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I

In his debut novel The Last Man in Europe, Dennis Glover pictures an 
en counter between the English writer George Orwell, by then acutely 
un well with tuber culosis, and the chest sur geon Bruce Dick, ‘a thick­
set Scots man in his mid­forties’. It is Janu ary 1948 and the set ting is the 
Hairmyres Hospital in Lanarkshire, near Glasgow:

In his day Dick must have resembled a boxer, but his muscles 
had now begun their inevitable gravitational descent, like a 
tightly packed sack of potatoes shaken about in a bounc ing 
cart. He had heard some where the man was a Cath olic and 
had fought with the Franco ists in Spain, but he couldn’t be cer­
tain that was true. Anyway, even if he had been a fas cist at 
some stage, there was some thing about him that was appeal­
ing: a gruff pragmatism mixed with an obvious independence 
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of mind that suggested one could have a decent con ver sation 
with him, as long as one wasn’t on the operating table.1

This imagined account is worth citing not only because it makes for 
good histor ical fiction. It also en capsu lates much of what Till van Rah­
den, author of the first of three books under review here, means when 
he talks of the need to under stand dem ocracy in its post­1945 (West) 
Ger man, Euro pean, and inter national forms not as a means of legitim­
izing author ity, but as a Lebens form or ‘way of life’. Later in the novel, 
Orwell tells Dick that the book he is cur rently writing con cerns ‘dem­
ocracy, a full belly, the free dom to think and say as you like, the laws of 
logic, the country side, the right to love others and not to live alone but 
in a family . . . human things’.2 For the author of Nineteen Eighty­Four, 
the anti­totalitarian spirit meant more than just oppos ition to extrem­
ism. It de manded room to breathe, a cul ture of genu ine de bate rather 
than postur ing, and a discip lined focus on the con crete and the real.

Like Orwell, van Rahden under stands dem ocracy as some thing more 
rooted in manners (moeurs) than in insti tutions, forms of govern ance, 
and organ ized polit ical move ments. This was an in sight already devel­
oped by Enlighten ment thinkers in the eight eenth and early nine teenth 
cen turies, but became more signifi cant against the vio lent back ground 
of the 1930s and 1940s. Manners must be culti vated—that is, they have 
to be propa gated in tan gible ways—but they do not re quire a common 
set of morals or polit ical prin ciples. In stead, what matters is how differ­
ences of opin ion are handled, whether these differ ences con cern pri vate 
morals, ques tions of public policy, or con flict ing ma terial inter ests.

As van Rahden argues, post­1945 West Germany offers a good case 
study of how dem ocracies re built them selves ‘in the shadow of vio­
lence’ (p. 46; all trans lations by re viewer). The Bonn Repub lic’s famed 
polit ical stabil ity under Adenauer and his suc cessors was more than just 
a matter of sub duing polit ical passions and invest ing more author ity in 
the office of Federal Chancellor. Rather, van Rahden demon strates how 
new ideas about gender, family, and community in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s helped to give solid form and con tent to what was other wise 
the ‘hollow’ (inhalts leer) ap proach to dem ocracy identified by many 
1 Dennis Glover, The Last Man in Europe: A Novel (Carlton, Vic., 2017), 212.
2 Ibid. 219–20. 
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anti­Nazis return ing from exile to the FRG. Over time, he argues, and 
in a quiet, un ceremoni ous way, West German cit izens (un knowingly) 
seized upon the aca demic and SPD polit ician Carlo Schmid’s later defin­
ition of dem ocracy as ‘the window into human izing the state’ (p. 38). 
The book pro vides an in­depth look at two compel ling examples of this.

