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ANTHONY GLEES, Re-inventing Germany. German Political Develop-
ment since 1945 (Oxford and Washington D.C.: Berg Publishers, 1996),
xxxiii + 306 pp. ISBN 1 85973 190 2.  £ 44.95  Hardback. ISBN 1 85973 185
6. £ 17.95 Paperback

In his latest book Anthony Glees has a twofold objective. First, he wants
to reflect on Germany’s new role within the system of states since
unification in 1990, a topical political issue of interest to everyone in
Europe. Secondly, he seeks to describe and explain ‘Germany’s’ history
since 1945. But since he deals only with the former West Germany, he
presents the reader with his objective in the form of a paradox: his
intention is to write a ‘national history of West Germany’. His main
questions are directed towards asking whether, in historical perspec-
tive, there is a realistic chance of a unified Germany developing
according to the principles of the old Federal Republic: ‘The real
question has to do with how permanently liberalism is entrenched at
home’ (p. xxix). The new Federal Republic’s chance of having a
constructive foreign policy role stands and falls, he says, by whether
the liberal political system and social consensus are  stabilized. All in
all, Glees views the future with considerable scepticism. He considers
it more likely that Germany will dominate Europe and turn away from
the West than that Germany will contribute to the Westernization of
Eastern Europe within the framework of the European and Atlantic
alliance systems.

Eight chapters deal with the history of West Germany from uncon-
ditional surrender in May 1945 to the opening of the Berlin Wall in
November 1989. Two further chapters cover the political process of
unification and questions of the future. The book is based on secondary
literature and a number of contemporary texts by politicians and
journalists. The author shows a certain preference for the politics of the
Social Democratic-Liberal era, and passes judgement from this per-
spective.

The presentation of facts and the assessment of political decisions
until the 1960s conforms to the prevalent and established, fairly critical
historical view of the post-war period. For the Germans, the year 1945
meant defeat rather than liberation, there was no ‘year zero’. Occupa-
tion policy is outlined briefly, and the position of the Western powers
is reduced to: ‘What the West offered was a reinvention through
consent’ (p. 57). The Basic Law seems to be of particular importance
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since it laid the foundations for the old Federal Republic’s political
stability. The Adenauer era is portrayed as a period of conservative
policy with the aim of Westernization, both in foreign relations and in
the parties’ political programmes. Kurt Schumacher’s SPD is included
in this context, as is Ludwig Erhard’s economic stance against the
interests of the Christian Socialists in the CDU.

Glees pays particular attention to the period of transition from
Adenauer to Brandt and to the changes in the domestic political
situation. Before describing Ostpolitik in the Brandt-Scheel era in a
detailed separate chapter, Glees focuses on internal developments in
the Federal Republic up to 1977, when terrorism was at its peak. Glees
does not pose the question concerning the crisis or stabilization of the
liberal order in the Federal Republic. The style of presentation makes
it clear that the author’s sympathies are with the state and its measures
against terrorism, although he does try to shed some light on the Bader-
Meinhof Gang’s motives.

Ostpolitik is not presented as a contrast and a necessary supplement
to the policy of Western integration, but is clearly dealt with from the
perspective of 1989-90. Glees addresses the question of the aim of
Ostpolitik: was it unity, compromise, or recognition of the GDR? Fol-
lowing the line of argument put by Timothy Garton Ash, Glees works
around to Willy Brandt’s political realism, pointing out that Brandt’s
intention was not to ‘unify Germany but to live with Germany’s
division’ (p. 185). As in the section on terrorism and the policy of
protecting the constitution (Berufsverbote), when dealing with Ostpolitik
Glees clearly has the continuous subversion by various measures on
the part of the GDR in mind.

Helmut Schmidt appears as the ‘managing director of an impres-
sive business enterprise called West Germany’ (p. 196). The ideology
behind his policies is clearly shown to have been influenced by the
Anglo-American theory of ‘pragmatism’ (Popper). Throughout this
account there are occasional references to British and American influ-
ences on the social development of West Germany – liberal consensus,
end of ideology, pragmatism – but unfortunately no attempt is made to
systematize them. Thus, there is also, regrettably, no analysis of changes
in social theory and social behaviour in the old Federal Republic.

Helmut Kohl is portrayed as a ‘second-rate Chancellor’ before 1989,
but then the narrative hurtles towards the crucial year 1989-90,
when he is compared with Bismarck: ‘Kohl: A Better Bismarck’.

German Political Development
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Following on from this, Glees then looks at the question of Germa-
ny’s future, its new role in Europe, and its impact on the other European
states.

Glees argues here from the traditional perspective of political
history which centres around the categories of ‘nationalism’, ‘German
dominance’, and ‘interest’: ‘The new Germany is obviously going to be
the main European power, a state with the potential to dominate – two
things which the Bonn Republic never was’ (p. 279). The author shows
extreme scepticism when he says that Berlin is further away from Bonn
than Bonn is from London, but that it is only a stone’s throw from the
Polish border. The present ‘commitment to Western values’ amongst
Germany’s political leaders could, he says, quickly disappear if the
liberal institutions and ‘constitutional habits’ of the old Federal Repub-
lic are not kept alive. In addition, it is important that a ‘statement of
Germany’s national interest’ is produced that will satisfy both the
German people and neighbouring countries. In this respect, Glees does
not really want to believe in the future, but returns instead to the era of
Palmerston and Bismarck, in order to hint at the fear that with Germa-
ny’s reunification the nationalistic power politics of bygone times
might resurface. This line of argument remains short of the mark to the
extent that no thought is given to whether, and to what extent, the other
European states, and particularly Britain, might return to the national-
istic power politics of a hundred years ago in the light of Germany’s
reunification. The significance of alliance systems and integrative
mechanisms at the end of the twentieth century, which are certainly not
comparable to the state of affairs at the end of the nineteenth century,
needs greater emphasis in a historical account.

Although the contemporary German reader will therefore not be
able to make sense of the author’s prognosis of a new German power
politics, he will be able to relate to what Glees calls the latent threat to
the liberal order in Germany. The integration of 18 million people who
have never experienced the Western liberal system and the rule of law
in West Germany could produce a shift in political values.

Whether or not the reader finds such a prognosis justified will
depend upon his opinion of the book’s concept. It seems methodologi-
cally suspect to outline a prognosis for a reunified Germany based
exclusively on the history of the former Federal Republic and without
any reference to the history of the GDR. It is also doubtful whether an
account that is restricted to the institutions of the state, politics, the
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economy, and leading figures can really explain enough. Glees’s excur-
sions into the social history of the former Federal Republic are all
conceived from the perspective of the state, ‘from above’. This means
that in this book endogenous changes in West German society during
forty-five years of Westernization are not even mentioned, let alone
analysed. The parallel question as to social developments in the GDR
during forty-five years of membership of the Soviet bloc cannot even
be addressed in this book because the GDR is totally excluded. Surely
history is too complicated for it to be possible to write a ‘national
history of West Germany’, and to compare Kohl with Bismarck, only to
conclude that there is a danger of a ‘Fourth Reich’ emerging in Ger-
many. Glees’s interesting and stimulating book shows, in fact, how
difficult it is not only for German but also for British historians to
explain how the complicated present situation came about, and to
draw illuminating conclusions.
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