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Methods, topics and new sources in contemporary research on the German 
Foreign Intelligence Service 
 
ABSTRACT 
The paper was presented at the German Historical 
Institute Moscow on 17 October 2019. The author 
summarizes the development and key results of recent 
official history on German public authorities. It shows, 
that over the past about ten years, historians in 
Germany have focused intensively on the history of the 
origins of federal ministries and agencies after the 
Second World War. Relevant research projects have 
already been initiated for more than 20 government 
authorities. Their focus is, on the one hand, to provide 
confirmed knowledge about personal and conceptual 
continuities with authorities before 1945. On the other 
hand, they examine the effects of such continuity on 
official duties in post-war years. Most recently, in a 
comparative perspective GDR-ministries were also 
included in this field of research. The paper gives an 
overview of these main research perspectives and 
summarizes key findings. 
The second part of the paper is dedicated to the 
research project concerning the history of the Federal 
Intelligence Service (BND), presents the project 
genesis and first results. It unveils the approaches that 
have been applied in order to get insights into the 
cryptic structure, the personnel networks and the 
clandestine action of the intelligence agency. For this 
purposes, previously inaccessible intelligence records 
were disclosed and examined for the first time. 
Regarding this completely new information basis, the 
paper concludes by presenting a cultural-historical 
approach to write a modern official history of the BND. 
It shows that actions and organisational change can be 
explored by a combined perspective that reflects 
internal beliefs and interests as well as the political goal 
of securing a position for the BND in the emerging West 
German state. This approach allows to contextualize 
different recent research results and to classify the 
manifold continuities of the early BND to its past. 
 
ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 
Der Vortrag wurde am 17. Oktober 2019 am 
Deutschen Historischen Institut Moskau präsentiert. 
Darin fasst der Autor die Entwicklung und wichtige 
Ergebnisse der Behördenforschung in der 
Bundesrepublik auf dem aktuellen Stand zusammen. 
Es zeigt sich, dass sich die deutsche 
Geschichtswissenschaft in diesem Feld in den 

vergangenen rund zehn Jahren besonders intensiv der 
Entstehungs- und Transformationsgeschichte der 
Bundesministerien und -dienststellen nach dem 
Zweiten Weltkrieg gewidmet hat. Zu mehr als 20 
Bundesbehörden wurden entsprechende 
Forschungsprojekte bereits initiiert. Ihr Schwerpunkt 
liegt einerseits darauf, gesicherte Erkenntnisse über 
personelle und konzeptuelle Kontinuität zum NS-Staat 
zu gewinnen. Andererseits werden die Auswirkungen 
solcher Kontinuitätslinien auf das Amtshandeln 
untersucht; zuletzt wurden dafür in einer 
systemübergreifend-vergleichenden Perspektive auch 
die Ministerien in der DDR einbezogen. Der Vortrag 
gibt einen Überblick über die zentralen 
Forschungsperspektiven und fasst wesentliche 
Ergebnisse zusammen. 
Im zweiten Teil widmet sich der Vortrag konkret dem 
Forschungsprojekt zur Geschichte des 
Bundesnachrichtendienstes, stellt die Projektgenese 
und erste Ergebnisse vor. Es wird außerdem gezeigt, 
welche Ansätze auf der Basis der erstmals 
ausgewerteten, bisher unzugänglichen 
Geheimdienstakten verfolgt wurden, um Aufschluss 
über die kryptischen Strukturen, die personellen 
Netzwerke und das klandestine Agieren des Dienstes 
zu erlangen. Der Vortrag stellt abschließend einen 
kulturgeschichtlichen Zugriff für eine moderne 
Behördengeschichte des BND vor. Es zeigt sich dabei, 
dass Handeln und organisatorischer Wandel des 
Dienstes in der Nachkriegszeit durch einen 
kombinierten Zugriff erschlossen werden können, der 
interne Glaubenssätze und Interessen ebenso 
berücksichtigt wie das politische Ziel, sich einen Platz 
im entstehenden westdeutschen Staat zu sichern. Der 
Ansatz ermöglicht, bisherige Forschungsergebnisse 
neu zu kontextualisieren sowie die mannigfachen 
Kontinuitätslinien des BND einzuordnen. 
 
РЕЗЮМЕ 
Доклад был представлен 17 октября 2019 года в 
Германском историческом институте в Москве. В 
нём автор дает представление о развитии и 
ключевых результатах современного 
исследования органов государственной власти в 
Германии. Выясняется, что в течение последних 10 
лет немецкие историки особенно интенсивно 
изучали историю создания и преобразований 
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федеральных министерств и ведомств после 
Второй мировой Войны. Уже в отношении более 20 
федеральных органов власти ведутся 
соответствующие исследовательские проекты. С 
одной стороны, основная задача заключается в 
получении достоверных знаний о персональной и 
концептуальной преемственности власти с 
нацистским государством до 1945 года. С другой 
стороны, изучается влияние такой линии 
преемственности на должностные обязанности в 
послевоенные годы, для чего совсем недавно в 
межсистемно-сравнительное исследование были 
включены и министерства ГДР. В докладе дается 
обзор основных тенденций исследований и 
подытоживаются результаты. 
Вторая часть доклада посвящена непосредственно 
проекту по истории Федеральной 
разведывательной службы (BND), его генезису и 
первым результатам. Также представлены 

подходы, применявшиеся для получения 
информации о засекреченных структурах, сетях 
персонала и тайных операциях службы. Для этого 
впервые были раскрыты и проанализированы 
ранее недоступные досье службы разведки. 
Доклад завершается презентацией культурно-
исторического подхода в отношении современной 
истории ведомства BND. При этом показывается, 
как деятельность и организационные изменения 
службы в послевоенное время могут быть изучены 
с помощью комбинированного подхода, который 
учитывает как внутренние убеждения и интересы, 
так и политические цели: сохранение позиции BND 
в формирующемся западногерманском 
государстве. Данный метод позволяет представить 
прежние результаты исследований в новом 
контексте и классифицировать самые разные 
линии преемственности BND. 
. 