The first is the legal ruling made by the Federal Con sti tutional Court 
in Karlsruhe in July 1959 which de clared clauses 1628 and 1629 of the 
June 1957 Gesetz über die Gleich berechtigung von Mann und Frau auf dem 
Gebiet des bürger lichen Rechts (Law on Equal Rights for Men and Women 
in Civil Law) to be in compat ible with the prin ciples of equal ity laid 
down in the 1949 Basic Law. These two clauses gave the father the final 
say over how a child should be edu cated, and the right to act as the 
child’s sole legal guard ian in crim inal and civil pro ceed ings. By up hold­
ing equal ity of status for mothers, the Court ended the centuries­old 
privil eging of patri archal rights in family decision­making and upheld 
the con sti tutional rights of all cit izens in face of an unjust piece of 
govern ment legis lation. Signifi cantly, the ruling was made by Erna 
Scheffler, appointed in 1951 as the only female Constitutional Justice 
alongside fifteen men.

One interpretation of this decision is that it demon strates the 
import ance of the separ ation of powers between the execu tive, legis­
lative, and ju dicial branches of govern ment. Yet van Rahden also finds 
signifi cance in the wide spread soci etal sup port for Scheffler’s ruling, 
in clud ing among men of all shades of opin ion, conserva tive women, 
and even lay Catholic organ izations. The Deutscher Juristin nen bund 
(German Association of Women Lawyers), which took the case to the 
Con sti tutional Court, won the argu ment not only be cause the 1957 law 
vio lated con sti tutional rights laid down in the Basic Law, but because 
of grow ing accept ance in West German soci ety that dem ocracy, as a 
way of life, had to begin in the home. Equal ity was now recon ciled with 
respect for gender differ ence in a way that quietly broke with both the 
conserva tive teachings of the Church and the Nazis’ stark privil eging of 
father hood over mother hood in the inter ests of race purity.3

3 On the Nazi ‘cult of fatherhood and masculinity’ as one of the corner stones 
of the ‘escalation of racism’ in the 1930s and early 1940s see Gisela Bock, 
‘Equality and Difference in National Socialist Racism’, in Joan Wallach Scott 
(ed.), Feminism and History (Oxford, 1996), 267–90, at 281.
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The second case van Rahden examines is the decision made in the 
1960s by the local council in the Hessian city of Offen bach to build 
an indoor swim ming pool for low­price use by all members of the 
com munity. Like public li braries, he argues, public swim ming baths 
are an import ant space for the culti vation of dem ocracy as a Lebens­
form. Quoting from a 1932 news paper article by the cul tural critic 
Siegfried Kracauer, he notes that cit izens, when swim ming to gether, 
spon taneously en counter each other as social equals deserv ing of 
mutual re spect for their human ity, dig nity, and health needs. In 
1992, however, the swim ming pool was sold to pri vate con tractors, 
who decided that the city’s needs were better served through its 
con version into a hotel­cum­restaurant cater ing to differ ent gastro­
nomic tastes (and different­sized pockets). An amen ity that had once 
strength ened the com munity now served more ab stract prin ciples like 
eco nomic effi ciency (Leistung) and con sumer choice, both of which—
when im posed upon a late twen tieth and early twenty­first cen tury 
urban land scape—end in spatial separ ation, loss of civic­mindedness 
(Bürger sinn), and a turn to the kind of iden tity politics that can divide 
fam ilies and neighbour hoods as well as entire societies.

What are the broader implications of van Rahden’s find ings? 
First, he shows that the main threat to dem ocracy lies in the grow ing 
‘infirm ity of public spaces’ (p. 136), a trend which began in the 1980s 
and 1990s and con tinues into the pres ent. Sup porters of civic re newal 
now have to oper ate in a com munal environ ment racked by three 
decades of privat iza tion and forced acclima tiza tion to the rules of the 
market, and thus pro gressively less suited to the pro motion of ‘demo ­
cratic spaces’ (‘demo kratische Erfahrungs räume’; pp. 139–40). Van 
Rahden con trasts this with the wide spread soci etal re jection of the 
argu ment made by some Marx ist rad icals in 1968 that the family was 
‘the work shop of capital ist ideol ogy’ (p. 116). Here, the experi ence of 
the 1959 Con sti tutional Court ruling, together with shifts towards re­
defining the modern, nu clear family as a space where cit izens could 
devel op freely, equally, and with a re spect for differ ence, made such 
left­authoritarian ideas appear in compat ible with post­war under­
stand ings of dem ocracy as a way of life.

