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The main focus of this paper, Martin Niemöller (1892-1984), is at first sight a rather 
unlikely candidate to discuss anti-nuclear pacifism. Niemöller’s father was a Lutheran pas-
tor, and as many other young men from middle-class families in Wilhelmine Germany, he 
had joined the Imperial Navy in 1910 as a sea cadet to train for a career as a naval officer. 
Promoted to lieutenant in 1913, he served during the full four years of the First World War, 
switching to the submarine force in 1916 and finishing the war as a U-boat commander on 
UC 67 in 1918. Disillusioned and embarrassed by German defeat in November 1918 and 
outraged by the revolution and the founding of the Weimar Republic, he left the Navy in 
1919. Subsequently, Niemöller started to study Protestant theology, and after seven years 
working in the so-called Inner Mission, he obtained the post of third parish priest in the 
affluent Berlin suburb of Dahlem.1

After the Nazi seizure of power in 1933, Dahlem quickly became the epicentre of 
what is usually called the Church Struggle: the fight over the hegemony in the Protestant 
Church between the members of the ‘German Christians’ –  Nazis who wanted to shape 
the church in line with National Socialist ideology –  and the Pastor Emergency League, 
founded and led by Niemöller, which defended the rights of those pastors who were of 
Jewish descent. The Pastor Emergency League was the core of what became in May 1934, 
after the synod of Barmen, the Confessing Church. The Confessing Church insisted that the 
church should follow Jesus Christ and the word of the Gospel alone. Thus, it reinstated the 
fundamental principles of the sixteenth century Reformation.2

Yet only five months after the synod of Barmen in May 1934, which is one of the 
landmark events not only in German, but also in European church history, Niemöller 
published his book From U-Boat to Pulpit.3 And he included a photo of himself as the 
frontispiece, which shows him, confident and proud, in the uniform of an officer of the 
Imperial Germany Navy in 1917. The aim of the book, a partial autobiography which takes 
the reader from his service on various U-boats during the war to his studies in theology, 
was to demonstrate that Niemöller, as any other member of the Confessing Church, was at 
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least as nationalistic as the Nazis always claimed they would be. And it did not stop here. 
As the Church Struggle escalated, Niemöller became the most outspoken critic of any 
interference of the Nazi state in the church, and did not shy away from criticising leading 
representatives of the Nazi state such as Joseph Goebbels and the Church Minister Hanns 
Kerrl. The state responded by detaining him in July 1937. And when the verdict in his trial 
in March 1938 was tantamount to an acquittal, he was, on Hitler’s direct order, brought 
to the Sachsenhausen Concentration Camp north of Berlin as ‘Hitler’s personal prisoner.’ 
Niemöller spent the next seven years, until liberation in 1945, first in Sachsenhausen and 
then in Dachau Concentration Camp, to which he was transferred in 1941.4 Yet once Nazi 
Germany started the Second World War in Europe with the attack against Poland in Sep-
tember 1939, it took Niemöller no longer than seven days to decide that he would volun-
teer, from his solitary confinement in the Concentration Camp, for combat service in the 
German Navy. And when his offer had been turned down four weeks later, he was seriously 
disappointed.5 The news of Niemöller volunteering quickly made international headline 
news, and so he had some explaining to do when he first appeared in front of the inter-
national media after liberation in June 1945. Not least because the public in the Western 
world, mainly in the UK and in the US, had come to see Niemöller as a hero of resistance 
against the Nazis. But his excuse that he had sought to join the resistance movement in the 
Wehrmacht was flawed, as he could not have known of the attempts of those who plotted 
against Hitler on 20 July 1944, as these circles only came together after Niemöller had 
been detained in 1937. The main motive for him volunteering in 1939 is plain and simply 
because he wanted to return to his duty as a professional officer and serve his country in the 
Second World War.6

Against this biographical backdrop, the question is obvious: how was it possible that 
Niemöller would become the most prominent German pacifist in the post-war period, the 
chair of the most venerable pacifist organization in German history and the public face of 
the campaign against the deployment of US nuclear intermediate missiles in Germany in 
the wake of the NATO Dual Track solution in late 1979? And, related to that: which per-
ceptions and assumptions were driving Niemöller’s pacifism, and in particular: how did he 
perceive the dangers emanating from nuclear weapons?

