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Introduction

Nineteenth century German socialists often admired the Chartists, and 
Ferdinand Lassalle modelled himself not the least on the Chartist leader 
Feargus O' Connor. But ultimately the German ADAV pursued a very 
different path to the Chartists: Chartism mobilised such broad masses of 
people precisely because it was so loosely organised. The ADAV, by 
contrast, created a highly organised political party, because it did not have 
the preconditions for a similar mass mobilisation; but in the long turn, 
such early party formation in Germany strengthened the socialist 
movement and laid the foundations for a strong political wing of the 
German labour movement.1

Anyone who has attempted to trace cultural and political transfers 
from one country to another has probably found that the strong perception 
of phenomena did not necessarily lead to the adoption of ideals, ideas or 
practices studied and found elsewhere.2 Highly local conditions on the 
ground often determined in which ways ideas travelled from one national 
context to another and in which ways political practices were 
implemented. In this brief chapter I shall attempt to provide no more than 
a glimpse of, above all, the perceptions of British socialism, and in 
particular, the British Labour Party, among circles of German Social 
Democrats in the twentieth century. It will be a canvass painted with a 
broad brush, but hopefully it might be intriguing enough to inspire others 
to fill in the many gaps which still remain.

1 Christiane Eisenberg, "Chartismus und Allgemeiner Deutscher Arbeiterverein. Die Ent­
stehung der politischen Arbeiterbewegung in England und Deutschland", in: Arno 
Herzig und Günter Trautmann (eds.), "Der kühnen Bahn nun folgen wir . . ."  Ursprünge, 
Erfolge und Grenzen der Arbeiterbewegung in Deutschland, 2 vols. (Hamburg: Reidar, 1989), 
vol. 1,151-70.

2 Henk te Velde, "Political Transfer: An Introduction", European Review of History 12, 2 
(2005), 205-222; Patricia Clavin, "Defining Transnationalism", Contemporary European 
History 14, 4 (2005), 421-439; Michael Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann (eds.), De la 
comparaison à V histoire croisée (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 2004).
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Before the First World War

German Social Democrats perceived the foundation of the Labour 
Representation Committee right at the beginning of the 20th century with 
interest. A range of contacts dated back to the years of exile, which leading 
Social Democrats spent in London during the 1880s and thereafter. The 
most famous of those exiles and the strongest link between the British and 
German labour movements was Eduard Bernstein. He had a very wide 
circle of friends in Britain ranging from Marxists in the Social Democratic 
Federation (SDF) and Fabians to ethical socialists and Liberals. He himself 
had learnt much from them, in particular the Fabians.

Bernstein's whole-hearted endorsement of the parliamentary system 
and his fulsome praise for piecemeal reformism had much to do with the 
political situation he encountered in Britain. He was impressed by the 
excellent relationships which labour leaders in Britain enjoyed with 
representatives of the liberal bourgeoisie, and he spent years of his life in 
an attempt to make compatible his own Marxist conceptions with a British 
left liberal perspective.3 The Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands 
(SPD) from its earliest programmatic statements was always in favour of 
democracy, but how that democracy should look like remained unclear.4 
Bernstein argued forcefully that parliamentary government combined 
with a democratic franchise would achieve socialism in the end.5 Admira­
tion for Britain also led him to intervene strongly in the debate on Anglo- 
German rivalry before the First World War. In 1911 he published a booklet 
entitled "Die englische Gefahr und das deutsche Volk" in which he 
lambasted the 'most shortsighted and most foolish policy which makes the 
great English nation our enemy'. In addition he regularly published 
articles for the Liberal newspaper "The Nation" in which he sought to 
bridge the growing divide between the two countries.

Bernstein was by no means the only 'English voice' in the pre-war SPD. 
Another prominent example included Max Beer, who worked as 
"Vorwärts" journalist in London between 1901 and 1911. Intrigued by his 
observations of British political life, his articles in "Vorwärts" and "Neue 
Zeit" amounted to indictments of the Marxist dogmatism of the British 
Social Democratic Party (SDP) and endorsements of the more flexible and 
pragmatic stance of the Independent Labour Party. Enrolling as a student

3 Manfred B. Steger, The Quest for Evolutionary Socialism. Eduard Bernstein and Social 
Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 66-71.