Second, van Rahden’s findings lead him to rethink the con ven tional 
period ization of recent German history. In particular, he questions the 
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idea of a ‘ “second founding” of the Fed eral Repub lic in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s’ (p. 103), arguing in stead that West Ger many was al­
ready moving away from authoritarian­restorative family policies 
and towards greater demo cratic ex perimen tation from the mid 1950s 
onwards. This is an import ant correct ive to those, like Dagmar Herzog, 
who have em phasized the over riding cul tural and sexual con serva tism 
of the Adenauer era and its immedi ate after math.4 On the other hand, 
van Rahden also suggests that Ger many re mained a post­war soci ety, 
living with the trauma of vio lence and geno cide, until well into the 
1990s. Possibly he has in mind Green Foreign Minis ter Joschka Fischer’s 
famous justifi cation of German partici pation in the NATO bomb ing of 
Serbia in 1999 with the memor able phrase ‘Never Again Auschwitz!’ 
This marked the Federal Repub lic’s trans formation into a ‘normal’ dem­
ocracy which now felt able to let go of the old mantra ‘Never Again 
War!’ in the greater inter est of geno cide pre vention and deter rence. 

Van Rahden does not directly reference Fischer’s speech. But like it 
or not, it was only by engaging in a self­willed act of vio lence within 
the unique histor ical circum stances of a humani tarian mission spon­
sored by a centre­left ‘Red–Green’ Federal govern ment that Ger many 
finally, albeit contro versially and per haps only par tially, escaped the 
shadow of the Second World War.5 Up until that point, dem ocracy 
as a way of life and an inter national good had been con sidered by 
most Germans to be in compat ible with asym metrical bomb ing offen­
sives con ducted from the skies. This was a na tional view point de rived 
from con crete histor ical experi ences of Ger many’s ‘crisis years’ from 
1942 to 1948,6 but also a mid to late twentieth­century political 
sensibility that was given enduring literary expression in Orwell’s 

4 See Dagmar Herzog, Sex after Fascism: Memory and Morality in Twentieth­
Century Germany (Princeton, 2005).
5 On the wider background to Fischer’s March 1999 speech to the Green 
Party con ference in Bielefeld justifying German involve ment in the Kosovo 
cam paign—a move which he also described in an inter view with Der Spiegel 
in April 1999 as marking not war but a defensive battle for ‘human rights, 
free dom, and dem ocracy’—see Ulrich Herbert, Geschichte Deutschlands im 20. 
Jahrhundert (Munich, 2014), 1220–31.
6 Elizabeth D. Heineman, ‘The Hour of the Woman: Memories of Germany’s 
“Crisis Years” and West German National Identity’, American Historical 
Review, 101/2 (1996), 354–95.
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Nineteen Eighty­Four. For this reason, 1999—the year that marked the 
fif tieth anni versary of the found ing of the Fed eral Repub lic—also de­
serves greater recog nition in con temporary his tory and the his tory of 
mental ities as the end of the German post­war era and the begin ning 
of some thing new: the post­post­war era.

