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ANTHONY J. NICHOLLS, The Bonn Republic. West German Democracy
1945-1990, Postwar World Series (London and New York: Longman,
1997), xvii + 341 pp. ISBN 0 582 49231 9. £44.00 (hardback). ISBN 0 582
49230 0. £14.99 (paperback)

The story of the Bonn Republic is a success story. Anthony Nicholls,
who teaches at St Antony’s College, Oxford, leaves no doubt about this.
And yet the West German state, founded fifty years ago, had to tread
a stony path in order to become a federal republic, a democratic
community firmly anchored in terms of structure and political culture,
and, particularly important from a British point of view, a reliable
partner of the West.

In many respects it is particularly rewarding for German readers to
follow this path with the (interpretative) help of Anthony Nicholls. For
Nicholls, undoubtedly one of the greatest British experts on contem-
porary German history, does not merely present an informative and
knowledgeable history of the Federal Republic. What is stimulating,
sometimes even disturbing, about the book is the way the author looks
at things and approaches them. For all his sensitivity towards Germany
and ‘the’ Germans this is still very British, and opens the eyes of German
readers, who are generally used to self-reflection, to new interpretations
of the history of the Federal Republic. This less provincial perspective
makes the book very worth reading. What makes it a real pleasure is its
style and construction. Although the author clearly has a love of detail,
he does not get bogged down in specific issues, but draws a colourful
arc from the last years of the war to reunification in 1990, in a way
which is highly accessible and linguistically skilful. To this extent the
book is yet another good example of the didactic merits of (contempor-
ary) British historiography, which is not above presenting complex
historical issues to a wider readership without over-simplifying the
arguments.

The beginning of the book is already a challenge to the (German)
reader. Nicholls does not start with capitulation in 1945 or the Founding
Act in May 1949. His history of the Federal Republic begins on 20 July
1944, the day of the failed assassination attempt on Hitler. However,
Nicholls certainly does not interpret the conspiracy that culminated in
the assassination attempt as the birth of the second German democracy.
This could perhaps have been the assumption given that former
resistance fighters such as Jakob Kaiser, Eugen Gerstenmeier, Fabian
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von Schlabrendorff, and Andreas Hermes played such a prominent
role during the founding phase of the Federal Republic. Rather, he
regards the failure of the plot as a symbol of the irreversible decline of
the Protestant conservative élites of Prussia-Germany – a decline
which, so to speak, cleared the way for the political and social mod-
ernization, and West-orientation, of Germany. Only without the baggage
of a ‘stab-in-the-back legend’, which, in Nicholls’s view, a successful
assassination attempt would probably have produced, and on the
basis of Germany’s total political and economic defeat leading to the
collapse of traditional social structures and cultural traditions, could a
new state be founded.

Nicholls’s interpretation of 20 July 1944 could be regarded as
cynical. After all, if the assassination attempt had succeeded the death
of many millions of people could have been prevented. And one might
not necessarily agree with the author on all the detailed historical
issues, for example, his assessment of Prussia, which was not only a
hot-bed of militarism and the spirit of subjugation. Basically, however,
one cannot disagree with the thesis that the total collapse of Germany
eased its path towards democracy along Western lines, and that the
starting-point of the Bonn Republic, despite the division of Germany,
the loss of the eastern territories, the war-damage, and the numerous
war casualties and refugees, was much more favourable than that of
the Weimar Republic. Political society in the Western zones after 1945
was far less fragmented in regional, religious, and social terms than its
forerunners. The break with many traditions was so deep that an anti-
democratic, authoritarian-nationalist atmosphere could no longer
unfold as a matter of course, as had happened thirty years earlier. In
this context it is interesting that Nicholls considers the Western Allies’
denazification programme, much disputed in German historiography
and largely deemed to have been useless, if not counter-productive, to
have had an extremely positive effect on the further development of
the Western zones and later on the Federal Republic. At least the old
Nazis did not dare show their faces and could not blight the new state.

Nicholls leaves no room for doubt that without real support from
the Allies, for example, in the shape of the Marshall Plan, the second
German democracy would not have been able to transform these
relatively favourable preconditions into long-term success. But,
according to him, Ludwig Erhard’s enormously successful economic
policy which, unlike the introduction of the market economy in the

Book Reviews



79

former GDR in 1990, could rely on an infrastructure that was still
functioning to some degree, also played an essential role in generating
the trust of the German people in the new republic. Nicholls’s portrayal
of the founding fathers of the Federal Republic is strangely pale.
Certainly, we hear about the political achievements and mistakes of
Kurt Schumacher, Ludwig Erhard, and Theodor Heuss, but almost
nothing about their backgrounds and how they became what they
were. Konrad Adenauer is the only one dealt with in more detail. In this
case, Nicholls seems to be more impressed by the domestic and foreign
policy achievements of the ‘old man’s’ fourteen-year period in office,
culminating in sovereignty (he largely accepts Hans-Peter Schwarz’s
assessment in this), than by Adenauer as a person, whom, again in a
very British way, he does not trust an inch.