4 Stefan Berger, "Communism, Social Democracy and the Democracy Gap", Socialist 
History 27 (2005), 1-20.

5 Eduard Bernstein, Die Voraussetzungen des Sozialismus und die Aufgaben der Sozialdemokratie 
(Stuttgart: Dietz, 1899), 195.
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at the London School of Economics, his own ideas, like those of Bernstein, 
also moved closer and closer to Fabian standpoints.6

The perception of British socialism among German Social Democrats 
was not shaped by German voices alone. British socialists contributed 
regularly to the SPD party press. Ramsay MacDonald wrote for 
"Sozialistische Monatshefte" as did a string of other British socialists, 
including Philip Snowden, Bruce Glasier, George Bernard Shaw, Keir 
Hardie and George Barnes: all of them were Fabians or ethical socialists, as 
the editor of the "Sozialistische Monatshefte", Joseph Bloch, was keen to 
present British socialism as counterweight to the dominant Marxism in the 
SPD. Many of the articles also focused on the threat of war and on socialist 
strategies to avoid war. Leading British socialists argued that the 
International should take pro-active steps to avoid war. Some even went 
as far as to say that the most potent weapon of the working classes, the 
general strike, should be used to defeat the government's war mongering. 
Keir Hardie propagated this idea when he attended the 1913 party 
conference of the SPD, the same conference at which Rosa Luxemburg 
tabled a resolution in favour of the general strike. However, the majority 
of German socialists proved unreceptive to pleadings from either Luxem­
burg or Hardie and defeated the resolution 350 to 150 votes.

Arguably the different contexts of general strike debates in Britain and 
Germany are crucial to understand how the ethical socialist Hardie came 
to stand side by side with the revolutionary Marxist Luxemburg in 1913. In 
the British context, the general strike was discussed, above all, as a means 
to defeat the threat of war. In Germany, by contrast, it was most widely 
discussed as a means to achieve the revolution. Hence many of those 
reformists who were broadly in sympathy with Hardie's British socialism 
found themselves on the other side of the general strike debate.7 However, 
some German socialists were quite ready to accept the general strike as a 
means to force through further démocratisation, and, in particular, the 
abolition of the three-class franchise in Prussia.8 On the war issue, leading 
German socialists, especially Bebel, were convinced that the International 
Socialist movement would ultimately be helpless against the greater force 
of their respective national governments. In a series of secret 
communications with the British government he warned them of the 
dangers of Prussian militarism and was very open about the limited 
possibilities of the German socialist movement to prevent war.9

6 Max Beer, Fifty Years of International Socialism (London: Allen and Unwin, 1935).
7 John Eichmanis, The British Labour Movement and the Second International 1889 - 1914 

(University of London M.Phil., 1982), 323.
8 Christoph Norm, "Putting Radicalism to the Test: German Social Democracy and the 1905 

Suffrage Demonstration in Dresden", International Review of Social History 41 (1996), 183- 
208.

9 R.J. Crampton, "August Bebel and the British Foreign Office", History 58 (1973), 218-232.
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In fact, many of the pre-war international socialist campaigns against 
war demonstrate the difficulties involved in understanding and 
appreciating very different societal and national contexts. Thus, for 
example, Bebel was annoyed about the insistence of the Labour Party to 
send a peace delegation to Germany in 1908, even though its invite came 
from the German government and would involve meetings with 
government representatives -  the same government representatives who, 
day after day, denounced the Social Democrats as 'fellows without a 
fatherland'. Bebel's outburst took the form of a general denunciation of the 
peculiarity of the English: T do not want to get mixed up with the English 
any more. Not only do they speak a different language, they also think 
differently. Insular isolation has made them special human beings.'10 
Similar tensions can be observed in the debates in the Second International 
on the threat of war. At the Copenhagen conference of 1910 Georg 
Ledebour, SPD member of the Reichstag, expert on colonial policy, and 
member of the SPD's national executive between 1913 and 1915, presented 
the International's report on anti-militarism. He combined it with a strong 
attack on Bruce Glasier's previous statement that capitalism was not the 
cause of war. Glasier, member of the National Administrative Council of 
the Independent Labour Party from 1897 to his death in 1920, editor of the 
influential journal "Labour Leader" and a vociferous campaigner for 
peace, was an ethical socialist with a distinct dislike for Marxism. His 
heretical views, Ledebour argued, were a clear sign that the British Labour 
Party had not yet been imbued with the true values and principles of the 
Socialist International. If the German socialists saw themselves as the 
schoolmasters of the International, they seriously underestimated the 
heterogeneity of socialist beliefs within the International. It was none other 
than the French socialist leader Jean Jaurès, who came to the defence of 
Glasier. The ensuing storm in a teacup led Glasier to comment wryly that 
his intervention had 'the result, so I expect, that there will be many 
philosophical dissertations upon it in the continental socialist press.'11 
Glasier thus re-affirmed the well-established dichotomy between a 
pragmatic and hands-on British socialism and a philosophising but 
inactive 'continental' variant.