II

Moving on, the fictitious but histor ically based dia logue be tween 
Orwell and his sur geon in Glover’s The Last Man in Europe also has a 
bear ing on the second book under review, Martin Conway’s ac count 
of dem ocracy in West ern Europe from 1945 to 1968. At one point, their 
con ver sation goes as follows:

‘They tell me you were in Spain, Mr Dick, on Franco’s side.’
‘I was younger then.’
‘How do you feel about it now?’
‘Well, I never thought it would lead to Hitler and the war we’ve 
just had, if that’s what you mean. I did it for Catholic reasons, 
you see, not political ones. Anyway, I was a doctor. I didn’t go 
to kill anyone.’
‘I did, with a grenade. Are you still? Catholic, I mean?’
‘Not as much. The war! Are you still a socialist?’
‘More so. Although in a different way. I’m less naive too . . .’7

Conway’s book seeks to rewrite the history of West ern Europe in 
the first two and a half decades after the Second World War as an 
under rated age of dem ocra tization. Dem ocracy was not in vented 
during this period, but it reached a new ‘level of matur ity’ (p. 269) 
and crit ical self­awareness in re sponse to the ideo logical ex tremes of 
the 1920s and 1930s and the vio lence of Hitler’s New Order across the 
Con tin ent in the early 1940s. Three in gredi ents went into this sur prise 
re naissance of dem ocracy: ‘eco nomic prosper ity’ for fam ilies and indi­
viduals; trust gener ated by ‘effective governmental action’; and ‘social 
compromise’, particularly between former polit ical en emies in the 
Cath olic, lib eral, and social democratic camps (p. 1). 

7 Glover, The Last Man, 219.
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In Conway’s own words, once the armed struggle of differ ent anti­
fascist re sist ance groups ended in liber ation from Axis occu pation in 
1943–45, ‘dem ocracy . . . became less a matter of vic tory or defeat than 
a pro cess of con tinu ous negoti ation’ and ‘incre mental normal ization’ 
(pp. 11, 37). Post­war West ern Euro pean polit icians sought not only 
to repair the past, but to build a new to morrow—albeit grad ually 
and cau tiously rather than in the great leaps for ward advo cated by 
Stalin and the ‘little Stalins’ on the oppos ite side of the Iron Cur tain. 
Over all, regime change hap pened in only two West­aligned Euro pean 
coun tries between 1945 and 1968: France in 1958 and Greece in 1967. 
Other wise, dem ocracy went hand in hand with state­led but popu­
larly acclaimed stabilization.

Conway has relatively little to say about the military junta that 
ruled Greece from 1967 to 1974, but devotes a great deal of atten tion 
to de Gaulle. He casts the French gen eral as a polit ical pragma tist, re­
mind ing readers of his words in August 1944 when he issued a decree 
in Paris pro claim ing the ‘re­establishment of repub lican legal ity’ (‘le 
rétablisse ment de la légal ité répub licaine’, p. 37). What hap pened in 
May 1958 was based on a sim ilar ap proach: formal con sti tutional 
struc tures were altered to shift power from Parlia ment to the Presi­
dency, but with out changing the plural ist ethos of post­war French 
dem ocracy or its roots in com prom ise be tween rival polit ical move­
ments. De Gaulle acted to create the Fifth Repub lic during a state of 
emer gency in which the polar izing effects of the Algerian con flict 
threat ened to enter the domes tic polit ical arena and gener ate civil 
war. But in the end, French dem ocracy—in clud ing the ‘famil iar rituals 
of repub lican ism’ (p. 75)— sur vived the crisis of 1958, just as it with­
stood fur ther crises in 1961 (in Algeria) and 1968 (at home).

Conway’s other great interest in the book is in the centre­right, 
Chris tian demo cratic par ties of the post­war era, which, with one or 
two ex ceptions, domin ated co alition govern ments at na tional level 
across West ern Europe in the 1950s and 1960s. But here his argu ments 
are less con vinc ing. For one thing, his pre occupation with ex plain ing 
de Gaulle’s actions in 1958 means that he misses an opportun ity to 
dis cuss the lesser known origins of the Notstandsgesetze (Emergency 
Acts) in West Germany. Although only passed by the Bundes tag after 
much heated contro versy in May 1968 under the specific histor ical 

