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VOLKER R. BERGHAHN, Journalists between Hitler and Adenauer:
From Inner Emigration to the Moral Reconstruction of West Germany
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019), vii + 277 pp. ISBN 978 0
691 17963 6. £35.00

The National Socialist past of many (West) German journalists went
unnoticed, or at least unmentioned, in the Federal Republic until as
late as the 1980s—a period when most, but by no means all, of the
journalists in question had already passed beyond the reach of any
worldly authority. One of the most important actors involved in
bringing this aspect of Germany’s past to light was Otto Köhler.
Köhler was not a historian; he was a journalist and author whose
magisterial work Wir Schreibmaschinentäter: Journalisten unter Hitler
und danach (1989) was built on a vast body of research. In the same
year, Norbert Frei and Johannes Schmitz published their small study,
Journalismus im Dritten Reich, which was followed in 1995 by Peter
Köpf’s Schreiben nach jeder Richtung: Goebbels-Propagandisten in der
westdeutschen Nachkriegspresse. In impressively researched detail,
Köpf’s important book provided evidence, listed according to federal
state and publication, of the many personal continuities in journalism
post-1945.

Apart from a few studies, however, little has been said since then
about the services rendered to the Third Reich by one of the most
important and influential intellectual elites of the modern era. This
need not surprise us given the continuing lack of interest shown by
historians in the research potential of media and journalism, and the
discipline’s failure to grasp that the media are a key source for nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century history. Even in the few German uni-
versities that still take media and communication studies seriously
(most have either cut back or, as in Göttingen, completely withdrawn
their courses in this area), there are almost no qualitative research
specialists working in the field of media and journalism history. This
general lack of research in the field is the only thing that can explain
why Volker R. Berghahn’s study in journalistic history has been able
to find a home with such a prestigious publisher as Princeton Uni -
versity Press, even though it overlooks innumerable facts, ignores or
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fails to notice important connections, and interprets history in a way
that can only be called distorted.

Yet the book is concerned with only three protagonists: Paul
Sethe, Hans Zehrer, and Marion Gräfin Dönhoff. To lump these three
very different actors together under the heading of ‘Generation of 32’
(p. 217) is bizarre, a reductio ad absurdum of an otherwise potentially
useful generation-based perspective on history. The disadvantages of
such an approach, however, become only too clear when Berghahn
generously grants all three of his protagonists a retrospective free par-
don for their lives and activities in Nazi Germany: ‘Sethe, Zehrer and
Dönhoff (though she was not yet a journalist) continued to keep their
distance from the regime thereafter (1933)’ (p. 2). He is able to achieve
this misinterpretation only through reliance on a concept that is itself
questionable, the notorious idea of an ‘inner emigration’. According
to Berghahn, his three chief actors all ‘went into inner emigration’. But
this is not all; he goes as far as to claim that the Nazi regime posed a
threat to each of them personally (‘Having lived, often quite danger-
ously, under the Hitler dictatorship to the bitter end’, p. 3). Happily,
in the author’s view, they were ultimately spared to take up their fight
for a new democracy after 1945: ‘They wanted to restore precisely
those moral and ethical axioms that Hitler had so totally demolished’
(p. 3). Berghahn’s justification for this highly debatable interpretation
of his protagonists’ careers is once again the concept of an inner emi-
gration, which he defines as ‘best viewed as a spectrum along which
they moved from a limited involvement with the regime to survive
economically while continuing to reject Nazism, at the one end, to
increasingly passive resistance and ultimately active participation in
anti-Nazi movements, at the other end’ (p. 5).

It would seem that Berghahn originally intended to base his study
on a much wider sample of journalists, publishers, and writers. I
deduce this from his rather odd detour (pp. 11–24) into the lives of
another mismatched trio (Ernst Jünger, Margret Boveri, und Henri
Nannen). But even these shady figures of journalism cannot provide
any convincing reason why we should believe in Berghahn’s ‘Gen er -
ation of 32’; and none of them was an inner emigrant. Instead, their
writings either helped the regime take power (in Jünger’s case) or
successfully to hold onto it (Boveri/Nannen). 

