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ROBERT GERWARTH, The Bismarck Myth: Weimar Germany and the
Legacy of the Iron Chancellor (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005), xii +216
pp. ISBN 0 19 928184 X. £45.00

The politics of history (Geschichtspolitik) is a fashionable area for
study at the moment. By Geschichtspolitik I mean the ‘political use of
history in public in order to achieve mobilization, politicization, or
legitimization in political debate’.1

In his investigation of the Bismarck myth in the Weimar Republic,
Robert Gerwarth deals with an explosive chapter of historical politics
during Germany’s first democracy. He has used a large number of
mainly published sources, newspapers and journals from all political
camps, minutes of Reichstag meetings, and materials from various
archives.

Gerwarth identifies the core of the Bismarck myth of the Weimar
period as the claim that the republic was founded, against the spirit
of Bismarck, by political forces described by the chancellor as ene-
mies of the Reich. The Bismarck myth thus defined played a central
role in the heated ideological battle for the past, Gerwarth suggests,
and this is why Weimar’s political culture cannot be explained ade-
quately without an analysis of the Bismarck myth. According to the
author, the political right used this anti-democratic myth in a target-
ed way in order to destroy the republic’s legitimacy. In addition to
his main argument, Gerwarth goes on to claim that the Bismarck
myth also made a considerable contribution to the rise of National
Socialism by popularizing and encouraging two important elements
of the radical right’s agitation, namely, a strong anti-parliamentarism
and the hope for a charismatic leader, a ‘second Bismarck’, as which
Adolf Hitler, ever more emphatically, presented himself. Thus, ac-
cording to Gerwarth, the Bismarck myth functioned as a ‘destructive
power’ (p. 176) between 1918 and 1933.

In fact, Gerwarth marshals a great deal of evidence to demon-
strate the astonishing degree to which the spirit of the Reich’s
founder was present at the political debates. Bismarck’s likeness was
even used in election campaigns. Thus an election poster for the con-
servative Deutschnationale Volkspartei (DNVP, German National
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People’s Party) contrasts Bismarck, ‘statesman of a black–white–red
Germany’, with Philipp Scheidemann, who had proclaimed the
republic on 9 November 1918 and is here described as ‘the mouth-
piece of a black–red–gold Germany’ (p. 79). This went along with a
demand: ‘German voters compare! Vote black–white–red! Vote
Deutschnational!’ (p. 79). Yet the rightist liberal Deutsche Volkspartei
(DVP, German People’s Party) also appealed to Bismarck in its elec-
tion campaign. Its poster featured the mighty head of the founder of
the Reich next to the text: ‘Bismarck on 11 August 1867: “Politics is
the art of the possible!” Vote Deutsche Volkspartei!’ (p. 80).

These two examples alone—and they could easily be multiplied—
demonstrate that historical–political references to Bismarck during
the Weimar period were not limited to the ‘Bismarck myth’ as
defined by Gerwarth. To be sure, it was deployed overwhelmingly
by the political right wing as a weapon in the battle against the re-
public, and it had a negative impact in this area. But there were also
references to the politics and personality of the founder of the Reich
which were intended to stabilize the republic, not undermine it. Here
we must first mention Gustav Stresemann, German chancellor in the
crisis year of 1923, long-serving foreign minister, and Germany’s first
Nobel Peace Laureate. Of all the politicians in the Weimar Republic,
Stresemann was probably the one with the best knowledge of
Bismarck, and also the one who most frequently invoked Bismarck in
justifying his own policies. Thus it is laudable that Gerwarth,
although he focuses on the anti-democratic Bismarck myth, also ex-
plores in detail Stresemann’s image of Bismarck, ‘which deviated sig-
nificantly from that of the nationalist right’ (p. 74). 

In a speech he gave on 1 December 1921, Stresemann appealed to
his party friends: ‘I ask you to go back in German history, to consid-
er the greatest statesman the world had in the nineteenth century,
Bismarck. Were his politics anything other than the politics of com-
promise? . . . Was his policy of the achievable not a hundred times
more national-minded and forward-looking than the politics of those
who felt the necessity to attack it?’ (p. 75).