 

Introduction 

80.000 copies sold. Any more or less successful novelist would be really happy if one of 

his or her books were sold like this. Historical studies hardly ever have such a commercial 

success. In Germany, however, a few years ago a historical nonfiction book was able to 

achieve this sales figure: „Das Amt und die Vergangenheit“ (“The German Foreign Office 

and the Past”).1 The book is about the history of the Foreign Office during the Nazi era, 

its role regarding the planning and execution of Nazi annihilation policy, and last but not 

least about the aftermath and legacies of this period in the Foreign Ministry of the Federal 

Republic of Germany. But this book stands for more than just a sales success and a 

public debate about its findings2; it represents also an important starting point for a 

specific research field in contemporary history in Germany. Following the foreign office’s 

example, approximately 30 other German ministries and public authorities have initiated 

 
1 The sales figures are given by Christian Mentel: Die Debatte um „Das Amt und die Vergangenheit“ und 
ihre Folgen, Version: 1.0, in: Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte, January 6, 2018: 
<http://docupedia.de/zg/Mentel_debatte_amt_v1_de_2018> (accessed February 10, 2020). 
2 The most recent summary of the controversy on the research project about the history of the Federal 
Foreign Office in the Nazi era and the early Federal Republic of Germany is provided: ibid. From the 
perspective of one of the commission members, the background conditions of the appointment and the 
work of the historical commission are described by Eckart Conze: Die Historikerkommission des 
Auswärtigen Amtes. Zeitgeschichte zwischen Auftragsforschung, öffentlicher Debatte und 
wissenschaftlichem Fortschritt, in: Christoph Cornelißen, Paolo Pezzino (ed.): Historikerkommissionen und 
historische Konfliktbewältigung. Berlin et al. 2018, pp. 109–118. 
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some kind of similar research projects in the past twelve years.3 Carried out by 

independent historians, most of these projects have now published results so that an early 

overall summary can be given. This article aims to provide an overview of this research 

field, with a special focus on the project about the history of the German Federal 

Intelligence Service, the BND. It will recap the origins and the approach of the BND project 

and will present and classify some of the results. Finally, the article will provide a more 

detailed insight into the question how to write a modern organizational history of the West 

German Foreign Intelligence Service during the early years of the federal republic.4 

Official History in Germany 

The English term “official history” is well established in Anglo-American historical science 

for decades.5 It refers to historical research that is mostly commissioned, financed and 

supported by public authorities. This usually includes privileged access for the historians 

appointed to the relevant historical documents and, one might say the other hand, often 

specific expectations by the contracting authority regarding the product that has to be 

delivered. These expectations do not have to address primarily a particular historical 

interpretation. However, they often set the thematic scope and sometimes exert a certain 

impact on the way and form in which the results are published.6 

There is no common German translation for the English term “official history”.7 One might 

say this is surprising, because in the past 30 years numerous research projects have 

 
3 The latest detailed overview provide Christian Mentel, Niels Weise: Die NS-Vergangenheit deutscher 
Behörden, in: Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte 14–15 (2017), pp. 16–21; iidem: Die zentralen deutschen 
Behörden und der Nationalsozialismus. Stand und Perspektiven der Forschung. Munich et al. 2016. An 
annotated overview of the research field with selected early results is given by Stefan Creuzberger, Dominik 
Geppert (ed.): Die Ämter und ihre Vergangenheit. Ministerien und Behörden im geteilten Deutschland 
1949–1972. Paderborn 2018. 
4 See my comprehensive study on this subject: Thomas Wolf: Die Entstehung des BND. Aufbau, 
Finanzierung, Kontrolle. Berlin 2018. 
5 See for example Martin Blumenson: Can Official History be Honest History?, in: Military Affairs 26/4 
(Winter 1962/63), S. 153–161; Jeffrey Grey (Hrsg.): The Last Word? Essays on Official History in the United 
States and British Commonwealth. Westport 2003. 
6 Based on the example of commissioned company historiography, such dependencies are analysed by 
Tim Schanetzky: Pragmatische Profession. Historikerkommissionen im Auftrag großer Unternehmen, in: 
Christoph Cornelißen, Paolo Pezzino (ed.): Historikerkommissionen und historische Konfliktbewältigung. 
Berlin et al. 2018, pp. 119–131, esp. pp. 121–124. 
7 See Wolfgang Krieger: „Official history“ in Deutschland: Der Bundesnachrichtendienst und seine 
Geschichte, in: Alfred Ableitinger, Martin Moll (ed.): Licence to detect. Festschrift für Siegfried Beer zum 
65. Geburtstag. Graz 2013, pp. 561–577, esp. p. 561. 



 

 

4 

been carried out in Germany, which can be subsumed under this heading. Most of these 

projects are linked by a common thematic reference point, in other words by a thematic 

gravitational centre: the history of the Nazi era. Various institutions in Germany have 

commissioned historical research on the questions of whether or to what extent their own 

history is related to National Socialist tyranny. First major research in this field began in 

the 1990s: Numerous German companies appointed independent historians to clarify 

their role and involvement in the Nazi regime.8 Since the mid-2000s, ministries and 

government agencies of the Federal Republic of Germany have followed these examples. 

