Chancellor, 28 Oct. 1969, in
Verhandlungen des Deutschen Bundestages: 6. Wahlperiode, Stenographische
Berichte, vol. 71, pp. 20–34 (also for the following quotations).



nation’, as Brandt called it, and the assumption that the welfare state
would develop into ‘the rule of social law’ (‘der soziale Rechtsstaat’).
The list of programmes, measures, and laws introduced in its name
is too long to reproduce here. Secondly, the socio-political and socio-
economic stability which was achieved and considered to be secure
also created the potential for social and political change, expressed
particularly in the memorable slogan: ‘Mehr Demokratie wagen’
(dare more democracy). The dialectic of this argument is remarkable
because it implies a reversal of the security-related objectives of the
1950s. Permanent security, Brandt pointed out, could be achieved in
a developed society only through change.55 In social terms this also
points to the fact that the striving for security directed towards the
stabilization of life circumstances, social advancement, or renewed
social advancement had lost significance as a new generation had
grown up without first-hand experience of the potential for insecuri-
ty of the early post-war years. Of course, a fundamental certainty
about the future was the precondition for all these calls for a readi-
ness to experiment and greater enthusiasm for reform. The 1972 SPD
election manifesto summed this up: ‘Quality of life is more than a
higher living standard; quality of life presupposes freedom, includ-
ing freedom from fear. It is security through human solidarity, the
chance for self-determination and self-development, for co-determi-
nation and co-responsibility.’56

Contrary to expectations, the ‘safety in secured progress’ which
Willy Brandt had wished his ‘dear fellow citizens’ in his New Year’s
address of 1970–1,57 did not last long. The optimistic belief in
progress of the late 1960s and early 1970s burst like a soap bubble
when confronted by the oil price shock of 1973.58 It was soon gener-
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55 Ibid. p. 23.
56 Quoted from Schildt, Ankunft im Westen, p. 40.
57 Federal Chancellor’s New Year’s speech, 1970–1, in Bulletin der Bundes-
regierung 1971, no. 1, p. 2. See also Gabriele Metzler, ‘ “Geborgenheit im
gesicherten Fortschritt”: Das Jahrzehnt von Planbarkeit und Machbarkeit’, in
Matthias Frese et al. (eds.), Demokratisierung und gesellschaftlicher Aufbruch: Die
sechziger Jahre als Wendezeit der Bundesrepublik (Paderborn, 2003), pp. 777–97.
58 See Jens Hohensee, Der erste Ölpreisschock 1973/74: Die politischen und gesell-
schaftlichen Auswirkungen der arabischen Erdölpolitik auf die Bundesrepublik
Deutschland und Westeuropa (Stuttgart, 1996).



ally agreed that the times of continuous growth were over. For many
people, the future seemed to have grown darker again in the mid-
1970s. A high inflation rate with negative growth—stagflation—un-
settled the German population, whose older members immediately
began to think of the Weimar Republic. New—old—fears and anxi-
eties suddenly resurfaced. The levels of optimism regarding the
future registered in opinion polls in the early 1970s were never
achieved again, even though expectations of prosperity were main-
tained by state investments and subsidies, employment programmes,
and other Keynesian measures in the realm of social security despite
an awareness of the limits of growth and the fact that the downturn
in the international economic cycle meant that unemployment and
poverty levels were rising again.59

In 1969, Willy Brandt had still linked security with political and
social change. At the beginning of Helmut Schmidt’s chancellorship,
against the background of the crises of 1973–4, the concept of securi-
ty lost its reform-orientated dynamic. Brandt’s key concept of reform
was increasingly replaced by that of stability in political rhetoric and
especially in Helmut Schmidt’s ‘new Chancellor-speak’.60 The new
Federal Chancellor’s first government declaration testified to this. In
general terms it named continuity and concentration as the leitmotivs
of future policy, while the spirit of renewal seemed to have dissipat-
ed. Moreover, in sober and factual, almost functional language,
Schmidt, speaking to parliament and the SPD parliamentary party in
the Bundestag, also pointed out that the primary task of every gov-
ernment was ‘to fulfil the classic functions of the state adequately for
its citizens’.61 The Chancellor was sharply criticized for this state-
ment, in particular from among the ranks of his own party, who saw
Schmidt’s understanding of the state as approaching ‘classic, pre-
democratic views of the relationship between state and citizens’.62 In
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59 Cf. Sywottek, ‘ “Wohlstand”—“Sicherheit”—“Frieden” ’, p. 249.
60 Wolfgang Jäger, ‘Die Innenpolitik der sozial-liberalen Koalition 1974–
1982’, in id. and Werner Link, Republik im Wandel 1974–1982: Die Ära Schmidt
(Stuttgart, 1987), pp. 9–272, at 14.
61 Quoted from Jäger, ‘Die Innenpolitik der sozial-liberalen Koalition’, p. 15.
62 According to Ulrich Lohmar, SPD deputy in the Bundestag, writing on
Schmidt and his government’s programme, in Der Spiegel, 27 May 1974, p. 10.