DeMocRacy in GeRMany



64

circum stances of the grand co alition govern ment, the plan ning for 
these emer gency laws started in the 1950s during a period of Chris tian 
Demo crat ascend ency. Further more, when the laws were eventu­
ally passed through the co­option of the Social Demo crats, they did 
under mine trust, at least initially, in the author ity of the state and its 
commit ment to plural ism.8 This in spite of the fact that—as so often 
in the consensus­driven West ern Europe of the late 1950s and 1960s—
the two biggest parties had ‘agreed to agree’.9

Equally unconvincing is Conway’s argument that Chris tian 
Democrat­oriented intel lectuals helped to build an embry onic Con tin­
ental iden tity that de limited itself as much from British and Amer ican 
polit ical models as it did from Soviet­style com munism. The ethos 
of com promise and coalition­building, for instance, sup posedly 
drew atten tion to the ‘different ness of British dem ocracy’, which was 
rooted in the ‘West minster model’ of adver sarial politics (pp. 23, 
80). But this seems to be a rather trivial point when set against the 
enor mous con tribution that British and American polit ical theorists 
and public intel lectuals made to European­wide under stand ings of 
the twentieth­century ‘authoritarian impulse’ and how to oppose it. 
Here one could refer not only to Orwell, but also to a diverse group 
of think ers who had fled Con tin ental Europe in the 1930s and early 
1940s, in clud ing Hannah Arendt, Ernst Fraenkel, Erich Fromm, 
Arthur Koestler, Raphael Lemkin, Karl Popper, Max Horkheimer, and 
Theodor Adorno (to name but a few).

Admittedly, Conway mentions nearly all these figures, but does 
so rather fleet ingly. At the begin ning of the book he fore grounds 
the French polit ical phil osopher Raymond Aron (who him self spent 
time in Ger many in the early 1930s and London in the early 1940s) 
and pays par ticu lar atten tion to a speech he made in West Berlin 
in June 1960 at a con ference of the (CIA­funded) Con gress for Cul­
tural Free dom. Yet the optimism that Aron expressed in this address 
was based on his belief in a growing convergence between West ern 
Europe and other parts of ‘the West’ since 1945, including ‘some of 

8 Martin Diebel, ‘Die Stunde der Exekutive’: Das Bundes innen ministerium und die 
Not stands gesetze 1949–1968 (Göttingen, 2019). 
9 Anne Applebaum, Twilight of Democracy: The Failure of Politics and the Parting 
of Friends (London, 2020), 120.
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the new[ly independent] states of Asia and Africa, the United States, 
Australia and New Zealand’. All of them now at least had the poten­
tial to enter the ex alted group of démocraties stabil isées (dem ocracies 
ren dered secure through a strong claim to popu lar legitim acy, the 
marginal ization of extrem ist parties, and a track record of effect ive 
govern ance), even if some still fell short in prac tice. The aus picious 
ad vance of dem ocracy, he argued, meant that an ana lysis of polit ical 
in sti tutions based on the ‘old states of Europe’ alone ‘would from this 
time forth be in complete’ (‘serait désormais fragmentaire’).10

Given all this, Conway is on much safer ground when he de fines 
West ern Europe in the 1960s not as a dis tinct region enjoy ing its own 
par ticu lar ‘demo cratic age’, but as a trans national space and meet ing 
point which, through fif teen years of in ternal and cross­border migra­
tion, civic engage ment, and cul tural ex change, was slowly becom ing 
many differ ent demo cratic worlds shrunk into one. This was a pro cess 
that relied as much on vir tual or long­distance en counters as on face­
to­face, local, or com munity ones, although the latter were import ant. 
More than any thing else it re flected the grow ing—and inter national­
izing—impact of the ‘direct media of film and tele vision’ on political 
and social life (p. 280).