He was not the only one to emphasise ideological differences. Karl 
Kautsky, the key populariser of Marxist socialism in pre-war Europe with 
a reputation as foremost Marxist theoretician in the International, pointed 
out that German revisionism was following an 'English model' as early as 
1900.12 In order to counter their influence he made sure that in his flagship 
theoretical journal of the SPD, the "Neue Zeit" only British Marxists would 
publish: Theodore Rothstein, J.B. Askew and Fred Bröckle were among the

10 SAPMO, Bebel papers, Bebel to Molkenbuhr, 28 Sept. 1908.
11 Letter Bruce Glasier to his wife, 2 Sept. 1910, in: The University of Liverpool Library.
12 Karl Kautsky, "Akademiker und Proletarier", Neue Zeit 19 (1900/01).
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most regular contributors. According to Kautsky, the British socialists, first 
of all, had to develop a Marxist outlook on social problems before they 
could be taken seriously as socialists. Before the First World War he and 
likeminded Marxists in the SPD were in the majority, whilst Bernstein and 
those keen to adopt aspects of 'English socialism' formed a significant 
minority. Kautsky and the Marxist camp no doubt benefited from 
widespread feelings among pre-war German Social Democrats that their 
movement was the most important and meaningful in the world. No one 
could doubt that it was the biggest and one of the most successful in 
building a strong socialist movement. By contrast the Labour Party 
appeared to be belated and organisationally as well as ideologically 
underdeveloped. Hence the Labour Party seemed to many to equal 
socialism in its infancy rather than the socialist model of the future. As 
early as 1886 Kautsky wrote to Bernstein: 'Socialism [in Britain] should 
first of all create a viable literature; then one can start taking it seriously. 
Now it is only sentimental philanthropy, nothing else.'13

"Vorwärts" in 1910 also commented on the lack of electoral success of 
the Labour Party, which stood in such marked contrast to the successful 
mobilisation of millions of working-class voters on the part of the SPD: 
'England today demonstrates how important a strict programme and strict 
guidelines are for a political party. Only a specifically socialist programme 
can give the Labour Party any right of existence at all.'14 And yet Victor 
Grayson's victory in the Colne Valley in 1907 was perceived as a decisive 
step of the Labour Party in the direction of socialism.15 And none other 
than Kautsky helped the Labour Party into the International in 1908 with 
his ingenious formula: 'The International Socialist Bureau declares that it 
will admit the Labour Party of Great Britain to the International Socialist 
Congress because, although it does not explicitly accept the proletarian 
class struggle, nevertheless it carries it out in practice, and by its 
organisation, which is independent of bourgeois parties, bases itself on the 
foundations, the principles of International Socialism.'16 Kautsky's support 
of the Labour Party in the International had much to do with his negative 
view of H.M. Hyndman and his Social Democratic Federation. It was 
regarded as sectarian -responsible, above all, for splitting the socialist 
movement in Britain. Hyndman's troubled relationship with Karl Marx 
and Friedrich Engels did not help either.17 The intellectual founding 
fathers of German Marxism had accused Hyndman of plagiarising their 
own work and their verdict carried weight with their disciples in

13 SAPMO, Berlin: Bernstein papers, letter from Kautsky to Bernstein, 18 Jan. 1886.
14 Vorwärts, 5 Feb. 1910.
15 Vorwärts, 24 July 1907.
16 Labour Party Archive Manchester, National Executive Committee Minutes, 15 Dec. 1908.
17 On Hyndman and his dispute with Marx and Engels see also Chushichi Tsuzuki, H. M. 

Hyndman and British Socialism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961).
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Germany. In 1910 Kautsky rejected an approach by Hyndman asking the 
SPD financially to support a socialist daily newspaper in Britain.18

Social Democrats in Germany frequently criticised the perceived 
insularity of the socialist movement in Britain and its lack of unity.19 It is 
ironic that it found the main culprit in what was the most Marxist wing of 
the British movement. Overall, one can say that perceptions of British 
socialism before 1914 took place by and large within the wider context of 
debates on revisionism and reformism in the SPD. Those in favour of 
revisionism and reformism found much in British socialism to recommend 
to Germans, above all, its ideological diversity, its tolerance, its 
pragmatism, and its orientation towards practical reform measures and 
active engagement with politics. Those who opposed reformism saw in 
British socialism an 'unscientific' form of socialism in need of develop­
ment. They were looking for signs of a British socialism which was more 
militant, more Marxist and more like the SPD. This can be seen, for 
example, in Clara Zetkin's ecstatic welcome of the 1912 miners' strike in 
Britain.20 On the whole then, the preconditions for the transfer of ideas and 
political practices from British to German socialism were not good before 
1914, as the German SPD widely perceived itself as a model for others to 
follow. Hence many of its protagonists were not looking to learn from 
others, but to teach others.

Interwar period

The first World War marked a major break in relations between European 
socialists. The International had failed to stem the tide of nationalist 
enthusiasm in Europe. The labour movements, by and large, came to side 
with their respective national governments, although significant minorities 
within the labour movement attempted to continue with their principled 
and determined anti-war stance. Many British socialists were particularly 
disappointed about the SPD's willingness to support the German war 
effort and subsequently denounced the 'Prussianisation of German Social 
Democracy'.21

18 IISG, Kautsky papers, Letters Harry Queich (SDF secretary) to Karl Kautsky, 21 and 27 
May 1910.

19 Gerhard A. Ritter, "Die britische Arbeiterbewegung und die deutsche Sozialdemokratie 
1900 - 1923", in: Gerhard A. Ritter and Peter Wende (eds.), Rivalität und Partnerschaft. 
Studien zu den deutsch-britischen Beziehungen im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert (Paderborn: 
Schöningh, 1999), 95.