the context of the present article, however, more important than this
criticism is the fact that the classic functions of a modern state were
security functions, namely, ‘economic and social security, . . . internal
public security, and . . . thirdly, external security’.63

Socio-economic uncertainty was allied to fears of the threat to
internal security posed by political radicalism and terrorism. The
1970s can justifiably be called a decade of internal security. This field
of politics was concerned with everyday public security issues, first
in response to terrorism, later increasingly also to growing criminal-
ity and fear of crime. The new policy of internal security had little in
common with the Staatsschutz of the 1950s, or even the emergency
powers of the 1960s.64 The executive measures undertaken to im-
prove internal security had a broad impact. I need mention only the
Radikalenerlaß (law designed to prevent members of radical or ex-
tremist organizations from working for the civil service) and the
Regelanfrage (inquiries made of the Office for the Protection of the
Constitution concerning all applicants for positions in the civil serv-
ice to establish whether they had been members of, or had support-
ed, radical or extremist organizations). These measures and the pub-
lic discussion of them in the 1970s also contributed to a change in the
social awareness of security. More and more citizens of the Federal
Republic saw their world as increasingly insecure, and a perception
spread that the Federal Republic was entering a period of insecurity.
Within a few years, internal security had become so important in the
political discussion and the hierarchy of political values that social
policy or environmental goals and programmes were soon being pre-
sented and justified as contributing to an improvement in internal
security. Thus the SPD’s 1980 election manifesto states: ‘Not only
criminality and terror, but also the withholding of social justice, lim-
iting the quality of life as the result of environmental damage, and
the misuse of economic power under a veil of legality, all threaten
internal security.’65

The discussion about an expanded concept of security was not
limited to Germany. It was an international phenomenon which can
be identified as taking place at about the same time everywhere in
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64 Cf. Bull, ‘Politik der “inneren Sicherheit”’, pp. 156 f.
65 Quoted from ibid., p. 158.



the Western industrialized world.66 This is not surprising as the ori-
gins of the debate about an expanded understanding of security were
linked to the international crises of the mid-1970s, which also marked
the end of the economic boom and, in a wider sense, of Eric Hobs-
bawm’s golden age of the advanced capitalist states.67 The debate,
which naturally had individual national characteristics, began after
the Middle East war of 1973 and the politically dictated rise in oil
prices. At first, economic security was emphasized, in particular, the
security of energy or sources of energy as the basis of economic well-
being and social stability. What Helmut Schmidt expressed, in 1974,
in general terms concerning the security tasks of the state, first found
concrete political expression in the 1980 Inoki report in Japan. This
report, commissioned by the Japanese government, attempted to
cover all the dimensions of a possible threat to the Japanese people in
a comprehensive security concept reaching from military security to
the security of the food supply and security against earthquakes.68

However, in examining national security policies we must not over-
look the fact that in reaction to the crisis of the mid-1970s, nationally
or internationally co-ordinated government policies were increas-
ingly incapable of creating or restoring security. Could the world
economy, which was seen as responsible for cyclical fluctuations, be
directed nationally? With the rise of neo-liberalism from the mid-
1970s, nation-states palpably lost economic and also political power.
They had less chance than ever before to guarantee securities, or even
just to create the best possible conditions for national security. In this
sense, neo-liberalism achieved for the economy what the existence of
nuclear weapons had achieved in the military sphere, namely, break-
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66 On this see Uwe Nerlich, ‘Deutsche Sicherheitspolitik: Konzeptionelle
Grundlagen für multilaterale Rahmenbedingungen’, in Karl Kaiser and
Hanns W. Maull (eds.), Deutschlands neue Außenpolitik, vol. 1: Grundlagen
(Munich, 1997), pp. 153–74; cf. also id., ‘Europäische Sicherheitskultur: Das
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Baden, 1993), pp. 21–36.
67 Eric Hobsbawm, Das Zeitalter der Extreme: Weltgeschichte des 20. Jahrhun-
derts (Munich, 1995), pp. 324–62. On this cf. also the review by Anselm
Doering-Manteuffel, ‘Das schwarze Jahrhundert und sein “Goldenes Zeit-
alter” ’, Neue Politische Literatur, 42 (1997), pp. 365–77.
68 On the Inoki report see Nerlich, ‘Deutsche Sicherheitspolitik’, pp. 156 f.



