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For some time there has been considerable misunderstanding and a lack of appreciation in the English-speaking world for Germany’s arguments in the international arena. Yet Germany’s twin desires for ever deeper European integration and the continued development of the rule of law in international relations have a history stretching back to the very beginning of the Federal Republic and the framing of its constitution, the Basic Law, into which they were embedded. German postwar essayists from 1945 to 1949 played no small part in the setting of these objectives of state through their advocacy of a national identity for their defeated state that was to assume decidedly international accents. Essayists explored a new historiography; they examined national feeling, nationalism and patriotism; they promoted respect for constitutional law and international law; and they called for the creation of a higher European and world order to constrain the economic and power-political ambitions of the state. Having reframed the ‘German problem’ in a European context, they then applied a European solution. What becomes unmistakably clear in this survey of postwar essayists in key periodicals is that intellectuals can leave an indelible mark on the political psyche of a nation at the re-birthing of its political order and that their voices, though increasingly distant, can still be heard in policy choices today.