But the focus of these projects shifted a little bit. It was primarily on the aftermath and 

legacies of National Socialism. As already stated, the first step was taken by the Federal 

Foreign Office. In 2005, the then Foreign Minister of Germany, Joschka Fischer, 

appointed an internationally staffed commission of historians, who about five years later 

presented their much-noticed but also highly controversial results. Not least due to the 

unusually fierce debate about their book, “official history” gained further momentum. Of 

the 14 federal ministries in Germany that exist today, 10 have so far initiated own historical 

research projects.9 More than half of them have already presented important results, 

published in comprehensive volumes. However, not only ministries, but also subordinated 

government agencies commissioned historians to reappraise their past. 

 
8 See Tim Schanetzky: Pragmatische Profession. Historikerkommissionen im Auftrag großer Unternehmen, 
p. 126f.; Sebastian Brünger: Der Umgang deutscher Konzerne mit ihrer NS-Vergangenheit. Göttingen 
2017, esp. pp. 353–390; Norbert Frei, Tim Schanetzky (ed.): Unternehmen im Nationalsozialismus. Zur 
Historisierung einer Forschungskonjunktur. Göttingen 2010. 
9 See the summary of the projects until 2016 at Christian Mentel, Niels Weise (ed.): Die zentralen deutschen 
Behörden und der Nationalsozialismus. Stand und Perspektiven der Forschung. Munich et al. 2016. Since 
then the following other ministries have initiated their own history projects, in some cases to follow up and 
concretise earlier preliminary studies: Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture, Federal Ministry of 
Education and Research, Federal Ministry of Health, and the Federal Chancellery. 
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Illustration 1: Overview of important official history projects of German ministries and government 

 

Questions, methods and results 

Which interconnections of the various projects can be identified, which questions did the 

historians base their work on, and which approaches were developed to answer those 

questions? In order to analyse the legacies of the Nazi regime after its end, most projects 

focused on mainly three overall perspectives: personnel continuity, political or 

administrative continuity and dealing with the Nazi past. 

Because the expectations of the commissioning authorities, but also of the public, were 

initially directed at the empirical evidence of the extent of personnel continuity, the first 

main question to be answered was how many persons within each respective institution 

were “politically burdened” because of their work and position in the Nazi regime. 

Subsequently, a separate discussion emerged on the question of what exactly was meant 

by “politically burdened” with regard to the Nazi regime and how a “Nazi burden” could be 

empirically measured.10 If one looks at the answers to these questions, an ambivalence 

becomes apparent that is characteristic for this entire first overall perspective: from the 

beginning, the scientific community widely agreed that a quantitative examination of 

formal criteria, such as the former membership in the NSDAP and its organizations, was 

 
10 See Janosch Steuwer, Hanne Leßau: „Wer ist ein Nazi? Woran erkennt man ihn?“ Zur Unterscheidung 
von Nationalsozialisten und anderen Deutschen, in: Mittelweg 36/1 (2014), pp. 30–51. 
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not enough to provide evidence of an ideological rootedness of a concrete person in the 

Nazi regime or even a personal responsibility for its crimes.11 Nonetheless, most projects 

have produced and continue to produce such quantitative results. The reason for this kind 

of makeshift solution is, on the one hand, the already mentioned expectations of politics 

and the public. Such measurable results are in the spotlight; they are requested and 

recognised with special public attention.12 On the other hand, the number of cases to be 

investigated and also the fact of missing documents hinder a systematic qualitative case-

by-case examination. But most projects conduct selected case studies. They take a closer 

look at particularly prominent officials with regard to their careers up to 1945 and also at 

those who held functions in the Federal Republic of Germany with high relevance in the 

field of policy for the past (“Vergangeheitspolitik”). 

The results of this combined approach reveal a complex picture – even at the highest 

level, among ministers and secretaries of state. There were ministers and high-ranking 

state officials who were formally and individually highly burdened by their Nazi past, for 

instance Hans Globke, who wrote a legal annotation on the anti-semitic Nuremberg Race 

Laws. Nonetheless, he became State Secretary in 1953 and played a central role in the 

reconstruction of federal ministries during this time, although critique of him because of 

his past did not cease.13 Another example is Theodor Oberländer, former member of the 

NSDAP and SA and a well-known Eastern European scientist who was promoted Federal 

Minister for Displaced Persons, Refugees and Victims of War.14 On the other side, there 

were high officials who had suffered under the Nazi regime or had also been in contact 

 
11 See Stefan Creuzberger, Dominik Geppert: Das Erbe des NS-Staats als deutsch-deutsches Problem. 
Eine Einführung, in: Stefan Creuzberger, Dominik Geppert (ed.): Die Ämter und ihre Vergangenheit. 
Ministerien und Behörden im geteilten Deutschland 1949–1972. Paderborn 2018, pp. 7–15, esp. p. 14. 
12 Sören Eden, Henry Marx, Ulrike Schulz: Ganz normale Verwaltungen? Methodische Überlegungen zum 
Verhältnis von Individuum und Organisation am Beispiel des Reichsarbeitsministeriums 1919 bis 1945, in: 
Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 66/3 (2018), pp. 487–520, esp. p. 491f. 
13 On Globke see the biographical studies provided by Jürgen Bevers: Der Mann hinter Adenauer. Hans 
Globkes Aufstieg vom NS-Juristen zur Grauen Eminenz der Bonner Republik. Berlin 2009 and Erik 
Lommatzsch: Hans Globke (1898–1973). Beamter im Dritten Reich und Staatssekretär Adenauers. 
Frankfurt am Main 2009. On the public debate about Globke's past, analysed in the context of the Cold War 
and the division of Germany, see Klaus Bästlein: Der Fall Globke. Propaganda und Justiz in Ost und West. 
Berlin 2018. 
14 Oberländer was accused of having been involved in the 1941 Lviv pogroms. See most recently Kai 
Struve: Deutsche Herrschaft, ukrainischer Nationalismus, antijüdische Gewalt. Der Sommer 1941 in der 
Westukraine. Berlin et al. 2015, esp. p. 354ff.; on the biography of Oberländer see Philipp-Christian Wachs: 
Der Fall Theodor Oberländer (1905–1998). Ein Lehrstück deutscher Geschichte. Frankfurt am Main 2000. 
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with resistance groups, such as Federal Ministers Gustav Heinemann, Robert Lehr and 