When Niemöller returned to liberty in 1945, he still retained some elements of the 
political world-view that he had developed during the 1920s and 1930s. One crucial ele-
ment of continuity was his Protestant nationalism, the idea that the unity of the German 
people had to be retained against any policies that would divide them up in the impending 
Cold War. It was for this nationalist reason that he opposed the politics of Western integra-
tion that Chancellor Konrad Adenauer pursued since the founding of the Federal Republic 
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in 1949, and it was for the same reason that Niemöller opposed Adenauer’s attempts to 
build up an armed contingent of the Federal Republic in the context of first a European 
army, and then, with the founding of the Bundeswehr in 1955, in the context of West Ger-
man NATO-membership. On both occasions, Niemöller did not intervene on the grounds of 
pacifist arguments, but because he understood that West German rearmament would cement 
the partition of Germany into two states.7

However, it also became obvious shortly after his liberation that Niemöller had said 
farewell to his former militaristic values and to the glorification of military service. Under 
the impression of German defeat and the devastation of many German cities, he declared 
in 1945 that German militarism would not reappear.8 When the Federation of Protestant 
Churches in Germany, the EKD (Evangelical Church in Germany) issued repeated appeals 
for peace in 1948 and 1949, stating that war was not in accordance with God’s will, 
Niemöller supported these declarations wholeheartedly, even though he remained scepti-
cal about the effectiveness of such rather lofty statements. When the Korean War raged in 
1951, he stated publicly that the use of weaponry and armed forces could only be detri-
mental and had to be avoided. Yet in the same speech he also stated: ‘I am not a principled 
pacifist’, an assertion that he repeated in November 1952 during a speech in Switzerland.9 
But only five years later, in October 1957, Niemöller was elected as the president of the 
German Peace Society (DFG). The DFG was the oldest and most venerable pacifist organi-
zation in Germany, founded in 1892 by Bertha von Suttner and Alfred Hermann Fried, both 
later recipients of the Nobel Peace Prize, and disbanded by the Nazis in 1933, with most of 
their leading members driven into exile.10 How could this rapid transformation of Niemöller 
into a supporter of the pacifist cause happen?

Several factors come into play here. The first influence surely came from his wife 
Else. Niemöller had married Else Bremer, the sister of his old childhood friend Hermann 
Bremer, in 1919, and she remained the most important person in his life through all the 
trials and tribulations of the years from 1937 to 1945 and beyond her tragic death in 1961. 
As her husband had languished in the Concentration Camps, Else Niemöller had grown into 
a confident and self-assured woman, battling illness, raising her seven children and taking 
part in the campaign to release her husband from detention. After the war Niemöller started 
to speak in public on behalf of peace, starting in 1950 with a speech in Wiesbaden in Hesse, 
where she lived with her husband. Else Niemöller’s pacifism was fairly conventional, based 
on the notion of maternalism, implying that women as mothers had to support peace in 
order to protect their own creation.11

A second influence came from Niemöller’s ecumenical contacts.12 In 1950, he took 
part in a meeting of the executive board of the World Council of Churches in Canada, the 
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main body of Christian ecumenical work which had been founded in Amsterdam in 1948. 
After that meeting, he was contacted by Abraham J. Muste (1885-1967), a reformed (Cal-
vinist) Christian who was a leading member of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, a group 
of Protestant pacifists that operated in many countries and counted in the US, among many 
others, Martin Luther King Jr. among its members. Muste met Niemöller in New York and 
convinced him to acknowledge that the churches could not condone war under any circum-
stances. They continued the conversation in writing, and Niemöller insisted that he under-
stood ‘pacifism’ as an abstract principle that would not allow him to react to any specific 
political situation. But then Friedrich Siegmund-Schultze entered the conversation, a close 
friend of Muste and the leader of the League for International Reconciliation (Internationaler 
Versöhnungsbund), the German branch of the Fellowship of Reconciliation. Siegmund-
Schultze explained that he never used the term pacifism, and that the real challenge was 
to confront the Cold War arms race. Would Niemöller join him in that endeavour? And he 
would. Over Easter 1952, Niemöller spoke at the annual meeting of the League for Interna-
tional Reconciliation and mentioned the need to turn the angst of the people about nuclear 
armaments into a force for peace.13