20 Die Gleichheit, 1 April 1912, 209 f.
21 Stefan Berger, "Between Efficiency and 'Prussianisin': Stereotypes and the Perception of 

the German Social Democrats by the British Labour Party 1900 - 1920", in: Rainer Emig 
(ed.), Stereotypes in Contemporary Anglo-German Relations (Houndmills: MacMillan 2000), 
172-86; also: Friedrich Weckerlein, Streitfall Deutschland. Die britische Linke und die
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Taking into account the bitterness of feeling on both sides of the divide, 
it is surprising how quickly after 1918 good relations were once again 
established between the British and German labour movement. It was, 
above all, the Labour Party which ensured the relatively smooth and rapid 
re-integration of the German socialists into the post-war International. 
Labour leaders also prominently helped the Social Democrats' struggle 
against the Versailles Treaty and their attempt to come to terms with the 
economic and social consequences of the peace.22 Under such circum­
stances, German socialists began once again to take a close look at the 
British Labour Party. The Labour Party's organisational and ideological 
reorganisation after 1918 received considerable attention. Max Beer, who 
worked as London correspondent of "Vorwärts" between 1901 and 1911, 
described it as an important move towards a more centralised and a more 
homogeneous party which would bring about a truly socialist movement 
in Britain.23 Beer thus built on a long-established trope in German 
socialism about British socialism as a latecomer who would have to follow 
in the footsteps of Germany, but after 1918 this idea was used in order to 
bring the two movements closer together and facilitate also an ideological 
re-orientation of the German Social Democrats who began to look more 
'English' in the Weimar Republic.

In the inter-war period the Labour Party appeared as a responsible 
party of government (1924; 1929-31), characterised, above all, by its prag­
matism and its orientation towards implementing specific reform policies. 
Many German Social Democrats, faced with political power, now held up 
the Labour Party as a model. This was particularly true for the leaders of 
the Mehrheitssozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (Majority Social 
Democratic Party of Germany, MSPD) and centre-right Social Democrats 
more generally. The Labour Party and its successes became an important 
stick with which to beat left-wing internal critics of greater SPD involve­
ment in coalition governments. After all, the SPD was soon embroiled in a 
bitter conflict over what became known as 'coalitionism'. Dissatisfied with 
the lack of progress of key working-class demands, the Unabhängige 
Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (Independent Social Democratic 
Party of Germany, USPD) and later on, the left wing of the SPD 
increasingly perceived the republic not as an end in itself but a step on the 
road to socialism. It condemned compromises made by the SPD in 
coalition governments and urged the party not to compromise its positions 
in coalitions with bourgeois parties. Looking to Britain, the centre right 
responded to these charged by arguing that democracy/parliamentarian-

'Demokratisierung' des Deutschen Reiches 1900 - 1918 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1994).

22 Wolfgang Krieger, Labour Party und Weimarer Republik: ein Beitrag zur Aussenpolitik der 
britischen Arbeiterbewegung zwischen Programmatik und Parteitaktik 1918 - 1924 (Bonn: 
Verlag Neue Gesellschaft, 1978).

23 Max Beer, "Der 21. Parteitag der britischen Arbeiter", Neue Zeit (1920/21), 368-71.
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ism and socialism were inextricably linked. Egon Wertheimer's book can 
serve as an example here. Wertheimer, a SPD journalist, saw as one of the 
major characteristics of the 'British Socialist movement that ... there were 
... individuals, all with their own particular style, not, as with us, one 
traditional party style, which the officials of the party, under penalty of the 
loss of their authority, dare not depart from. Here, even within the domain 
of a workers' party, ... was Liberty Hall.'24 For Wertheimer the Labour 
Party represented 'socialism for our generation' and he urged the SPD to 
adopt much of what he perceived as an undogmatic and pluralistic variant 
of socialism which would incorporate the middle classes of society and 
move the SPD from a class party to a catch-all party.25

There were others keen to learn lessons from British socialism. In 
1912/13 Lothar Erdmann, editor of the theoretical trade union journal "Die 
Arbeit", from 1923 to 1933, lived in Britain for some considerable time. He 
joined the Fabian Society and became a disciple of George Bernard Shaw. 
He was particularly intrigued by the mixture of social concern with 
national commitment that he perceived in the Fabians' positioning in the 
'national efficiency' campaign. Particularly impressed with the strong 
identification of sections of British socialism with the nation, he set about 
to overcome the alienation of the German labour movement from the 
German nation. The nation, he was convinced, could only be at one with 
itself if it managed to regain the spirit of unity of August 1914, which he, 
like so many others, perceived as a landmark experience for his 
generation.26