Jakob Kaiser. The results of the recent official history projects show that even very 

different lives and careers during the Nazi era did not generally have a negative impact 

on the cooperation between these ministers. On the basis of certain common beliefs, 

such as anti-communism, which functioned as an ideological bridge between past and 

present, the integration into the West German post-war order succeeded.15 

Secondly, the research projects explored the extent to which there was continuity in 

political decision-making and in administrative behaviour, which in turn may very well 

have been a consequence of personnel continuity. This second overall perspective deals 

with questions like: Can legacies of the Nazi era be found in the structures of government 

agencies and in the professional behaviour and decisions of state officials? Or in other 

words: To what extent did general and specific experiences from the time before 1945 

influence government action after the founding of the Federal Republic of Germany in 

1949? To answer these questions, problem perceptions and concepts of action were 

examined carefully and analysed from the perspective whether they corresponded to 

those of the past. Overall, the findings show that there was no broad thematic political 

continuity to the Nazi era. In specific policy areas, however, such content-related relations 

to the past became apparent.16 And it also became clear that reference points could not 

only be found in the “Third Reich” but also in the years before 1933. Public authorities of 

the Federal Republic tied in with some older lines of tradition, which the National Socialists 

had radicalized in accordance with their racist and totalitarian policy. After 1949 some of 

these concepts were taken up and the National Socialist elements were removed, but the 

approach or concepts themselves were not called into question. To give an example: 

Even after 1949, some groups remained in the focus of security agencies, who had been 

stigmatized for decades and were persecuted by the National Socialists, for instance 

 
15 See in general Chrisoph Kleßmann: Die doppelte Staatsgründung. Deutsche Geschichte 1945–1955. 
Göttingen 1991, pp. 254–257; Hermann Wentker: Antikommunismus in der frühen Bonner Republik. 
Dimensionen eines zentralen Elements politischer Kultur im Ost-West-Konflikt, in: Stefan Creuzberger, 
Dierk Hoffmann (ed.): „Geistige Gefahr“ und „Immunisierung der Gesellschaft“. Antikommunismus und 
politiche Kultur in der frühen Bundesrepublik. Munich 2014, pp. 351–369. 
16 One example is the perpetuation of images of the enemy by security agencies. See Gerhard Sälter: 
Phantome des Kalten Krieges. Die Organisation Gehlen und die Wiederbelebung des Gestapo-Feindbildes 
„Rote Kapelle“. Berlin 2016; Constantin Goschler, Michael Wala: Keine neue Gestapo. Das Bundesamt für 
Verfassungsschutz und die NS-Vergangenheit. Reinbek 2015, esp. pp. 110–117. 
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Romani people. Until the mid-1980s, criminal police offices registered them in their files. 

In some cases, in the post-war years, officers were in charge who had been involved in 

the deportation of Romani people before 1945.17 

In a third main focus, “official history” projects analysed how the ministries or public 

agencies dealt with the Nazi past and its burdens. This involved their respective historical 

view on the role and function of its forerunners in the “Third Reich”. But this also included 

governmental action regarding for instance the prosecution of Nazi criminals. The results 

in this field of research show clearly the long-term legacies of the Nazi era: There was an 

overall sluggish and inadequate judicial treatment of Nazi injustice in the Federal Republic 

after 1949. The often very mild verdicts were not least a consequence of the high level of 

personnel continuity in the public prosecutor’s offices and the courts.18 

In addition to these three key areas, some of the more recent “official history” projects 

have broadened their scope and explored two further thematic areas more intensively: 

On the one hand, the three overall perspectives just mentioned are recently also being 

analysed in comparison with public authorities of the East German state, the German 

Democratic Republic. The point is to clarify the extent of continuity in the GDR and how 

the different political and social framework conditions of the two German states affected 

references to as well as distinction from the Nazi past with regard to personnel and 

thematic matters in different state institutions.19 Furthermore, the historical development 

of concrete policy fields, such as internal security, public welfare etc., has recently been 

studied more closely. For this purpose, the focus on concrete ministries and public 

authorities is abandoned. Instead, patterns of action of different institutions and their 

interactions in certain policy fields are analysed.20 From this perspective, legacies from 

 
17 Emanuel Bamann et al.: Schatten der Vergangenheit. Das BKA und seine Gründungsgeneration in der 
frühen Bundesrepublik. Cologne 2011, pp. 249–285, 313–322. 
18 Manfred Görtemaker, Chrisoph Safferling: Die Akte Rosenburg. Das Bundesministerium der Justiz und 
die NS-Zeit. Munich 2016, pp. 399–420. 
19 See for example the description of the research project on the history of the GDR Ministry of Health at 
<https://zzf-potsdam.de/de/forschung/projekte/kontinuitaten-neuanfange-nach-dem-nationalsozialismus-
das-ministerium-fur> (accessed March 5, 2020). 
20 This new focus emerges in particular from the major research program which was put out for tender by 
the Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and the Media in 2016. The financing of the selected 
projects started in 2017 and is expected to end in 2020. See Deutscher Bundestag: Drucksache 19, 2925, 
June 19, 2018:b <http://dipbt.bundestag.de/doc/btd/19/029/1902925.pdf> (accessed February 10, 2020) 
and the list of projects in: Die Beauftragte der Bundesregierung für Kultur und Medien: 
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before 1945 are seen as one of multiple factors that influenced certain policy fields. The 

East-West conflict as well as changing requirements due to technological, political and 

social change, are understood and analysed as further important driving forces. 