Yet a third influence was needed to turn Niemöller into a nuclear pacifist, which 
means into someone who rejected nuclear weapons as a matter of principle. And this 
moment came in March 1954 in the wake of Castle, the US military codename for the deto-
nation of six Hydrogen Bombs at the Bikini Atoll in the Marshall Islands. Castle became a 
global scandal when news about the Japanese fishermen of the Lucky Dragon (Daigo Fuku-
ryu Maru) appeared in the world media, who showed serious symptoms of radiation disease 
upon return from a trip in which they had stayed well outside the designated exclusion zone 
that the US military had flagged beforehand. As in many other places of the world, a large 
section of the German public immediately understood the dangers of the radiation from 
nuclear testing.14 The Council of the EKD, of which Niemöller had been a member since 
1945, responded immediately and issued an appeal on 21 May 1954 which highlighted 
the dramatic dangers of nuclear weapons. But Niemöller was not satisfied, as the appeal 
amounted to nothing more than an abstract call on the conscience of every Christian, and 
provided no real measure for the assessment of the situation and any viable solutions.15

Thus, Niemöller decided to do something that demonstrated his determination to get 
to the bottom of the dangers of nuclear weapons. He invited three leading German nuclear 
physicists to a meeting. They were Otto Hahn –  who had discovered the process of nuclear 
fission jointly with Lise Meitner in 1938 – , Werner Heisenberg and Carl Friedrich von 
Weizsäcker. Accompanied by his close friend Helmut Gollwitzer and by Otto Dibelius, 
the Bishop of Berlin and head of the council of the EKD, these three experts explained 
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to him the current state and future destructive potential of nuclear weapons. The meeting 
took place on 9 June 1954, and two different accounts exist. Gollwitzer noted afterwards, 
that all three physicists had rejected the claim by another physicist, Pascual Jordan, who 
had reported earlier to the EKD and played down the fate of the Lucky Dragon as kind of 
a shop-floor accident, a tragic but isolated incident. Hahn, Heisenberg and von Weizsäcker 
argued that this might be correct for the current generation of Hydrogen bombs, but that 
it would be superseded in the near future by much more destructive types of this device. 
What Niemöller concluded after the meeting was that nuclear weapons did not only have 
the potential for mass destruction, but for a self-destruction of human life altogether.16 
When he later returned to this theme in his speeches and publications, he referred to a 
thought experiment that the US nuclear physicist Leo Szilard had first developed in 1950. 
A Hydrogen bomb coated in Cobalt would release huge amounts of radiation into the atmo-
sphere and could thus make large territories, if not the earth altogether, permanently unin-
habitable. What Szilard had envisaged was a tool for the self-destruction of humankind, 
which in English has been called ‘Doomsday Device’ ever since.17

Niemöller left the meeting in June 1954 with a clear understanding of the massive 
dangers of nuclear armaments, and this was the third, and most important push that turned 
him into a nuclear pacifist. It was not theological reflection that turned him into a pacifist 
–  although theological reflection followed later. It was the insight into the possibility of 
wholesale destruction not only of cities or countries, but of mankind altogether.