In 1929 Fritz Heine observed the British election campaign for the SPD 
executive - another sign that the SPD was looking to the Labour Party 
when it came to the practical issues of campaigning and political 
mobilisation. Heine had just become head of the SPD's first campaigning 
and intelligence unit and was looking for ways of improving the German 
style of electioneering. Heine also worked together closely with Richard 
Crossmann, assistant editor of the "New Statesman" between 1938 and 
1942 and between 1952 and 1967 member of the Labour Party executive, 
during the war when Heine was employed as an intelligence analyst in the 
psychological warfare division under Crossmann, interrogating German 
prisoners of war in Africa. One of the important post-war Social 
Democratic politicians was well acquainted with and well disposed 
towards British socialism.27

Heine was not the only Social Democrat in exile in Britain during the 
years of Nazi rule. The Social Democatic Party in Exile (Sopade) executive 
moved from Prague to London in December 1940, and both Erich

24 Egon Wertheimer, Portrait of the Labour Party (London: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1929), xi.
25 Egon Wertheimer, "Sozialismus für unsere Generation", Die Gesellschaft 3 (1926), 444-57.
26 Ilse Fischer, Versöhnung von Nation und Sozialismus? Lothar Erdmann (1888 - 1939). 

Biographie und Auszüge aus den Tagebüchern (Bonn: J.W.H. Dietz Nachf., 2004).
27 Stefan Appelius, Heine: die SPD und der lange Weg zur Macht (Essen: Klartext, 1999).



192 Stefan Berger

Ollenhauer and Hans Vogel spent the war years in London as did many 
other well-known Social Democrats. Ollenhauer was to become party 
chairman of the SPD after Kurt Schumacher's death in 1952, and many of 
the London exiles played an influential role in the post-war SPD. Some did 
form close friendships with Labour Party politicians, but these years of 
exile were, on the whole, characterised by deteriorating relations between 
British and German socialists. Physical closeness did not necessarily lead 
to improved perception or greater willingness to adopt and adapt ideas 
and practices. The Vansittartist influence in the Labour Party made for 
high levels of anti-Germanism -  also on the left.28 And internal debates 
between German socialists on the collective guilt of Germans for Hitler 
and the role of German history and the First World War on the success of 
the Nazis created considerable friction between the Labour Party and the 
mainstream Social Democrats in exile. The latter perceived themselves as 
representatives of the German people and made it clear to their British 
hosts that they were spokespersons for German interests. They also 
continued to differentiate between Nazis and Germans. Such a 
differentiation was somewhat more difficult to comprehend on the part of 
British Labour politicians who also were less than enamoured to be 
presented with German demands. Instead, many on the British left came to 
ask whether German socialists were not at least partly to blame for not 
opposing Hitler and the Nazis more vigorously.29 However, the story of 
the Social Democratic exile years in London was not an entirely negative 
one. Social Democrats, such as Richard Löwenthal, not only worked well 
with British socialists during their exile years, but they were hugely 
impressed with the workings of the British parliamentary democracy 
which they encountered often at close range. Löwenthal, who took British 
citizenship in 1947, had a distinguished career as a journalist with Reuters 
and "The Observer" before becoming professor of political theory and 
foreign policy at the Free University in Berlin. He was an influential 
adviser of Willy Brandt on questions of Ostpolitik. Experiences made by 
Löwenthal and others in Britain were often important for the ideological 
reorientation of German Social Democracy after 1945.

28 Robert Vansittart, permanent under-secretary of state for foreign affairs 1930 - 1938 and 
chief diplomatic adviser to the foreign secretary 1938 - 1941, authored the anti-German 
tract "The Black Record: Germans Past and Present" (1941).

29 Anthony Glees, Exile Politics during the Second World War. The German Social Democrats in 
Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982); Isabel Tombs, "Socialists Debate their 
History from the First World War to the Third Reich: German Exiles and the British 
Labour Party", in: Stefan Berger, Peter Lambert and Peter Schumann (eds.), 
Historikerdialoge. Geschichte, Mythos und Gedächtnis im deutsch-britischen kulturellen 
Austausch 1750 - 2000 (Göttingen: Vandehoeck & Ruprecht, 2003), 361-82.
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1945 to 1989

Social Democrats who had been exiled in London were in the forefront of 
those who argued in favour of taking over Anglo-Saxon constitutional 
traditions when working on a West German constitution.30 Social 
Democrats or those close to the SPD, like Ernst Fraenkel, Alfred Weber 
and Arnold Brecht, who had all experienced Anglo-Saxon constitutional 
practice during their exile years, were in favour of adopting some kind of 
Anglo-Saxon model. In the immediate post-war years, relations between 
officials in the British zone of occupation and the SPD were generally good 
-  so much so that the SPD also became known as 'the British party'. The 
Labour Party assisted the rebuilding of the German labour movement 
where it could. Denis Healey, international secretary of the Labour Party 
at the time, enjoyed excellent relations with the SPD. But there were also 
problems, especially the strong nationalism of the SPD's leader, Kurt 
Schumacher, which met with little sympathy or understanding in Britain. 
Ernest Bevin's famous outburst against the Germans: T tries 'ard, but I 
'ates them' not only reflects difficulties in turning a former enemy into a 
new-found ally, but also indicates long-held reservations among many on 
the left, not just Labour's foreign secretary. Regardless of those, the British 
Labour Party was once again, just as after the first World War, vital in 
obtaining the early re-admission of the SPD to the International in 1947.31