 

Illustration 2: Official history projects of the Federal Ministries and the BND with their main research perspectives. 
 

Commissioned historical research on the Federal Intelligence Service  

The research project on the history of the Federal Intelligence Service fits both in terms 

of form and content into the field of research just outlined. However, it still has some 

characteristics that had a lasting impact on the project’s research agenda. 

Firstly, the particularly long prehistory of the project was affected not only by the recent 

commissioned research boom and its specifics but also by the lengthy and choppy 

process of unveiling the early history of the BND accessible for the scientific community 

and the public. It took about ten years from the very first idea of exploring the history of 

the BND until an Independent Commission of Historians (UHK) and its research 

assistants finally began working. The first concrete reason to consider such a project was 

imposed on the BND by the US decision in the late 1990s to release hundreds of 

 
Forschungsprogramm „Die zentralen deutschen Behörden und der Nationalsozialismus“. Liste der zu 
fördernden Projekte, August 14, 2017: < https://www.bundesregierung.de/resource/blob/973812/745104/b 
4c7f861f5f37d382646e3d7879c15d7/201708-14-ns-forschung-liste-data.pdf> (accessed February 10, 
2020). 
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thousands historical documents of American government agencies.21 Among the files that 

were declassified by the so-called “Nazi War Crimes Disclosure Act” were also those that 

provided insight into the early origins of the German foreign intelligence service, the BND: 

Its forerunner, the Gehlen Intelligence Organization, was established in 1946 by decision 

of the US. From 1946 to 1949, the Gehlen Organization worked for the US Army, then 

from 1949 to 1956 it operated under the control of the Central Intelligence Agency. After 

that the CIA handed the organization over to the federal government of West Germany 

and the BND emerged from the Gehlen Organization.22 For more than 20 years, until 

1968, former Wehrmacht General Reinhard Gehlen was the first chief of this intelligence 

service. Other high-ranking former Wehrmacht officers mainly formed the leadership. 

However, former members of the organizations that executed Nazi terror and repression, 

like the SS, SD and the Gestapo, also were employed by the BND forerunner.23 For the 

first time, the released American files allowed a more detailed insight into the personnel 

structure, financial resources, and even some operations of this intelligence agency.24 

The employment of persons with a Nazi background was, however, in the centre of 

attention of the scientific community and the public.25 As a result, the BND considered 

initiating a research project with external historians who would investigate this group of 

 
21 Astrid M. Eckert: Nazi War Crimes Disclosure Act, June 30, 2000: <http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-
berlin.de/BEITRAG/essays/ecas0600.htm> (accessed February 10, 2020). 
22 See in detail Thomas Wolf: Die Entstehung des BND. Aufbau, Finanzierung, Kontrolle. Berlin 2018, pp. 
36–384. 
23 There are now numerous publications dealing with this subject. One of the first, based on the released 
US documents and addressing broadly the employment of former Nazis by the US after the end of the war, 
is Richard Breitman et al. (ed.): U.S. Intelligence and the Nazis. Washington 2004. On the role and 
prominence of the Gehlen Organization in this context, see in particular the articles of Norman J. W. Goda 
and Timothy J. Naftali in this volume. 
24 See Jens Wegener: Die Organisation Gehlen und die USA. Deutsch-amerikanische 
Geheimdienstkooperation 1945–1949. Berlin 2008; Wolfgang Krieger: US Patronage of German postwar 
intelligence, in: Loch Johnson (ed.): A Handbook of Intelligence Studies. London 2007, pp. 91–102; 
Wolfgang Krieger: German-American Intelligence Relations, 1945–1956: New Evidence on the Origins of 
the BND, in: Diplomacy & Statecraft 22 (2011), pp. 28–43. 
25 See for instance the press articles by George Lardner Jr.: CIA Declassifies Its Records On Dealings With 
Ex-Nazis, in: Washington Post, March 18, 2001, online available at: 
<https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/2001/03/18/cia-declassifies-its-records-on-dealings-
with-ex-nazis/2fa93bad-62ee-42f2-833a-b1d04bc63079/> (accessed February 10, 2020) and Georg 
Bönisch, Axel Frohn: “Schweinehunde” willkommen [“Bastards welcome”], in: Der SPIEGEL, 27.3.2006, 
online available at: <https://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/print/d-46421511.html> (accessed February 10, 2020). 
Early publications by the CIA History Staff on the subject also apply this perspective: Kevin C. Ruffner: 
Eagle and Swastika: CIA and Nazi War Criminals and Collaborators. Washington 2003. 
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people with Nazi background.26 The BND obviously wanted to pre-empt public pressure 

regarding its until then untold and, one might say, dark early history. However, at that 

stage internal obstacles prevented the idea from being pursued further. 

In the run-up to the 50th anniversary of the BND in 2006, the concept was taken up again 

and now concretised. As stated previously, this was also the time when the Foreign Office 

commissioned independent historians. The considerations in the BND were now aligned 

to this example. Negotiations took place with a renowned historian to carry out such a 

project about the origins of the BND. However, the project failed once again, now because 

of access restrictions to relevant historical documents.27 Only after these problems had 

been resolved and after public pressure on the BND had increased even more in respect 

of the steps taken by other public authorities to reappraise their past, the long-awaited 

project was put into practice. In 2011, an independent commission of historians started 

working. The commission consists of four experts on German post-war history, military 

history, intelligence history and international history. The research project essentially ran 

for six years and was focused on “the history of the BND, its forerunners, as well as its 

personnel and work profile from 1945 to 1968, and the way in which the BND dealt with 

this past”.28 To put it another way: personnel, work – or in other words administrative 

behaviour – and dealing with the past were in the focus. That illustrates that the three 

main thematic areas of the recent “official history” in Germany played a central role in this 

research project as well. 