What did Niemöller do with these newly acquired insights? First, he tried to stir up 
trouble in the council of the EKD, a role which he had relished ever since he had joined 
the council in 1945. At a meeting on 24 June 1954, the council discussed a critical letter 
that Niemöller had written to the physicist Pascual Jordan. The bishop Martin Haug from 
Stuttgart was so outraged about the aggressive tone of that letter that he banged his fist on 
the table and shouted ‘the council of the EKD is fed up’ with Niemöller’s behaviour.18 In 
the churches of the EKD, Niemöller’s political views represented only a minority opinion 
and there was no chance that more than very few Protestants would embrace his critique of 
nuclear weapons. Thus, he needed other, secular partners for a political alliance, and these 
he found among the Social Democratic Party (SPD), the main opposition party in the Fed-
eral Republic during the 1950s and 1960s. The SPD was still reeling from the results of the 
September 1957 Federal Election, in which the Christian Democratic Party under Chancel-
lor Adenauer had achieved an absolute majority of the popular vote –  until today unique 
in German parliamentary history –  while the SPD trailed at a mere 30 per cent. However, 
Adenauer had made a serious tactical error when he suggested that the Bundeswehr, the 
army of the Federal Republic, should be equipped with tactical nuclear weapons, for 
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instance rockets of the type called Honest John which could deployed from a mobile 
launch-pad and had a destructive capacity of between one and four kilotons. In discussing 
these plans, he suggested in April 1957 that these weapons would be nothing more than a 
‘mere further developed artillery’. But the West German public knew at this point that their 
own country would be the target of these tactical nuclear weapons, which would be used by 
NATO troops to stop a conventional Soviet attack into the Federal Republic, and that their 
use would produce hundreds of thousands, if not millions of deaths within days.19

Opposition against Adenauer’s rhetoric followed promptly, in the form of the Göt-
tingen Manifesto, released on 12 April 1957 by 18 leading German nuclear physicists, 
including Otto Hahn and von Weizsäcker. Adenauer managed to defuse the situation 
somehow by inviting five of the Göttingen 18, as they became known, to the chancellery.20 
But then Albert Schweitzer, the renowned humanitarian and theologian, stepped up in a 
public appeal on 23 April 1957, broadcast in many countries around the globe, in which 
he warned against the danger of nuclear weapons. In opinion polls conducted in 1958 
among a sample of West German citizens, more than 80 per cent stated that they did not 
want the Bundeswehr equipped with nuclear warheads.21 Given this state of public opinion, 
the Social Democrats decided that they wanted to take advantage by orchestrating public 
protests against nuclear armaments. The SPD leadership invited trade union representa-
tives, politicians from other opposition parties, members of the Göttingen 18 and leading 
Protestants, among them Martin Niemöller, to a meeting in Bonn, the West German capital 
city, on 22 February 1958. It was agreed to launch a campaign of public protests under the 
heading ‘Fight against atomic death’. In the meeting, Niemöller insisted that the campaign 
should deploy a tactic of dramatization to mobilise wider public. To this end, he reiterated 
his warnings about the Cobalt bomb that could annihilate mankind. When ‘Fight against 
Atomic Death’ launched its public appeal in May 1958, they used a phrase that Niemöller 
had coined in the meeting in February: ‘We will not rest as long as atomic death is threaten-
ing our people.’22

Throughout the spring and summer of 1958, more than 300,000 people in West 
Germany took part in demonstrations of the campaign, and this figure does not include 
those who took part in the 1 May demonstrations organised by the trade unions on Labour 
Day.23 In Hamburg, Quakers around the couple Hans-Konrad Tempel and Helga Tempel 
staged a silent vigil and thus introduced a new performative form of demonstration to the 
repertoire of German protest movements.24 Niemöller himself quickly adopted the new 
form for his own work in ‘Fight against Atomic Death’. He took part in a torchlight vigil 
that the local group of the ‘United War Resisters’ (Vereinigte Kriegsdienstgegner, VK), an 
organization that campaigned for the refusal of military service –  the draft had been intro-
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duced in 1955 –  organised in Cologne over six days in August 1958. This group had been 
inventive in using spectacular forms of protest before, such as a car procession through 
Cologne in protest against the drafting of all males born in 1922 for the Bundeswehr, the 
West German army. During these six days in August 1958, the VK-group collected 15,000 
signatures for a petition to the Federal Parliament against the use of nuclear weapons by the 
Bundeswehr.25

‘Fight against Nuclear Death’ was seconded at the level of parliamentary politics. Both 
in state parliaments (Bavaria, Hesse, etc.) as well as at the Federal level, the SPD launched 
bills that would support the holding of a popular referendum on the issue of nuclear weap-
ons in the Bundeswehr. But the government under Adenauer launched an appeal at the Fed-
eral Constitutional Court, and not surprisingly, as the German Federal Law of 1949 has no 
stipulations in regard to referenda, the court ruled against a referendum. As the verdict from 
the Federal Constitutional Court came at the end of July 1958, the campaign ‘Fight against 
Atomic Death’ quickly lost momentum.26 But there were at least three lasting consequences 
and resonances of the campaign, both for Niemöller and for the anti-nuclear movement in 
West Germany more widely.