I do not want to discuss Marion Gräfin Dönhoff (referred to in the
book frequently—and for a critical study, inappropriately—as



‘Marion’) in any great detail. Unlike Sethe and Zehrer, who died in
1966 and 1967 respectively, ‘the Countess’ (die Gräfin), as she was
known in Germany, continued to be active in the world of journalism
until 2002. During the Nazi period, she was able to continue living
the life of a Prussian aristocrat, travelling widely and internationally,
a life which was only briefly interrupted by a Gestapo interrogation
after the Stauffenberg assassination attempt of 20 July 1944. All her
life, she mourned the demise of Prussia, and especially in her later
years became one of the keenest defenders of ‘the Prussian way of
life’ and ‘Prussian values’—something that in itself would provide
material for critical studies.

To return to Paul Sethe and Hans Zehrer, however: it is impossi-
ble to explain how Berghahn has arrived at his view of them as ‘inner
emigrants’. He may have overlooked Peter Köpf’s work; he does cite,
perhaps out of a sense of obligation, Otto Köhler’s book, although he
clearly has not understood it. The facts that I present in the following
are based on these two standard works of reference; they are facts,
however, which inexplicably appear in Berghahn’s book only as mar-
ginal notes, if at all, or where they do appear in more detail, have
been glossed over.

Until 1943 Paul Sethe was the political editor for the Frankfurter
Zeitung (FZ). After the latter closed down in 1943, he moved to the
Völkischer Beobachter (VB). After 1945 he spoke of having been ‘con-
scripted’ (‘dienstverpflichtet’) to work for the organ of the NSDAP.
But even while ‘se’ (Sethe’s moniker at the FZ) was working for the
‘bürgerlich’ (that is, Nazified) FZ, his work consistently reflected the
values of National Socialism. For the Easter 1942 edition, for exam-
ple, ‘se’ wrote:

Today, Germans find themselves engaged in a struggle that
has often been compared with the struggle of Frederick the
Great. And rightly. At that time, it was no mere question of
winning or losing, but of victory or the utter collapse of our
culture—and today, similarly, it is a question of victory or
utter destruction . . . But today, we are no longer merely fight-
ing to ensure the continued existence of the state as we know
it. Instead, we fight for a victory that will permit us finally to
achieve our highest endeavours.
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After the move to the Völkischer Beobachter, the tone of Sethe’s
calls-to-arms based on supposed historical fact became even more
extreme. But Berghahn, having issued his free pardon to Sethe,
prefers to remain blind to the latter’s involvement in the Nazi regime:
‘Yet Sethe’s military journalism may also have been a protection,
because it enabled him to avoid direct political comment’ (p. 47). An
attempt to separate the military from the political, especially in the
years of the Third Reich, demonstrates either naivety or a determina-
tion to gloss over the facts at any price. Indeed, Berghahn seems to be
entirely unaware of Sethe’s later polemics in the Völkischer Beobachter:
‘It is likely that this kind of reporting extolling military successes con-
tinued up to the autumn of 1941’ (p. 47), while proffering extraordi-
nary explanations for the closure of the FZ in August 1943: ‘Influ -
encing international opinion was no longer important’ (p. 51), as
‘total war’ had made this unnecessary. But in fact, from this period
on the Nazi regime actually ratcheted up its external propaganda, for
example, in its anti-Bolshevist campaigns directed at Europe and the
West generally. And it continued to have access to, and exert its influ-
ence on, the international public sphere until April 1945, not least
thanks to its secret deal with Associated Press (AP).

In fact, Sethe’s seamless move from the FZ to the VB in 1943, like
the careers of other National Socialist journalists (Schriftleiter), reveals
the true nature of the latter in the Third Reich; they were propagan-
da specialists in the service of the state. Journalists belonged to an
intellectual nomenclatura, providing an intellectual foundation for the
regime’s work based on their own intellectual capital. The famous
‘Zwischen den Zeilen’ (‘Between the Lines’) column in the FZ was no
exception; it was a cool calculation, intended to throw sand in the
eyes of observers abroad and soothe critical voices at home even as
the regime was coming to an end. And journalists enjoyed countless
privileges. Men, in particular, benefited from one literally vital
advantage; they were deemed to be in a ‘reserved occupation’, in
contrast to their contemporaries sent to the front as cannon fodder.
When we consider Sethe’s position at the time—an official in the NS
propaganda machine, relatively remote from the dangers of the
war—it is not only historically inaccurate to speak of an ‘inner emi-
gration’, it is illogical. And to describe Hans Zehrer, whom Hellmut
von Gerlach, writing in Die Weltbühne in 1932, once called ‘the Duce
of Die Tat’s inner circle’, as an inner emigrant is not only historically
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inaccurate, it is highly problematic, recalling Achim Mohler’s post-
1945 project of creating a (morally purged) ‘Conservative Revolution’
intended to be clearly distinct from fascism.