‘Growing Pains’ is the title of the chapter that deals with the
emergence of the young republic from puberty in the second half of the
1960s. Like most other interpreters of the history of the Federal Republic,
the author does not accord any great significance to Ludwig Erhard’s
chancellorship, though he does not neglect the frictions between Erhard
and Adenauer as well as Franz-Josef Strauß. On the other hand, Nicholls
devotes considerably more space to political and social developments
from the mid-1960s onwards. Here too, there is quite a different emphasis
from what we have become used to in the work of German historians
(such as Schwarz, Bracher, Jäger, and Link, for example). Nicholls
presents the origins of the student revolts, in particular the young
generation’s preoccupation with their fathers’ ‘guilt’, with great
sensitivity. He considers their methods, some of which, like the terrorist
attacks on department stores, were reminiscent of Nazi practices, as a
regression to pre-parliamentary times. Nicholls shows that parliamen-
tarism had taken root in the Bonn Republic, despite all challenges, by
comparing the Kiesinger/Brandt government with Hermann Müller’s
cabinet during the final phase of the Weimar Republic. Despite their
very different backgrounds – Kiesinger the former NSDAP member
and Brandt who took refuge from the Nazis abroad now had to agree
policy between them – and considerable political differences, compro-
mise was now sought, unlike in Weimar, and there was a willingness to
act pragmatically: ‘Parliamentary democracy had become the normal
way of conducting German business.’

Nicholls’s discussion of the Grand Coalition basically boils down to
an appreciation of Willy Brandt. He undoubtedly has Nicholls’s
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sympathies. Even if he considers Brandt’s famous comment to foreign
correspondents, that his election as Chancellor finally meant that
Hitler had lost the war, to be less than tactful, Nicholls largely shares
this view. For the first time since 1930 there was now a Social Democratic
Chancellor, and with the ‘change of power’ (Baring) the West German
democracy had passed the test.

Given the constraints in presenting a detailed overview of forty-
five years, Nicholls describes the comprehensive reform programme
embarked upon by the Brandt government in as much detail as
possible. He assesses Ostpolitik, described by Egon Bahr as ‘Wandel
durch Annäherung’, in a more balanced way than German historians
or political scientists are probably capable of. He is aware that many
people in Germany in the early 1970s, and again with particular
vehemence in 1989, saw Ostpolitik as a selling out of German interests.
But the author ultimately reaches a positive judgement of Brandt’s
Ostpolitik: ‘Had the German government not been willing to take its
initiatives in Ostpolitik at this time, the Federal Republic would have
appeared as a recalcitrant Cold War relic, and its vital interests could
have been bartered away by others.’ The Brandt government’s pro-
gramme of social and political reform is seen by Nicholls as a vital step
towards the further liberalization of German political culture and its
becoming more firmly anchored in the West. One has to read between
the lines to realize that Nicholls also regards this as the end of a German
‘special path’.

The description of the Schmidt era is fairly unspectacular. This may,
of course, have something to do with the fact that normality was
precisely what characterized the years from 1974 to 1982, perhaps
disrupted only by tensions in policy towards the GDR and by left-wing
terrorism. The Federal Republic had by now become a de facto equal
partner of the West; Schmidt could establish himself as a world leader;
West German democracy, whose stability was never seriously threaten-
ed by terrorism, supported the democratization processes on the
Iberian peninsula; the economy, compared, for example, with that of
Britain, was certainly on the up. It would have been illuminating,
however, if Nicholls had tried to grasp and explain the ideological
roots of the discussion about disarmament and rearmament, which
ultimately led to Schmidt’s demise as Chancellor. Nicholls creates the
misleading impression that the controversy developed out of thin air,
or was forced upon the Federal Republic from outside.

Book Reviews



81

It is not yet possible to put the 1980s, dominated by Helmut Kohl’s
chancellorship, into historical perspective. This is perhaps why the
final chapter on the Kohl government and German reunification is
clearly not up to the same standard as the others. Here Nicholls seems
to give up passing judgement altogether and restricts himself to what
really is a quite boring list of dates. Certainly it is not easy to present a
differentiated picture of a statesman still in office (as Kohl was at the
time of publication). And certainly the lack of distance makes it
difficult to trace the important intellectual trends within the society of
the Federal Republic during the 1980s. However, it is still incomprehen-
sible why Nicholls does not consider it necessary to probe in depth and
analyse Kohl and his policies – he was, after all, a phenomenon, and not
only because of his sixteen years in office. It is simply not enough to
characterize Kohl as a typical Christian Democrat, whose main interest
was German reunification. Why is hardly any attention paid to Kohl’s
predominant role in the European unification process? Is this, perhaps,
evidence of the traditional British aloofness towards Europe? Equally
incomprehensible is the fact that Nicholls takes hardly any notice of the
significance of the new social movements and the rise of the Green
Party. The Social Democrats, who after all were doing quite well in the
Länder and took part in the country’s legislature via the Bundesrat, are
almost completely absent from the picture. Nicholls restricts his socio-
political and politico-cultural observations to the undoubtedly important
historical and commemorative debates (8 May, Bitburg, Historikerstreit).
Were there really no other significant discourses? And if not, how is this
to be explained?

The reunification of Germany could have formed a dramatic
conclusion to the book. Unfortunately, however, Nicholls does without
any precise analysis of the political constellation in Europe that made
reunification possible. Also the high diplomatic art which the German
Federal Government developed from November 1989 to 1990, and to
which the Chancellor’s Office files, just published in extracts, bear
witness, is given only marginal appreciation. Nicholls has little to say
about the high hopes and deep disappointments that stirred people in
Germany at this time, and what became of them. This is regrettable. We
were, after all, keen to know whether Nicholls would take over the
business of navel-gazing from the Germans.

Despite these criticisms Nicholls has written a remarkable book. He
does not bring any previously unknown historical facts to light, yet he
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provides, as it were, a new pair of glasses that opens up an interesting,
and constantly challenging view of the history of the Federal Republic.
A view that is not afraid to observe and describe the obvious. Basically
a very British view.
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