Contacts were also excellent between Willi Eichler and leading 
members of the Socialist Union and its predecessor, the Socialist Vanguard 
Group. Among the latter were Allan Flanders and Rita Hinden. Flanders, 
the head of the political division of the Allied Control Commission in post­
war Germany, was a particularly close friend of Eichler. The SU was to 
become vital for the programmatic re-orientation of the Labour Party in 
the 1950s just as Eichler was for the programmatic reorientation of the SPD 
at Bad Godesberg. Both programmatic re-orientations were therefore 
closely interconnected and at least partially based on an ongoing exchange 
of ideas between German and British socialists.32

But ironically it was also programmatic revision in the 1950s which 
seemed to lead to a perception of the Labour Party as being stuck in the 
past and moving away from its own pragmatic and non-ideological

30 See, for example, "Richtlinien für eine deutsche Staatsverfassung", reprinted in Werner 
Röder, Die deutschen sozialistischen Exilgruppen in Grossbritannien 1940 - 1945 (Hanover: 
Verlag für Literatur und Zeitgeschehen, 1969), document XII.

31 Rolf Steininger, "British Labour, Deutschland und die SPD 1945/46", Internationale 
Wissenschaftliche Korrespondenz zur Geschichte der deutschen und internationalen 
Arbeiterbewegung 15 (1979), 210-229.

32 Mark Mignion, "The Labour Party and Europe during the 1940s: the Strange Case of the 
Socialist Vanguard Group", South Bank European Papers 4 (1998); and Lawrence Black, 
"Social Democracy as a Way of Life: Fellowship and the Socialist Union, 1951-1959", 
Twentieth Century European History 10 (1999), 499-539.
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traditions.33 Through the retention of the Labour Party's famous clause 4, 
which called for the 'common ownership of the means of production', 
issues of public ownership remained of much greater importance to the 
British Labour Party than to the SPD. German Social Democrats displayed 
little understanding on this matter, as for them, nationalisation was 
increasingly identified with state socialism in the German Democratic 
Republic (GDR) and Eastern Europe. Historically, before 1945, the SPD's 
commitment to public ownership was, if anything, stronger than that of 
the Labour Party. Having been unable to go through with a similar 
nationalisation programme to that of the Labour government after 1945, 
the SPD, by the time it obtained political power, was not interested any 
longer in nationalisation and public ownership. Both had become victims 
of the comprehensive programmatic rethinking enshrined in the Bad 
Godesberg programme. Programmatic reform in Britain was also bound 
up with much stronger personal rivalries than was the case in Germany. 
The enmity between Gaitskellites, i.e. the followers of the Labour leader 
(1955 to his death in 1963) Hugh Gaitskell, and Bevanites, i.e. the followers 
of the undisputed leader of the post-war Labour left, Aneurin Bevan, went 
in some respects much further than personal ambition as both represented 
very different visions of the Social Democratic future.

With Bad Godesberg, the German Social Democrats once again seemed 
to become a trendsetter for a programmatic reform of European Social 
Democracy. Whilst the SPD became a model for Social Democratic 
modernity, the Labour Party increasingly seemed to resemble a dinosaur, 
in which reformist politicians, such as Anthony Crosland, were looking 
elsewhere (to Sweden or the USA mainly) for inspiration.34 Crosland, it is 
true, became himself one of the international gurus of growth-oriented 
West European Social Democracy and was also popular with Social 
Democratic politicians in Germany. Described by the "SPD Pressedienst" 
as 'one of the most intelligent people among Labour intellects'35, he was 
received, however, more as a Social Democrat thinker and less as a

33 Tony Nicholls, "Zwei Wege in den Revisionismus: die Labour Partei und die SPD in der 
Aera des Godesberger Programms", in: Jürgen Kocka, Hans-Jürgen Puhle and Klaus 
Tenfelde (eds.), Von der Arbeiterbewegung zum modernen Sozialstaat. Festschrift für Gerhard 
A. Ritter (Munich: K.G. Saur, 1994), 190-204; Carl Cavanagh Hodge, "The Long Fifties: the 
Politics of Socialist Programmatic Revision in Britain, France and Germany", 
Contemporary European History 2 (1993), 17-39.