Alongside France, the Benelux countries, and Scandinavia, West 
Ger many was one of the major Con tin ental Euro pean centres of this 
long­term trend towards democra tization, polit ical stabil iza tion, and 
unity through di ver sity, having been in flu enced pro foundly by it, 
but also increas ingly con trib uting to it.11 Ex amples might in clude the 
lively de bates and in telli gent com prom ises that pre ceded the pass ing 
of the Not stands gesetze in May 1968 and the politic ally astute de cision 
not to apply these laws in the face of the ex ceptional chal lenge posed 
by do mestic terror ism in the 1970s. Both develop ments, it goes with­
out saying, took place in the shadow of 1945 and the important social, 
cultural, and political changes that had taken place since then, both in 
the FRG and globally.

10 Raymond Aron, ‘Les institutions politiques de l’occident dans le monde du 
XXe siècle’, in id. and François Bondy (eds.), La démocratie à l’épreuve du XXe 
siècle: Colloques de Berlin (Paris, 1960), 11–42, at 12.
11 As also shown by, among others, Timothy Scott Brown, West Germany and 
the Global Sixties: The Anti­Authoritarian Revolt, 1962–1978 (Cambridge, 2013).
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III

In Conway’s reading of the twentieth century, the year 1989 stands 
out as far more ex ceptional than 1945—a brief moment in time 
when the tri umph of lib eral dem ocracy ceased to be cast in na tional, 
re gional, and period­specific ways and ap peared to be global, uni­
versal, and even perman ent. He is right in the sense that 1989 itself 
now belongs to his tory rather than to a ‘con tinu ous pres ent’. As Anne 
Applebaum has also argued in her recent book on the ‘angry polit ics’ 
of the years 2015–18, the sudden rise of illib eral strong man regimes 
and polit ical move ments in parts of East ern Europe do not repre sent a 
‘hang over from 1989’ or a ‘re gional failure to grapple with the legacy 
of the [authori tarian, non­democratic] past’.12 Rather, it is some thing 
that has ‘arisen more recently’ and is pres ent in ‘some parts of the 
West ern world’ too.13 By contrast, the Euro pean Union’s sur vival of 
a number of i ntense polit ical storms—from the world wide finan cial 
crash of 2007–8 through to the refu gee and migrant crisis of 2015–
16, the long­drawn­out negoti ations with the UK over the terms of 
Brexit, and the global pan demic of 2020–21—seems to indi cate that 
the ‘hang over’ from the twen tieth cen tury is still very pres ent on the 
Con tin ent today, espe cially among those coun tries directly affected 
by the Second World War.

Where does this leave Germany and the legacy of 1945 and 1989 for 
its develop ment as a demo cratic nation, par ticu larly against the back­
ground of the grow ing threat of right­wing extrem ism at home and 
inter nationally? Hedwig Richter pro vides a rather differ ent answer to 
that offered in what is now the stand ard ac count by Heinrich August 
Winkler.14 In her view, for over two hundred years Germany has 
played an active part in the ‘bench mark project that is dem ocracy’, 
help ing to drive it for ward ‘in tandem with modern ity and notions 
of human dig nity’ (p. 10). The German nation did not need to walk 
a long, circuit ous road before it came to em brace West ern ideals 
wholeheartedly in the late twen tieth cen tury; rather, in the modern 

12 Applebaum, Twilight of Democracy, 55, 108.
13 Ibid. 58.
14 Heinrich August Winkler, Der lange Weg nach Westen, 2 vols. (Munich, 2000); 
appearing in English as Germany: The Long Road West, 2 vols. (Oxford, 2006–7).
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era, dem ocracy was—with the ob vious and import ant exception of 
the years 1933–45—a ‘German affair’ as well as a global one.