Scope and sources 

But from the beginning it was clear that the official history project on the BND would also 

go beyond that. No less than an overall history of the West German Foreign Intelligence 

Service in the era of its first chief Reinhard Gehlen was set as the general goal of the 

project. At the end, this overall history will consist of about 16 separate volumes. By the 

 
26 Bodo Hechelhammer: Offener Umgang mit geheimer Geschichte, in: Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte 18–
19 (2014), pp. 26–31, esp. p. 28. 
27 Gregor Schöllgen: Am Ende ohne Akten?, in: Süddeutsche Zeitung, 9.2.2011. 
28 Project description [translated by the author] at: <http://www.uhk-bnd.de/?page_id=17> (accessed 
February 10, 2020). 
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end of 2019, 11 have already been published. Finally, presumably in 2021, when all the 

volumes will be available, the official BND history will count approximately 10,000 pages. 

Why was such a broad approach taken, even though mainly the Nazi background of BND 

members was in the focus of public interest? Three aspects were decisive: When the 

project started, there was almost no empirically sound data basis for the history of the 

BND. Neither the general personnel structure nor the size and organizational structure 

and the scope of activities were known in a detailed and reliable way. A valid answer to 

the question of Nazi continuity could, however, only be given if it were aligned with a 

general overall picture. To say it in other words: If you cannot even say how many people 

worked for the BND, it is hardly possible to assess the extent of personnel continuity to 

the National Socialism regime.29 Therefore, the necessary general data basis in terms of 

the size and structure had to be generated by the project members. 

Secondly, the sources played an important role: The BND granted the historians 

unrestricted access to all project-related historical files dated from the period of 1945 to 

1968, that’s many thousands and thousands of files and single documents. Just like the 

above-mentioned American files, the records were not prepared for historical analysis. 

They were not systematically organized and finding aids were missing.30 This gap also 

had to be closed by the historians themselves. With a restricted thematic approach, it 

would have been impossible to identify all relevant information in the confusing 

collections. The broad focus was necessary to understand the rudimentary systematic of 

the files and to detect cross references. This was the only way to find and evaluate lock, 

stock and barrel the necessary documents for every different subproject within the overall 

research agenda. 

And finally, the overall historical relevance had to be considered. Just keep in mind: After 

the unconditional surrender of Germany in 1945, the occupation period and the founding 

of the Federal Republic in 1949, many government structures had to be rebuilt, especially 

 
29 See Wolfgang Krieger: „Official history” in Deutschland: Der Bundesnachrichtendienst und seine 
Geschichte, in: Alfred Ableitinger, Martin Moll (Hrsg.): Licence to detect. Festschrift für Siegfried Beer zum 
65. Geburtstag. Graz 2013, pp. 561–577, p. 568. 
30 See the comments of Klaus-Dietmar Henke at the 3. Rosenburg-Symposium, Berlin, Mai 8, 2013: 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DZLEAdyHonQ&list=UU3gULlq2XNIxxDIPDlcTghw&index=13> 
(accessed February 10, 2020). 
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in the field of internal and external security. Numerous organizations, which were 

established under Allied occupation and therefore had a “pre-state” character, tried to fit 

into the new West German state after its founding.31 So did the Gehlen Intelligence 

Organization. It has been generally known for a long period of time that the Gehlen 

Organization exerted its hidden influence in military expert circles as well as in various 

political and social institutions.32 Some historians and other authors assumed that 

Gehlen’s threat assessments influenced foreign policy decisions of the US as well as of 

Federal Chancellor Konrad Adenauer and not least the government steps on the way to 

the integration of the Federal Republic with the West and the German rearmament in the 

1950s.33 But the Gehlen Organization was also active on the domestic front in post-war 

Germany. This is generally known at least since the 1970s.34 The exact extent of all the 

organizations’ influence on domestic politics and society, however, was unclear. 

Therefore, these topics had to play a role in the history project for obvious reasons, as 

they were essential unanswered questions of recent German history. 

Findings: Some insights 

As major parts of the project have now been completed, results and answers to these 

questions can be summarised for the first time and applying the categories personnel 

continuity, dealing with the past and policy continuity allows a comparison with the 

previously mentioned findings of other projects. 

a) Personnel continuity 

The extent of the BND’s personnel continuity to the Nazi regime was explored on the 

basis of a quantitative analysis of over 3,500 personnel files. According to this sample, 

 
31 See for example the origins of the State Office for the Protection of the Constitution in North Rhine-
Westphalia: Wolfgang Buschfort: Geheime Hüter der Verfassung. Von der Düsseldorfer Informationsstelle 
zum ersten Verfassungsschutz der Bundesrepublik (1947–1961). Paderborn 2004, esp. pp. 38–59. 
32 Georg Meyer: Zur Situation der deutschen militärischen Führungsschicht im Vorfeld des westdeutschen 
Verteidigungsbeitrages 1945–1950, 51, in: Militärhistorisches Forschungsamt (ed.): Anfänge 
westdeutscher Sicherheitspolitik 1945–1956. Bd. 1: Von der Kapitulation bis zum Pleven-Plan. Munich 
1982, pp. 577–735, p. 684f. 
33 See for instance Chrisopher Simpson: Blowback. America’s Recuitment of Nazi’s and It’s Effects on the 
Cold War. London 1988, esp. p. 55ff. 
34 See the remarks published by SPIEGEL journalists Hermann Zolling and Heinz Höhne three years after 
Gehlen's retirement: Hermann Zolling, Heinz Höhne: Pullach intern. General Gehlen und die Geschichte 
des Bundesnachrichtendienstes. Hamburg 1971, esp. p. 213 ff. (engl. The General was a Spy. The Truth 
of General Gehlen and His Spy Ring, New York 1972). 
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up to the mid-1950s an average of more than 25% of BND members had been former 

members of the NSDAP. Then, the percentage declined as a result of a massive 

personnel expansion, while the total number increased until the end of the 1950s.35 The 

percentage of party members is thus lower than that of the most West German ministries. 