The first was the transnational component. Right at the beginning of the German cam-
paign, on 7 April 1958, Niemöller had boarded a plane to London and travelled to the town 
of Aldermaston in Berkshire county. In front of the gates of the nuclear research facility 
at Aldermaston, the final gathering of the first British Easter March took place, which was 
led by protesters who demanded the unilateral disarmament of the UK nuclear weapons 
from the British government. The Easter March had been organised by the radical pacifist 
Direct Action Committee and by CND, Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, a coalition 
of Protestant clergy, members of the Labour Party and radical intellectuals that very much 
resembled the German ‘Fight against Atomic Death’. At Aldermaston, Niemöller gave a 
short speech, commended the excellent organization of the gathering, but also noted that 
‘no acquaintances’ of him were around. Nevertheless, a first start was made. The German 
campaign against nuclear weapons was part of a wider, transnational movement of anti-
nuclear activists.27 And it continued to do so throughout the 1960s to the 1980s.

The second lasting consequence was the transformation of German pacifism. Up until 
then, pacifist organisations had been dominated by middle-class males who contemplated 
wide-ranging plans for a better, non-violent future, but had no mass appeal. Even at its 
height in the mid-1920s, the DFG had never had more than 30.000 members. The cam-
paign ‘Fight against Atomic Death’ was the first example of single-issue peace campaign 
that would quickly lose momentum once the opportunity that had triggered its emergence 
had disappeared, but would be able to mobilise larger sections of the German population 
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and get them thinking about issues of peace and non-violence.
The third lasting consequence of Fight against Atomic Death was that Niemöller had 

to reconsider his theological thinking about war, peace and non-violence. His engagement 
with these issues was triggered by events in the synod of the Evangelical Church of Hesse 
and Nassau. This was his home church, for which he served as the Church President –  
carefully avoiding the term bishop –  since 1947 for no less than 18 years. But the synod 
did not condone his political activism, and the controversy was triggered after he stated in 
1958 that everybody who would be involved in nuclear armaments would be ‘in practice an 
atheist.’ At the synod, when these remarks were discussed, Niemöller stated that he had re-
read the New Testament in the light of the insights the nuclear physicists had given him in 
1954. And he had not found a single line in the scripture that would support the use of vio-
lence, but to the contrary many warnings against the use of force, not least in the Sermon 
on the Mount.28

But whether nuclear weapons could be legitimised theologically or not, he argued 
in several talks, that was not the real problem. It was rather necessary, he insisted, to pon-
der the question whether nuclear weapons, and especially the Hydrogen-bomb, could be 
considered to be weapons in a regular sense. Were they simply instruments that served a 
specific purpose –  to defeat the enemy in war –  or were these traditional notions insuf-
ficient to understand the changes in technology? As nuclear weapons erased the traditional 
difference between civilians and combatants in war, they were more than just an instrument 
of war, they were an instrument for the self-destruction of human beings and all other life 
on earth. But was mankind entitled, he asked, to wrestle his foremost privilege from the 
hands of God, the creation of life, and destroy ‘life altogether’?29 His answer was negative. 
In another talk he continued his critique of the inversion of concepts that the atomic bomb 
had produced. The distinction between war and peace would collapse, as well as the dis-
tinction between friend and foe, victor and vanquished. A device that would turn all human 
beings into the victims of its destructive power would render these traditional distinctions 
meaningless. But the most important point was the capacity not only to destroy towns and 
cities or specific groups of people, but ‘the people’ altogether.30