Stresemann’s notion of ‘national Realpolitik’—a key concept of his
foreign policy—was derived directly from Bismarck. According to
Gerwarth, he defined it ‘contrary to the political ideas linked with the
name of Bismarck on the Weimar right as a policy free of the illusions
of both the right and left, a policy “which is conscious of the limita-

100

Book Reviews



tions of our power and which seeks understanding and peace”’ (pp.
84 f.). In order to justify both his Locarno policy (1925) and the Berlin
Treaty (1926), Stresemann alluded to Bismarck as a Realpolitiker
whose aim was to maintain the peace. Stresemann’s commitment to
an interpretation of Bismarck’s politics which was undoubtedly clos-
er to the ‘real’ Bismarck than the unscrupulous misappropriation of
Bismarck by the political right wing is remarkable, even if the latter
dominated in the historical–political struggle.

The political instrumentalization of Bismarck by the right-wing
political parties and their press is impressively presented by
Gerwarth. To mention just a few points: the DNVP called its large
and popular youth organization the Bismarck Youth; in the elections
for the Reich president in 1925, Hindenburg was discovered to have
‘Bismarck-like qualities’ (and Hindenburg later encouraged the erec-
tion of a Bismarck national memorial and the making of a two-part
film in 1925 and 1927, which contrasted the great days under
Bismarck with the sad republican present); in their campaign against
the Young Plan, the right-wing parties referred emphatically to
Bismarck, and even more strongly than in the years of stabilization,
the Bismarck myth became a weapon in the fight against the ‘system’.

This is all quite true, and Gerwarth demonstrates the far-reaching
effectiveness of the Bismarck myth in the years of the Weimar
Republic, but it needs to be pointed out that Gerwarth tends to over-
estimate the influence of these historical–political activities on the
actual course of events. We can take it as an exaggeration when he
claims that ‘Bismarck was to play a key role in the final act of Weimar
Germany’ (p. 127), or that ‘The Bismarck myth helped to create a
political climate which smoothed the way for Hitler’s success’ (p.
143). Here his tunnel-vision, fixated on the Bismarck myth, seems to
have led Gerwarth into making a disproportionate assessment of
events in the republic’s final phase.

Gerwarth frames his central chapters on the historical–political
instrumentalization of the Bismarck myth in the Weimar Republic
with a prologue and an epilogue. In the prologue he investigates the
development of the Bismarck cult before 1918 and establishes that it
served to support and legitimize the existing political order. Thus its
function was the exact opposite of the Bismarck myth’s after 1918,
namely, to delegitimize the existing republican order. In the epi-
logue, Gerwarth comments briefly on the role which Bismarck and

101

The Bismarck Myth



the Bismarck myth played in the years of Nazi rule and in post-war
Germany. During the final phase of the republic, Bismarck was, with
Frederick the Great, the historical figure to whom Hitler referred
most frequently, but this changed soon after the seizure of power was
complete: ‘The old nationalist myths were pushed into the back-
ground. Bismarck, so it seemed, had fulfilled his role for Germany’s
new rulers’ (p. 149). Work on the Bismarck national memorial in
Bingen was halted in 1934 and never resumed. 

Gerwarth’s comments, filling ten pages, on the gradual revision of
the Bismarck myth in West Germany after 1945 do not go beyond a
brief sketch. We must agree, however, with his statement that ‘A
revival of the Bismarck myth in the context of the re-emergence of a
new German nationalism is not in sight’ (p. 169). A poll carried out
in 1998 revealed that 53 per cent of those asked did not know the
name ‘Bismarck’. This simple fact alone shows that the time for an
instrumentalization of Bismarck for present-day political purposes,
the time for a Bismarck myth of whatever sort, is gone for good.
However, a serious academic engagement with the personality and
politics of Bismarck is still worthwhile.

One comment in conclusion. This book by a German historian on
a very German topic is written in English. Therefore where German-
language literature on the subject exists in English translation, the
English edition is used and cited in the footnotes. All quotations from
primary sources are translated into English, which means that if they
are to be cited in a German context, they have to be translated back
into German or the original source located, sometimes involving
great difficulty and inconvenience. It is clear that this is a highly
unfortunate state of events. Was no German publisher prepared to
publish this extremely worthwhile academic investigation?

EBERHARD KOLB is Emeritus Professor of History at the University
of Cologne. Among his numerous publications are Der Frieden von
Versailles (2005) and The Weimar Republic (2nd edn., 2006).
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