It is true that in the 1920s Zehrer was employed at the liberal
Vossische Zeitung, but he then took over Die Tat as its managing edi-
tor. Hans Paul Brunzel, who in 1952 submitted a dissertation about
Die Tat and its inner circle, called the newspaper ‘an attack on the
Weimar constitution in print form’. It embraced a hyper-nationalistic,
anti-liberal ideology that supported the ideas of a Volksgemeinschaft
and a form of German isolationism based on a rejection of the West.
Writing in the Weltbühne on 22 November 1932 Carl von Ossietzky
described Zehrer’s inner circle at Die Tat as ‘out-Hitlering Hitler’.
Unfortunately for Zehrer, however, he had simply put his money on
the wrong political horses when he chose to support Kurt von
Schleicher and Gregor Strasser. His attempts to get on the right side
of the winning National Socialist faction after the elections of 30
January 1933 failed. The Tägliche Rundschau, another newspaper
taken on by Zehrer in August 1932, published a paean to Germany’s
new chancellor in March 1933 (‘The destiny of Germany today has a
name: Adolf Hitler’), but even this was in vain, as was his polemic
against a Jewish ‘golden Internationale’ in April 1933 and his boasts
that the new regime would ‘eliminate Jewish influence from key
national positions’. When these attempts to curry favour proved
unsuccessful, Zehrer retired to Sylt for five years, but remained in
contact with like-minded colleagues such as Ferdinand Fried (aka
Friedrich Zimmermann), whose career, like that of many others,
flourished in the Third Reich. And when Zehrer later took over Die
Welt, he took Fried with him. For on Sylt, Zehrer became acquainted
with Axel Springer, who took Zehrer under his wing after 1945 and
entrusted him with influential positions in his West German media
empire. 

In Berghahn’s narrative, however, Zehrer is said to have gone
underground in a ‘hovel’ on Sylt, ‘where he survived on a meagre
[sic] budget until 1945’ (p. 9). But Zehrer had not been forbidden to
write, nor was he subject to any other restrictions imposed by the
Nazi regime. It is simply not possible to describe his situation as one
of ‘inner emigration’. In 1939 Zehrer was accepted as a member of the
Reichsschriftumskammer, the Reich Chamber of Culture, a government
agency established by Goebbels to control German art and culture in
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conformity with NS ideals. He also became an editor at the Stalling
publishing house in Berlin, the home of military journal Die Wehr and
books about the Condor Legion, where he was soon promoted to
managing director.

Rather than an ‘inner emigrant’ Zehrer can be far more accurate-
ly described as one of those who ‘paved the way for National
Socialism’ (‘ein Wegbereiter des Nazionalsozialismus’), as he was in
fact described by Rudolf Küstermeier, a concentration camp survivor
who was editor-in-chief of the Springer newspaper Die Welt, in a let-
ter written in 1958. The ‘whitewashing’ of Zehrer after 1945 on the
part of the Protestant church in Germany and its bishop Hans Lilje is
an area which has not yet been researched in as much detail as one
could wish, including from a modern church history perspective.

Sadly, what Volker Berghahn has produced can only be termed a
misleading study. He references the existing literature only in part
and his reading of it is fragmentary. He seems to be unaware of the
most recent research publications, for example, Dirk van Laak and
Dirk Rose’s conference proceedings Schreibtischtäter: Begriff—
Geschichte—Typologie (2018). Sethe and Zehrer may both, after 1945,
have seen their work as a ‘quest’ to help with the ‘moral reconstruc-
tion’ of post-Nazi Germany (p. 5). But their quest was certainly not
for a liberal, democratic Germany in the sense that we understand it
today. Such a Germany exists in spite of, not because of Nazi pen-
pushing perpetrators like Sethe and Zehrer.
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Socialist Regime, 1942–1945’, Zeithistorische Forschungen/Studies in
Contemporary History, 2 (2017), 199–230, online at <http://www.zeit-
historische-forschungen.de/2-2017/id=5484> (English version under
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