ing through the hard shell of the national state, as John H. Herz had
put it as early as 1957.69

Environmental threats, too, respected no national borders and in
this sense had a de-nationalizing or de-territorializing impact. This
insight soon formed part of the ecological and environmental dis-
course which, as early as the 1970s, was not merely a national, but an
international, even global discourse and increasingly took the whole
earth as its frame of reference.70 With the growing prominence of eco-
logical risks, catalogues of security such as the Inoki report and the
expanded understanding of security on which they were based
gained plausibility. This applied not only to the increased awareness
since the 1970s of the threat to nature as the basis of human life, but
in particular to the risks associated with the use of advanced tech-
nologies, soon known as high-risk technologies, such as nuclear ener-
gy. The border-crossing character of environmental threats had a
social impact and thus became politically even more powerful with
the reactor catastrophe at Chernobyl.71 The direction of the wind
determined the distribution of risks and dangers, not the nation-
state, which obviously could not guarantee security.

Opponents of nuclear power, who had organized themselves and
had been protesting in the Federal Republic since the 1970s, were
able, after 1986, to put an even stronger position by reference to the
security or rather, insecurity, of nuclear power. This allowed the
multi-dimensionality and associated inconsistency of the concept of
security to emerge clearly. Nuclear energy and the building of
nuclear power plants had been praised and presented, since the late
1950s, as an opportunity to make economic security and well-being
permanent.72 Now, however, people became increasingly aware that,
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9 (1957), pp. 473–93.
70 Cf. Kai Hünemörder, Die Frühgeschichte der globalen Umweltkrise und die
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71 On this see Franz-Josef Brüggemeier, Tschernobyl, 26. April 1986: Die ökolo-
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72 On this see Metzler, Konzeptionen politischen Handelns, pp. 70–80; cf. also
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as in a system of inter-connecting pipes, the security of the energy
supply was paid for by the high risks associated with the generation
of nuclear power. The two securities, it seemed, could not be
achieved at the same time, and political balance and value judge-
ments were required. In this sense, experience with high-risk tech-
nologies, especially in the area of nuclear power, contributed to the
growing awareness, especially in Western societies, of the relativity
of security. This relates not least to the broad differentiation of secu-
rity or securities. The aim of political action and decisions was now
not so much the creation of security in general as the minimizing of
insecurity and the development of security priorities.

In contemporary sociological descriptions of the 1980s, the notion
of the ‘risk society’, coined by Ulrich Beck, brought these develop-
ments together.73 Looking at society as a whole, Beck designated the
‘extension of the risks of modernization’ as security risks. It was not
by chance that he particularly stressed technological developments
such as nuclear energy or gene technology. However, the fact that
these new-style security risks had a socially levelling or democratiz-
ing impact as they equalized and relativized old differences in inse-
curity or exposure to risk, thus reducing their significance, formed
only one aspect of Beck’s social analysis. The other consisted of his
observations of the dissolution of social classes, traditional marriage
and family structures, the roles of the sexes, and employment rela-
tions as socially binding institutions in processes of individualiza-
tion. The finding of growing risks and eroded securities, for society
as a whole as well as for the individual, naturally linked the two
observations. Critics have repeatedly accused Beck of presenting and
valuing existing structures of social inequality as, ultimately, of sec-
ondary importance. This cannot be discussed here. But in our context
it is important that, in the figure of Ulrich Beck, the social sciences
attempted to analyse and conceptualize the change and differentia-
tion of society’s understanding of security. The increased sensitivity
to risk of modern societies in respect of both the social or welfare
state level achieved and the level of technical security, which Ulrich
Beck pointed out in a sociological perspective, and Hermann Lübbe,
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for example, in a philosophical one,74 also represented a new politi-
cal challenge in the sense of minimizing risk rather than comprehen-
sively abolishing insecurity.