Niemöller’s nuclear pacifism, his outright rejection of ‘any production, storage, use 
and even threat’ of nuclear weapons –  as he defined it –  had a clear theological profile.31 
His main drive was to preserve God’s creation, life on earth. What is striking, however, 
is how close Niemöller got to the radical critique of the atomic bomb that the German-
born émigré-philosopher Günther Anders (1902-1992) developed around the same time, 
for instance in his ‘Theses for the Atomic Age’, a paper he had discussed with students 
in Berlin and published in 1959, and then his main publication, the first volume on The 
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Outdatedness of Man, published in 1956.32 Anders is today largely forgotten, even though 
he was one of the intellectually sharpest minds of the post-war era. But his insistence that 
the fundamental categories of human existence had to be reconsidered after the dropping 
of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, the ‘day zero’ of a new age as he used to call it, did not 
make him many friends in the intellectual circles in the European capitals and in the US, 
where he had emigrated (returning to Vienna in 1950). Anders developed ideas that are 
very similar to those of Niemöller, mainly the idea that the atomic bomb is more than just a 
weapon, an instrument, as it consumes the very distinction between means and ends in the 
process of wholesale, mass destruction. Anders also insisted that the distinction between 
war and peace had become meaningless in the shadow of the bomb. But the most striking 
similarity in their thinking was the insistence that nuclear weapons marked a new threshold 
in the capacity for destruction. Now, it was not only possible to annihilate complete ethnic 
groups or nations –  as in the genocides of the first half of the twentieth century –  but to 
annihilate humankind in what Günther Anders called an ‘omnicide’ or a ‘globocide’.33

With his active engagement in the campaign ‘Fight against Atomic Death’ in 1957/58, 
Niemöller had catapulted himself to the forefront of the peace movement in West Germany. 
At this point, not only those who were instrumental in bringing this coalition of different 
social movements together, but also the protagonists of the traditional pacifist organization 
needed him. They needed him as traditional pacifism faced a difficult situation in the Fed-
eral Republic. The German Peace Society (DFG) had been re-established in 1946, as had 
been other associations such as the German branch of War Resisters International, a radical 
pacifist group that mobilised against compulsory military service, or the International of 
Resisters against Wartime Service (Internationale der Kriegsdienstgegner, IdK). The DFG, 
however, was running the danger of vanishing in the maelstrom of the Cold War, in which 
every pacifist organisation in the Federal Republic was considered either to be Communist 
–  as the GDR and its state party, the SED, constantly claimed that socialism would equal 
peace –  or, even worse, suspected to be remote-controlled by the regime in East Berlin. 
By 1949, the DFG had only 4,400 fee-paying members, many of whom were of retirement 
age.34 The first post-1945 President was the same as during the final years of the Weimar 
Republic: retired Major-General Paul Baron von Schoenaich (1866-1954). Like many other 
leading German pacifists of the Weimar Republic, he had served in a distinguished career in 
the Imperial German Army, including service in the First World War, before the reactionary 
politics of the Reichswehr in the 1920s drove him to embrace pacifism.35 When Schoenaich 
stepped down as President of the DFG in 1951, he was succeeded by Fritz Wenzel, am 
unimpressive person, a Protestant minister who also served as a member of parliament for 
the SPD. But when Wenzel lost his mandate in 1957, he also stepped down as President 
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of the DFG. When the delegates of the DFG gathered in October 1957, they were at a loss 
how to replace Wenzel. But then they decided to ring Niemöller, who was already a mem-
ber of the DFG but traveling at the time, because that is what he did most of the time, and 
asked him whether he would accept to be elected as DFG-President. And he did, much to 
the delight of the delegates.36 Niemöller reinjected some energy into the remaining core of 
traditional pacifists. Whenever he spoke for the DFG, he attracted an audience of at least 
1,000 people, whereas hardly anybody had turned up when Wenzel made public appear-
ances. And Niemöller was, as the DFG-leadership noted, also judicious in dealing with 
the paperwork and correspondence that needed attention. And with Niemöller at the helm 
of the DFG, there was also a fundamental change in tone and presentation. As one of the 
veterans of the DFG recalled, Baron von Schoenaich had never missed to mention when 
he spoke during the 1920s that he had always done the right thing in his time as a general 
in the Prussian army, and that he would still be proud to have served in the military. In the 
post-war period, this long-standing DFG-member opined, any former officer who would 
say something similar in a pacifist meeting would be laughed at.37