One of Richter’s central themes is the import ance of edu cational, 
health, and social reforms—pro moted largely by elites in Ger many 
and else where since 1800—over vio lent revo lution. Reform, she 
argues, was the typ ical way in which elites ‘edu cated them selves’ to 
become good cit izens and demo crats (p. 44). By con trast, vio lent revo­
lutions re mained ‘the ex ception’ (p. 34). Indeed, like Simon Schama 
writing on late eighteenth­century France, Richter sees the shock­
ing events of 1789–94 (and later, of 1848–49 in Cen tral Europe, 1871 
in Paris, and 1917–20 in Russia and Germany) as anomal ous ‘inter­
ruption[s]’ to pro gress and modern ity rather than as a ‘cata lyst’ to a 
better world.15 

For Richter, this view of Germany’s self­generated and glo bally 
inter connected path to dem ocracy is instruct ive be cause it draws our 
atten tion to previ ously over looked moments of reform, in clud ing the 
period around the year 1900. How ever, it might equally be argued 
that she relies on too narrow a con ception of revo lutions. In her ac­
count, these are typic ally blood­spattered and over bear ing events, 
dis respect ful of the bodily auton omy and indi vidual worth of all 
and in imical to women’s rights in par ticu lar. Marie Juchacz, the first 
elected woman deputy to ad dress the Weimar Na tional As sembly 
on 19 Febru ary 1919 and a member of the SPD (not, as Richter mis­
takenly claims, the USPD; p. 196), under stood things differ ently. True, 
she was care ful in her speech to assert that the Novem ber Revo lution 
was now over and that a wel come return to normal ity had been sealed 
by the con vening of the Na tional As sembly and the re­establishment 
of the separ ation of powers between execu tive, legis lature, and law 
courts. But she was equally at pains to stress that the granting of 
female suffrage, by decree of the Council of People’s Dep uties on 12 
Novem ber 1918, was the cor rection of a long­standing natural in­
justice against women. 

To Juchacz, in other words, the German Revo lution of 1918–19 
was indeed ex ceptional in na tional terms. How ever, this was not be­
cause it broke with the reform ist im pulses of 1900. Rather, it was 
15 Simon Schama, Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution (London, 1989), 
184.
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be cause it brought about some thing that was self­evidently in line 
with the essential—that is, non­negotiable—require ments of demo ­
cratic citizen ship that a cen tury or more of well­intentioned and 
in flu ential advo  cates in Prussia and other German states had failed 
abso lutely and on all levels to achieve: namely, equal ity of voting 
rights for both sexes. Of course, Richter is right that a revo lution 
was not needed to create a social state in Ger many; elem ents of this 
were al ready in place in the Bismarck ian and Wilhel mine eras, to the 
bene fit of (non­enfranchised) women as well as wage­earning men. 
How ever, to quote the radical Dutch Patriot draft mani festo from 
1785, the Leids Ontwerp, ‘the Sover eign is none other than the vote 
of the people’.16 And with out the vote, women were not truly equal 
as citizens. 

A second of Richter’s themes is the significance of under stand ings 
of the body to the develop ment of dem ocracy. A body that is re spected 
as human is also en titled to be free and auton omous—not only in the 
nega tive sense of not being en slaved, tor tured, made vulner able to 
specific kinds of socially dis crimin atory punish ments (‘ständ isch dif­
fe ren zierte Strafen’, p. 75), or threat ened with arbi trary deten tion, 
but in the posi tive sense of enjoy ing the right to health, happi ness, 
per sonal secur ity, and parity of (self­)esteem. We can see con tinu­
ities here from the year 1800 on wards, in clud ing the con tri butions of 
German phys icians such as August Hirsch (1817–94) and Max von 
Petten kofer (1818–1901) to inter national sani tary pro tection work, and 
of the Berlin­based sex re formers Magnus Hirsch feld (1868–1935) and 
Helene Stöcker (1869–1943) to the field of minor ity rights and the pro­
tection of single mothers. All the above cam paigners helped pave the 
way for the found ing prin ciples of the World Health Organ ization, 
which came into force in April 1948:

Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well­
being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.
The enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health is 
one of the fundamental rights of every human being with out 
dis tinction of race, religion, political belief, economic or social 
condition.