34 Mark Wickham-Jones, "Missed Opportunities: British Social Democracy and the Rehn 
Model: international and national perspectives", in: H. Milner and E. Wadensjo (eds.), 
Gosta Rehn, The Swedish Model and Labour Market Politics (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), 277- 
297; Mark Wickham-Jones and D. King, "Blair and Clinton: the Democratic (Party) origins 
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MacMillan, 2001).

35 Victor Marx, "Nach den Parteitagen in England", SPD-Pressedienst, 20 Oct. 1969, 3.
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representative of British Labour. Harold Wilson was seen much more as in 
the Labour Party mould: perceived as a man of the left with a strange 
penchant for economic planning and nationalisation, he came to symbolise 
the old party that the SPD allegedly had left behind in 1959. In 1960 an 
article in "SPD-Pressedienst" perceived the Labour Party as having been 
led astray on its 'traditional path of humanist socialism'. Traditionally, the 
article's author argued, the Labour Party was the key representative of a 
'non-doctrinaire, practical humanist socialism', a 'people's party' with 
strong electoral appeal across social classes and a strong power 
orientation. But more recently, it seemed keener to follow 'socialist 
utopias'. The article concludes by expressing its hope that the party will 
find its way back to its traditions.36 Interestingly, the 1961 "Signposts for 
the 60s" were not widely recognised as the de facto Labour Party 
equivalent to Bad Godesberg.37 Perhaps as a result of this negative 
perception, the Labour Party seemed to disappear from the Social 
Democratic monitors in West Germany. Whilst the "SPD Pressedienst" in 
the 1950s and 1960s reported regularly about developments in the British 
Labour Party; during the 1970s and 1980s these reports became less and 
less frequent.

Such decreasing interest in the experiences and practices of British 
socialism also reflected that fact that in some respects the SPD's attention 
after 1945 moved increasingly to the USA. As Julia Angster has shown 
comprehensively, the Westernisation of Social Democracy after 1945 took 
place with particular reference to American 'consensus capitalism', i.e. the 
endorsement of the ideals and values of the New Deal.38 The American 
model fitted popular notions of social partnership in post-war Germany 
much more than British insistence on nationalisation and public owner­
ship. Vital for such Westernisation under American conditions were 
émigré groups who had returned from American exile. It was noticeable 
that those party members, such as Willy Eichler and Richard Löwenthal, 
who had belonged to left-wing socialist splinter groups such as 
Internationaler Sozialistischer Kampfbund and 'Neu Beginnen', had the 
greatest influence on programmatic renewal, arguably because their 
openness for new political ideas was greater too. Under the impact of the 
Cold War, this transformation accelerated: trade unions and the SPD no 
longer saw themselves as anti-capitalist forces. Instead they were satisfied 
with representing working-class interests within a pluralist political 
system.

It was, however, not just nationalisation and clause 4 which drove a 
wedge between the British and German labour movements. Antagonistic

36 "Kein zweites Scarborough", SPD-Pressedienst, 22 Oct. 1960.
37 This is convincingly argued by Donald Sassoon, One Hundred Years of Socialism: The West 

European left in the Twentieth Century (London: I. B. Tauris, 1996), 304.
38 Julia Angster, Konsenskapitalismus und Sozialdemokratie. Die Westernisierung von SPD und 

DGB (Munich: Oldenbourg, 2003).
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British industrial relations were also widely regarded as anathema in West 
Germany, where notions of 'consensus capitalism' and social partnership 
struck a far more powerful chord.39 The failure of Jim Callaghan's 'social 
contract' policy in the 1970s and the subsequent 'winter of discontent' 
strengthened the perception of a party which could not handle economic 
policy. This marked a sharp contrast to a self-perception among German 
Social Democrats that 'their' chancellor, Helmut Schmidt, nicknamed 'the 
fixer' ('der Macher') was the epitome of economic ingenuity and pragmat­
ism which kept the German economy afloat in difficult economic 
circumstances. As the SPD campaigned under the slogan 'model Germ­
any', this contrasted with much talk about the 'British disease' and was not 
conducive to any forms of political or cultural transfer. As the Labour 
Party moved further and further to the left during the 1970s and early 
1980s, the SPD's perceptions of a party abandoning its reform-based and 
moderate traditions seemed to ring true.40 Whereas most European Social 
Democratic parties moved from having been class parties to becoming 
'modern' catch-all parties, the Labour Party seemed to stick stubbornly to 
outmoded concepts of a class party. Throughout the 1980s it remained 
stuck electorally in its industrial heartlands in the north and the Celtic 
fringe without being able to expand into more middle-class areas.