The language which, around 1980, Werner Conze used in his
essay on ‘Sicherheit, Schutz’ for the volume Geschichtliche Grundbe-
griffe,75 was still far from the terminology of Beck or Lübbe. This
refers not only to the fact that environmental insecurity was not a
theme of Conze’s work. At that time, Conze probably lacked a polit-
ical rather than an academic feel for this. In his forward-looking treat-
ment of the mass demonstrations of the peace movement, he still
pointed to the fear of the end of all security as its central motive, thus
appropriating to himself an absolute understanding of security. This,
of course, did not distinguish the historian from large sections of
West German society, and, in particular, the peace movement. After
all, they saw the nuclear arms race between East and West, which
received a boost from the stationing of the new Soviet middle-range
SS 20s and NATO’s resolution to rearm at the end of the 1970s, not as
a security risk that could, ultimately, be controlled politically. Rather,
they perceived it as an existential threat to security, as something that
put human existence as such at risk in a nuclear Third World War.

The reference to the East–West conflict and nuclear rearmament
here raises a dimension of security and security policy, namely, exer-
nal and, ultimately, military security, that is, ‘classical security poli-
cy’ which, in the 1970s and during the early years of Helmut
Schmidt’s chancellorship under the influence of world-political
détente, had taken a back seat to the issues of economic, social, and
internal security.76 A few days after what was probably the biggest
challenge to the internal security of the Federal Republic posed by
the terrorist Red Army Fraction (the kidnapping and murder of

30

Article

74 See e.g., Hermann Lübbe, ‘Die schwarze Wand der Zukunft’, in Ernst Peter
Fischer (ed.), Auf der Suche nach der verlorenen Sicherheit (Munich, 1991), pp.
17–31, or Hermann Lübbe, ‘Erfahrungsverluste und Kompensation’, in id.,
Die Aufdringlichkeit der Geschichte: Herausforderungen der Moderne vom Historis-
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75 W. Conze, ‘Sicherheit, Schutz’.
76 This is how Helga Haftendorn puts it in her book Sicherheit und Stabilität:
Außenbeziehungen der Bundesrepublik zwischen Ölkrise und NATO-Doppel-
beschluß (Munich, 1986), pp. 24 f.



Hanns-Martin Schleyer, and the highjacking of the Lufthansa plane
Landshut), Helmut Schmidt, in his famous speech to the Institute of
Strategic Studies in London in October 1977, put this dimension back
at the centre of his own political action and into the focus of interna-
tional politics. A politico-military balance between East and West, he
said, was the prerequisite for security and for détente.77 NATO’s
Double-Track Decision of 1979 was built on this premiss. It called for
a comprehensive and differentiated military balance between East
and West, and offered the Warsaw Pact the option of achieving this
balance by introducing measures to control armament, but simulta-
neously threatened to implement Western rearmament should the
negotiations fail.78

NATO’s Double-Track Decision and the domestic political and
social debates it sparked off, which, in the Federal Republic, in par-
ticular, essentially focused on the definition of security, was the dom-
inant theme of Helmut Schmidt’s last years in office and the start of
Helmut Kohl’s chancellorship. The decline of the social–liberal coali-
tion and the switch to a government consisting of the CDU/CSU and
the FDP cannot be understood and analysed without this security
discourse. Incidentally, it points again to the socio-cultural appropri-
ation of security as a value. The question of international and military
security reached deep into the domestic politics and society of the
Federal Republic, and allied itself with social developments which, in
the context of the Federal Republic’s system of political parties, cul-
minated politically in the establishment of the Greens in 1980 and
their entry into the Bundestag in 1983. In these processes, which can-
not be unravelled in detail here, the central reference points were the
questions of external, military security and security policy—an ‘alter-
native security policy’, as the peace movement’s Krefeld appeal of
November 1980 put it.79 From an international perspective, in partic-
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77 Speech printed in Bulletin der Bundesregierung, no. 112, 8 Nov. 1977, pp.
1013–20; reprinted in Haftendorn, Sicherheit und Stabilität, pp. 195–212.
78 Cf. Kommuniqué der Sondersitzung der Außen- und Verteidigungsminister der
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1979, pp. 1409 f. and 1414.
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bek, 1981), pp. 249 f.