But bragging about his time in the Imperial German navy was not Niemöller’s style. 
To the contrary, he rarely missed an opportunity for self-critique and mentioned that he 
had not drawn the right inferences much earlier, already after the First World War. He 
often cited the example of his friend Heinz Kraschutzki (1891-1982). Like Niemöller, 
Kraschutzki had entered the Imperial German Navy as an officer candidate in 1910, so they 
were both members of the Crew 1910. But Kraschutzki had distanced himself from the 
group culture of the officer corps early on, in the first instance by becoming a teetotaler, 
which would exclude him from the heavy drinking that was part of the group culture of 
the officers. In the early 1920s, Kraschutzki then became a pacifist and member of the 
DFG.38 Niemöller’s election as President of the DFG in 1958 thus marked a sea-change 
in the history of German pacifism. Former professional officers had a prominent presence 
among the DFG-leadership during the 1920s. But with Niemöller at the helm, the DFG was 
represented by a former officer who emphasised the learning curve that was needed to fully 
embrace pacifism and to leave the professional ethos of the officer behind.

The 1960s were a quiet decade for anti-nuclear pacifism in the Federal Republic. One 
reason was that the Social Democratic Party and the Social Democrat trade unions, that 
had supported Fight against Atomic Death for their own mobilization purposes, turned to 
other topics and were not heavily invested in pacifist politics throughout the 1960s. The 
other reason was the missing opportunity structure. The USSR had announced a voluntary 
moratorium on above the ground nuclear tests, and the Limited Test Ban Treaty which all 
nuclear powers except for France and China signed in 1963, causes such as the fallout in 
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the wake of Castle Bravo disappeared. Still, the first Honest John tactical missiles were 
delivered to the Bundeswehr in late 1959. This prompted members of the IdK, the asso-
ciation that promoted agitation against compulsory military service and was headed by 
Kraschutzki, to protest against the deployment of missiles that can carry tactical nuclear 
warheads with a torchlight vigil at a British air force base in Dortmund, 13 March 1959. 
Earlier, members of the group had staged the first non-violent obstruction in the history of 
the Federal Republic.39

Another group of activists who promoted non-violence and members of the IdK 
organised a march during Good Friday 1960, with a turnout of a few hundred activists. 
Thus, German pacifists had adopted the model of the Easter Marches that the British CND 
had pioneered. Starting in 1961, Easter Marches against nuclear armaments were organised 
in cities across the Federal Republic, and already in 1964, 100,000 people took part.40 Par-
ticipating every year, starting in 1961, and usually as the main speaker of the concluding 
event in a major city, was Martin Niemöller. At this point in the eighth decade of his life, 
he was an almost omnipresent driving force behind the Easter March movement, more 
relevant than the associations that organised and facilitated the marches.41

In the process, Niemöller also adapted the core message of his nuclear pacifism. In 
1957/58, during the campaign ‘Fight against Atomic Death’, his emphasis had always been 
on the Germans as the victims of nuclear destruction. Hydrogen bombs could destroy all 
life. But the reason why the Germans should protest was because they would be the first 
to die, as the border between West and East Germany was the foremost hotspot of the 
Cold War. During the 1960s, he changed his rhetoric. Niemöller now acknowledged that 
the ‘atomic clouds’ full of radiation would transcend the borders between East and West 
and would threaten people on both sides of the Iron Curtain. He later expanded this to the 
notion of a ‘family of mankind’ that peace activism should serve. Not only weapons, but 
the global inequality between the North and the South more generally was a major obstacle 
towards a lasting peace. This was a remarkable shift away from the traditional concepts 
of pacifism, for instance in the DFG, which had always conceived of the nation as the 
core unit of negotiating and achieving peace, and had seen the European nations as the 
main drivers of war as well as the main harbingers of peace. During the 1960s, Niemöller 
gradually overcame the traditional Eurocentrism of the German peace movement, and in 
line with this shift also engaged a solidarity campaign with North Vietnam during the late 
1960s. While he demanded an end to US aerial bombings of the Vietnamese people and 
the Vietcong, he implicitly acknowledged the right of the Vietcong to defend themselves in 
armed conflict.42 Thus, Niemöller’s pacifism was never a principled pacifism that rejected 
any kind of weaponry and any use of them as a matter of principle.
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These debates over the legitimacy of armed resistance against Western or, more 
precisely, US imperialism brought Niemöller, and the remaining core of pacifists in the 
DFG with him, closer to positions that the hard core of GDR-affiliated Communists in the 
Federal Republic represented. The Communist Party had been banned by the Federal Con-
stitutional Court in 1956 as it was deemed to be in fundamental contradiction to the politi-
cal system that the Basic Law of 1949 had established. But the party was re-established 
under a different name as the German Communist Party (DKP) in 1968, and DKP mem-
bers quickly tried to gain influence in the DFG and other pacifist groups.43 In 1974, DKP-
functionaries founded a committee for peace and disarmament with the acronym KOFAZ. 
This was basically a shop-front for a politics that was masterminded in East Berlin, and so 
it found little to no appeal in the West German public, as it was widely known that the GDR 
influenced this group. But this did not stop Niemöller from supporting KOFAZ from the 
start.44 The situation changed, however, with the NATO Dual Track solution in December 
1979. NATO decided to deploy US Cruise Missiles and Pershing intermediate nuclear 
weapons in Germany, Italy and Belgium unless arms limitations talks with the USSR –  the 
second track –  were successful.