16 Ibid. 249.
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The health of all peoples is fundamental to the attain ment 
of peace and security and is dependent upon the fullest co­
operation of individuals and States.
The achievement of any State in the promotion and protection 
of health is of value to all.17

More recently, we can find echoes of these prin ciples in Angela 
Merkel’s New Year’s Eve ad dress to the German nation as Fed eral 
Chancel lor on 31 December 2020. Here she noted that a hither to un­
known virus had in vaded ‘our’ bodies and hit the core of what it 
means to be human: close con tact with others, the ability to hug, and 
the right to cele brate and mourn together. Those who spread stories 
that the virus does not exist, she con tinued, were not only tell ing lies 
but were add ing to the pain felt by fellow cit izens who had lost loved 
ones or who were deal ing with the phys ical and mental impact of 
Covid­related ill ness. Above all, she added, conspir acy theor ists are 
danger ous cynics who lack the kind of fellow­feeling (Mit menschlich­
keit) neces sary for Ger many and the rest of the world to get through 
the pan demic together. Later in her ad dress she noted with pride 
that scien tists from sixty differ ent nations had worked on develop­
ing the Pfizer­BioNTech Covid­19 vaccine as a German–American 
co­production, led in the FRG by a firm co­founded in Mainz by the 
German–Turkish husband-and-wife team Uğur Şahin and Özlem 
Türeci. For her, this was proof that ‘pro gress stems from the common 
strength to be found in diversity’.18

Richter’s main point is the remarkable resilience of dem ocracy, 
espe cially given the ‘cata strophic start ing point’ for its re newal in 
1945 (p. 252). Like Merkel, she also celebrates democracy’s ability 
since 1945 to develop in harmony as a German and inter national 
phenom enon, and to offset rising in equal ities of income and wealth 
at the do mestic and global levels since the 1970s through social 
reforms and re spect for bodily integ rity. But is its sur vival really 
17 Constitution of the World Health Organization, adopted 1946, effective 
from 1948, at [https://www.who.int/governance/eb/who_constitution_en. 
pdf], accessed 30 Apr. 2021. 
18 ‘Neujahrsansprache der Bundeskanzlerin’, 31 Dec. 2020, at [https://www.
bundesregierung.de/breg­de/mediathek/videos/merkel­neujahrsansprache­ 
2020­1833774], accessed 30 Apr. 2021. 
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guaranteed in the twenty­first cen tury? How can it pro tect itself 
against the popu list appeal of conspir acy theories that under mine 
trust in voting systems or permit ridi cule of ‘experts’ and elected 
polit icians? How can it con front the anger that is more easily as­
suaged through refer ence to the machin ations of ‘evil’ foreign 
powers than to the role of acci dent or human complex ity? How can 
it combat terror ism and polit ical extrem ism, deadly viruses spread 
by human con tact, the il legal traffick ing of mi grants and would­be 
asylum­seekers, or the cli mate crisis without im pinging on the right 
‘to secure and govern our own bodies’ as auton omous actors (p. 
322)? And is there any more that it can do to offset what Apple baum 
de scribes as the ‘jan gling, dis sonant sound of modern polit ics’—the 
cac ophony of differ ent voices ‘all shout ing at the same time’ which, 
in the age of social and digi tal media, has so ‘un nerved that part of 
the popu lation that prefers unity and homo geneity’.19

To triumph, democracy must be bodily in the sense that it founds 
its ab stract claims to just ice, equal ity, and soli darity on the tan gible 
basis of re spect for differ ence and di ver sity. Here Richter is abso lutely 
right. But it must be more than that: a way of life rooted in the desire 
to join people to gether through the culti vation of mutual recog nition 
and bonds of trust. It is about creat ing spaces and fill ing them with 
edu cational, health, and social care opportun ities for all, not just about 
estab lish ing con sti tutional lines that cannot be crossed and indi vidual 
free doms that ought not to be re stricted (except during ex ceptional, 
state­of­emergency situ ations). In this sense, 1945 was just a begin­
ning—and we still have a long and fragile path to follow.

19 Applebaum, Twilight of Democracy, 117, 187.
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