ular, is it true to say that security and stability were ultimately the
same thing, as the Schmidt and Kohl governments, NATO, and the
Soviet Union as well saw it? Or was the stability of the East–West
relationship, founded on nuclear deterrence, not secure, but inse-
cure? In retrospect, and especially since 1990, the conditions govern-
ing the stability of the East–West conflict have emerged more clearly.
It was essentially dependent on East and West sharing a similar
understanding of security, the disciplining logic of nuclear weapons,
and the rationalism of political activity which it imposed or
enhanced. In looking at the understanding and definition of security,
therefore, particular features of international politics and political
activity, understood as communicative action, become comprehensi-
ble, as do the interconnectedness and interdependence of interna-
tional developments on the one hand, and intra-state and intra-soci-
etal ones on the other. Given the historical analysis of modern soci-
eties and politics in modern societies, all this may seem self-evident.
Yet this interdependence can be precisely worked out only when the
subjects are clearly related to each other. Security is one of these sub-
jects, and the mutability and historicity of the term and its contents
are not a disadvantage for historical analysis. On the contrary, they
are a decided advantage.

VI
The idea of total security has begun to falter since the 1970s. Neither
as an emotional safety net nor as certainty about the future has it
been possible to recreate security since then. In the 1970s ency-
clopaedias were still able to define security as ‘a condition of not
being under threat, objectively represented as the presence of protec-
tion or the absence of danger’.80 Since then, however, it has become
clearer that security and insecurity do not form an absolute opposi-
tion. Rather, they are relational terms; they mark two extremes on a
scale, and an individual’s or society’s position on this scale is as
dependent on objective factors as on subjective evaluations and per-
ceptions. Only in borderline cases can security amount to the actual
abolition of danger; more realistically, it reduces or minimizes risks.
This is demonstrated by experiences with high-risk technologies such
as nuclear energy in recent decades.
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Where security cannot, or can no longer, be created or guaranteed,
does trust help? The concept of trust has increasingly entered our
everyday political language in recent years. Historians have even
begun to investigate the historicity of ‘trust’.81 And quite a few polit-
ical journalists see a genuine lack of trust and trustworthiness as a
cause of the profound crisis faced by politics and society.82 This is not
as new as it may seem to some. As long ago as 1968, Niklas Luhmann
identified trust as a ‘mechanism for reducing social complexity’. It
offers a chance at least partially to restore order and security, espe-
cially in the form of self-confidence, within the complexity of modern
societies—security as a ‘system of trust’.83 Precisely this is the loca-
tion of ‘security as a culture’; but it is also the location of security as
a task and function of politics in modern societies.

The topic of security will continue to occupy us. It points far
beyond the ivory tower, for there can be no doubt that the experience
of insecurity will continue and grow in intensity. ‘The black wall of
the future’ is moving closer, as the philosopher Hermann Lübbe once
put it.84 The future is less predictable than it has ever been. In the age
of global information, insecurities grow because opportunities and
space for action no longer coincide with opportunities and space for
information. We know everything that could happen because we
know that it happens.85 There is no way back to the ‘golden age of
security’, even if people will never stop seeking this ‘dream castle’, as
Stefan Zweig called it.86
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81 See, e.g., Ute Frevert (ed.), Vertrauen: Historische Annäherungen (Göttingen,
2003).
82 See, e.g., Gertrud Höhler, Warum Vertrauen siegt: 50 gute Gründe, sich auf-
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83 On this cf. Kaufmann, Sicherheit als soziologisches und sozialpolitisches Pro-
blem, pp. 20 f., and Lippert et al., ‘Einleitung’, pp. 13 f.
84 Lübbe, ‘Die schwarze Wand der Zukunft’, p. 19.
85 See ibid. and Martin Dinges and Fritz Sack, ‘Unsichere Großstädte?’, in
eid. (eds.), Unsichere Großstädte? Vom Mittelalter bis zur Postmoderne (Con-
stance, 2000), pp. 9–65, at 14 f. Cf. also Hans Jonas, Das Prinzip Verantwortung:
Versuch einer Ethik für die technologische Zivilisation (Frankfurt am Main, 1984),
pp. 7 f. In this context Jonas speaks of the ‘heuristic of fear’.
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