The NATO Dual Track decision was a watershed moment in the history of antinuclear 
activism in the Federal Republic.45 A coalition of dignitaries from the emerging Green 
Party, of Social Democrats, radical lefties and leftist intellectuals were the first signatories 
of the Krefeld Appeal launched in November 1980. The key formulation of the appeal, 
which demanded to halt the deployment of US missiles, was: ‘Atomic death threatens us all 
–  no new atomic missiles in Europe.’ The key term, ‘atomic death’, deliberately tapped into 
a notion that Niemöller had developed in the context of the 1957 campaign ‘Fight against 
Atomic Death’. Niemöller was, of course, among the primary signatories of the Krefeld 
Appeal and became the public face of the campaign against the Euromissiles, as they were 
called.46 By 1983, more than four million people in West Germany signed the Krefeld 
Appeal. With a series of mass demonstrations, the protests against the deployment of Cruise 
Missiles and Pershings became the single-biggest mass mobilisation in German history 
since the revolution in 1918/19. At this point, Niemöller was no longer in good health, and 
when 300,000 people turned up for the first big mass rally of the movement on 10 October 
1981 in Bonn, a speech that he had prepared had to be read out by someone else. Six weeks 
after his 92nd birthday, on 6 March 1984, Niemöller died in his home in Wiesbaden.

Right after his death, KOFAZ issued a poster that was widely circulated at the time, 
and still is one of the most widely known images of Niemöller. ‘Those who want peace 
have to live jointly with the enemy. We must dare to show trust. An end to armaments.’47  
With this quote emblazoned on the poster, Niemöller was admitted into the pantheon of 
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German pacifism. The fact that he had served his country as a Navy officer in the First 
World War, and wanted to do the same in the Second, was at this point forgotten. With this 
poster, Niemöller became enshrined as the figurehead of the anti-nuclear peace movement, 
and a site of remembrance for anti-nuclear mobilization in his own right.

I conclude with a few remarks on the general significance of Niemöller’s anti-nuclear 
pacifism. That a former professional officer became the most important representative of 
the West German peace movement in the decades from 1945 to 1985 is not that surprising, 
given the fact that former officers had already been prominent in the pacifist movement 
during the 1920s. The key difference is that with Niemöller a former officer who rose to 
prominence presented his pacifist activism as a conversion, as a turning away from the 
violent past that he and Germany represented. Niemöllers anti-nuclear pacifism is –  second 
–  remarkable in the way in which he embraced a strategy of dramatization. Once he had 
turned the fight against weapons into his main political cause, he did not shy away from 
building coalitions between different political groups, from the Social Democratic left to 
later embracing Communists and other radical lefties, and was happy to lend his face and 
his fame to the staging of new performative acts of civil disobedience. Finally, it should be 
noted that Niemöller was among the first prominent pacifists in Germany who identified the 
new destructive potential of nuclear weapons, and of the Hydrogen bomb particularly, and 
never tired, right up to his death, to warn the public about their dangers.
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