In other respects, in contrast, there were significantly stronger personnel continuities, 

since a large number of former Wehrmacht soldiers were employed. In the mid-1950s, 

approximately 60% of the full-time BND members had served in the Wehrmacht and the 

percentage of former officers among them was particularly high.36 This helps to explain 

the percentage of former NSDAP members in the early BND: Wehrmacht officers were 

less often party members, because active officers could not enter the NSDAP until mid-

1944. In terms of the political convictions of the BND personnel, a larger general distance 

to the political goals and methods of the NS regime can therefore not be concluded from 

the lower percentage of former NSDAP members. 

b) Dealing with the past 

In terms of dealing with the past, the BND did not address the issue of individual political 

burden among its members for almost 20 years. That happened only in the 1960s. After 

the exposure of the KGB spy and former SD officer Heinz Felfe, public and political 

pressure forced the BND to screen its members for other SS and SD men.37 The starting 

point for this, that means the arrest of Felfe, makes it clear that this was by no means 

motivated by moral considerations. Instead, security considerations were crucial: Former 

SS and SD members could be compromised because of their past, as several had 

concealed their function in the Nazi regime when they were recruited. In this respect, they 

could be compromised and therefore were a threat to security. A special unit screened a 

total of 157 BND members for their past and their concrete responsibility for crimes and 

the security risks that might result from it. 68 persons were finally dismissed.38 

 
35 Chrisoph Rass: Das Sozialprofil des Bundesnachrichtendienstes. Von den Anfängen bis 1968. Berlin 
2016, p. 114. 
36 Ibid., p. 189. 
37 Sabrina Nowack: Sicherheitsrisiko NS-Belastung. Personalüberprüfungen im Bundesnachrichtendienst 
in den 1960er Jahren. Berlin 2016, pp. 57–94. 
38 Ibid., p. 291. 
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c) Policy continuity and administrative behaviour 

In this field, a complex picture emerges. As for other public authorities, anti-communism 

functioned as an ideological bridge for the BND and its members. This opened up a way 

to transmit traditional right-wing mindsets to the newly created democratic state. For the 

BND, however, a specific characteristic became important: Taking a closer look, its anti-

communism proved to be a deep-rooted anti-liberalism, since the BND observed 

journalists, writers, politicians and state officials in the 1950s who were by no means 

communists. They simply did not fit into the extreme right-wing conservative worldview of 

the leadership of this intelligence service. That was enough to be labelled communists 

and to get on the radar of the BND. The huge extent of domestic espionage based on this 

approach shows that the BND acted as a political and social counterweight to the 

emerging liberalization of West Germany.39 

How to write the organizational history of an intelligence service? 

These results, as already mentioned, represent only a part of the research agenda. If one 

takes them and the functional principles behind them into account – in particular the hybrid 

civilian-military personnel composition, security constraints and various deeply rooted 

mindsets – it becomes clear that the task of writing an organizational history that reflects 

and analyses all these and other aspects faced numerous challenges. In the final part of 

the article the approach pursued to write a modern organizational history and some of its 

results will be outlined. 

The project started with the task to clarify how the integration of the BND into the 

government system was executed by taking over the Gehlen Intelligence Organization in 

the mid-1950s. But during the study of files it became apparent that this question could 

only be answered by an extended view. Both the political and the organizational 

dimensions had to be considered and both had to be analysed in terms of their 

interconnections. 

Taking a look at the political sphere, it became evident that the political value of the BND 

for the Federal Chancellor was not primarily based on its core functions, which are the 

 
39 See Klaus-Dietmar Henke: Geheime Dienste. Die politische Inlandsspionage der Organisation Gehlen 
1946–1953. Berlin 2018. 
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collection of relevant secret information about foreign countries as well as providing 

respective military and political assessments. More important for Adenauer was the 

function of the BND as a building block on the way to full sovereignty of the Federal 

Republic. This concept was already crucial during the process of rearmament: 

sovereignty and rearmament were directly linked when West Germany was integrated 

into the defence partnership of the West. On the basis of now available sources, it can be 

seen that things were very similar regarding the establishment of the foreign intelligence 

service: On the territory of the Federal Republic, Adenauer wanted to achieve cooperation 

at eye level with the intelligence services of the three Western powers, which also meant 

swiftly reducing their special rights on German territory. By taking over the Gehlen 

Organization, which claimed to be able to provide immediately the needed capabilities to 

fulfil intelligence tasks and the partner function, this goal could be achieved with the best 

chances of success.40 

From this point of view, a general characteristic unveils that is essential for the analysis 

of the organizational history. The government, but also the parliament, were primarily 

interested in the BND as a political instrument. Its structure, the staff members working 

there as well as the exact priorities of its operations have been neglected by political 

authorities. This can also be illustrated by another example: Even in the second half of 

the 1950s, only two ministries, the Foreign Office and the Ministry of Defence, issued their 

mid- and long-term information interests to the BND. Neither any other ministry nor the 

Chancellery provided such kind of to-do-lists.41 Politicians and state officials showed little 

interest in the foreign intelligence service and consequently little willingness to shape its 

activities. 

An organisational history of the BND must include these framework conditions. It must 

therefore go beyond the objective of describing and evaluating the formal structure of this 

intelligence agency. Instead, it must ask about the conditions and effects of the limited 

interactions with external authorities. Only by including these aspects it will be possible 

to explain the specific characteristics of this historically unique organisation. 

 
40 See Thomas Wolf: Die Entstehung des BND. Aufbau, Finanzierung, Kontrolle. Berlin 2018, pp. 291–304. 
41 Ibid., pp. 357–384. 
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Anglo-American organizational studies have developed useful methods for dealing with 

such questions. The starting point for this is set by the basic metaphor of an organization 

as a culture. That perspective means to identify a certain organization with its specific 

organizational culture and hence to focus on crucial values, norms, beliefs, rituals and so 

on that exist within the organization and according to which its members align their 

behaviour.42 

This approach can be used particularly well for historical research on the BND. One of 

the characteristic features to observe for this intelligence agency is, for example, the use 

and constant changing of ciphers to camouflage the communication: Code names and 

numbers were used for all of its departments and stations to disguise them in written 

documents. These ciphers were changed frequently, sometimes at short intervals, for 

example after security incidents had been discovered, but also when the organizational 

structure was changed. Thus, the change of ciphers can be seen as an indicator for the 

organizational stability or instability. 

 

Illustration 3: Changes of cover names. 

 

Illustration No. 3 shows the change of the cover for the head of the counterintelligence 

section and for the department responsible for intelligence collection on the GDR – two 

 
42 See Gareth Morgan: Images of Organization, updated ed. Thousand Oaks, Calif. 2006, pp. 115–139; 
Linda Smircich: Concepts of Culture and Organizational Analysis, in: Administrative Science Quarterly 28 
(1983), pp. 339–358. 
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key businesses of the Gehlen Organization and the BND.43 At first glance, it is evident 

that the early 1950s were a period of instability, but that the transfer of the Gehlen 

Organization into the BND in 1955/56 obviously did not have a decisive effect on the 

organizational structure. Instead, after the establishment of the BND, 

compartmentalization and isolation increased, as it can be seen from the example of the 

head of the counterintelligence section. From 1958 he was active in a double function, 

but each time with a largely identical mission, to set up counter-espionage operations 

against the intelligence services of the Eastern Bloc. This allows to conclude: The change 

of cover and organizational structure belonged to important rituals of the organization but 

was by no means caused by direct political influence and usually also not by professional 

considerations. Instead, the changes were not least used to make it more difficult to gain 

insight and control, either by the CIA, which was responsible until 1956, or subsequently 

by the Federal Chancellery.44 

The personnel sector can also be analysed by relying on the categories of characteristic 

values, norms, beliefs and rituals. It can be seen that persons were employed for years 

without a contract and later only on a fee basis.45 This allowed various departments and 

stations to employ full-time staff members without any information to the security or the 

personnel departments or even to superior public authorities. Many of the former SS and 

SD members who were not identified and dismissed until the 1960s had become BND 

members this way. They had found shelter in the organizational structures with little 

insight and control. 

Regarding the budget, the expansion of the share for operational work after 1956 is 

evident.46 The detailed analysis of the historical documents shows that this money was 

not only used to finance secret operations. Some of this money flowed to long-time 

 
43 The concrete tasks and activities in this two fields of activity are described in Thomas Wolf: Die 
Entstehung des BND. Aufbau, Finanzierung, Kontrolle. Berlin 2018, pp. 191–208, 406–415; Ronny 
Heidenreich: Die DDR-Spionage des BND. Von den Anfängen bis zum Mauerbau. Berlin 2019; Klaus-
Dietmar Henke: Geheime Dienste. Die politische Inlandsspionage der Organisation Gehlen 1946–1953. 
Berlin 2018, pp. 278–300; Gerhard Sälter: Phantome des Kalten Krieges. Die Organisation Gehlen und die 
Wiederbelebung des Gestapo- Feindbildes „Rote Kapelle“. Berlin 2016, pp. 57–72. The changes of the 
ciphers are also documented there. 
44 Thomas Wolf: Die Entstehung des BND. Aufbau, Finanzierung, Kontrolle. Berlin 2018, p. 388. 
45 Ibid., pp. 499–5 11. 
46 See ibid., pp. 454–457. 
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employees who no longer fulfilled a task but should not be dismissed because of their 

knowledge of numerous intelligence members and operations. Also, studies of doubtful 

quality and origin were paid with this money. 

Looking at these results, the correlation between structure and the different types of 

continuity in the BND becomes visible. The BND enjoyed large freedom in personnel and 

financial decisions, more than most other government agencies. As a result, the 

organizational characteristics and internal beliefs consolidated over the years. Vice versa, 

the leadership of the BND shaped the organizational structure to enable these 

continuities. 

Conclusion 

With a cultural-historical approach to writing an organizational history of the BND, it is 

possible to reline the results of the different research perspectives. The number of former 

SS and SD men among the employees, the long-time declined dealing with the past and 

the deep-rooted anti-liberalism labelled as anti-communism by its leadership can be 

explained not least by organizational characteristics and the very little social and political 

integration of the BND in general. As a result, the BND vehemently resisted fundamental 

social and political change during the first two decades of post-war Germany. Only after 

the retirement of Reinhard Gehlen in 1968 his successor slowly began to implement new 

structures and routines. Until then, compartmentalization, manifold persistence and the 

lack of control led to a situation in which personal and mental continuities from the time 

before 1945 did not decrease but rather increased since the mid-1950s in the BND. The 

extent of the uncontrolled action considerably exceeded the dimension usually granted to 

intelligence agencies in Western democracies. The history of the BND is therefore of vital 

interest not only in terms of this agencies’ continuity with the Nazi era, but also with regard 

to the establishment of democracy in West Germany. 

 