Other issues, apart from programmatic reform and 'modernisation' 
also contributed to the growing alienation between Labour Party and SPD. 
Importantly, there was the issue of Europe.41 Whereas the SPD had 
overcome its initial reservations against the European Union and had 
turned into convinced Europeans (symbolised by the close relationship 
between chancellor Schmidt and the French president Valery Giscard 
d'Estaing), the Labour Party remained one of the most hostile left-wing 
parties vis-à-vis the European Union. In 1973 it had originally opposed 
British entry into the EU. Labour Party MPs refused to take their seats in 
the European parliament in 1973, which brought strong negative reactions 
from a SPD which, by now belonged to the most pro-European of socialist 
parties in Europe.42 Subsequently the SPD welcomed the outcome of the 
1975 referendum on EU membership in which the majority of the British

39 For a comparison of the historical roots of social partnership in different European nation 
states see Stefan Berger and Hugh Compston (eds.), Policy Concertation and Social 
Partnership in Europe. Lessons for the 21st Century (Oxford: Berghahn, 2002).

40 On the impact of the New Left on both parties see Thomas A. Koelble, The Left Unravelled. 
Social Democracy and the New Left Challenge in Britain and West Germany (Durham, N.C.: 
Duke University Press, 1991).

41 For the development of the Labour Party relationship with Europe, see E. Delaney, "The 
Labour Party's changing Relationship to Europe. The Expansion of European Social 
Policy", Journal of European Integration History 8 (2002), 121 -  38. See also: Brian Brivati 
and Harriet Jones (eds.), From Reconstruction to Integration. Britain and Europe since 1945 
(Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1993); John W. Young, Britain and European Unity 
1945 -1992 (London: MacMillan, 1993).
Host Seefeld, "Ein Jahr ohne Vertreter der Labour Party", SPD-Pressedienst, 11 Jan. 1973.42
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population followed the recommendations of all major political parties 
and voted for EU membership. German Social Democrats called on the 
British Labour Party in particular to drive forward the pro-European 
sentiments in Britain.43 But SPD hopes were to be disappointed. The 1976 
party conference of the Labour Party decided to oppose direct elections to 
a European parliament and all other moves towards a more federal 
Europe. Anti-EU sentiments remained considerable and the topic 
remained hugely divisive within the Labour Party, which is why the party 
leadership to this very day is reluctant to promote the issue. At the same 
1976 party conference Helmut Schmidt held a strong pro-EU speech, 
thereby underlining the important differences of SPD and Labour Party 
over Europe.44

The second important issue concerned the second German state, the 
GDR. Many left-wing Labour MPs harboured considerable sympathies for 
the GDR. They travelled to the GDR and went on record praising the 
country's antifascism and its 'socialist achievements'. Before 1972, many 
called for the recognition of the GDR -  in contradiction to policies pursued 
by all post-war British governments. Not infrequently it was seen as the 
morally better Germany. Even anti-Communists, such as Dick Crossmann, 
argued strongly that acceptance of the GDR was the only means out of the 
stalemate of the Cold War and an important contribution to detente. All of 
this was difficult to understand for German Social Democrats, as is 
revealed by an exchange of letters from 1957 between Franz Neumann, 
head of the Berlin SPD, and Hugh Gaitskell, leader of the Labour Party. 
Neumann urged Gaitskell to stop the steady flow of Labour MPs to the 
GDR reminding him that they were lending legitimacy to a regime which 
imprisoned fellow Social Democrats. According to Neumann, the GDR 
was just using naïve Labour politicians for its own game of gaining 
recognition. Gaitskell's response was cautious, agreeing that Labour MPs 
who did travel to East Berlin should, if at all possible, consult the SPD 
about this before going, but also being adamant that he had no power to 
prevent these visits and that it was the policy of his party to talk to 
representatives of all East European Communist countries, in order to 
obtain a better picture of what was going on behind the Iron Curtain. The 
Labour Party was clearly unwilling to make the GDR a special case in 
Eastern Europe and in subsequent years several SPD delegations went to 
London to raise the issue time and again.45 Many German Social

43 Peter Gorterier, "Die Labour Party muss ein Zeichen setzen", SPD-Pressedienst, 9 June 
1975.

44 Wilhelm Dröscher, "Eine staatsmaennische Leistung", SPD-Pressedienst, 6 Dec. 1974; see 
also the attempt of John Roper, member of Labour' s PLP and chairman of the Labour 
Committee for Europe, to explain to the SPD the difficulties of the party with Europe: 
John Roper, "Englands schwieriger Weg nach Europa", SPD-Pressedienst, 6 Oct. 1976.

45 Letter Neumann to Gaitskell, Vorwärts, 25 May 1957; letter Gaitskell to Neumann, 
Vorwärts, 19 July 1957.
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Democrats were also incensed about the 1961 Labour Party conference 
resolution condemning the building of the wall but at the same time 
calling for a de facto recognition of the GDR. The "SPD Pressedienst" 
remarked that this was becoming rapidly the consensus among the British 
political class, but appealed to Germans of all political persuasions to 
stand firm against this trend.46 The sympathies of sections of the Labour 
Party for really existing socialism in the GDR seemed to confirm to 
German Social Democrats that Labour was somehow stuck in a time warp, 
and it was only the move of the SPD towards Neue Ostpolitik in the 1960s 
which removed this obstacle to a more positive reception of British 
socialism among the SPD.

By the 1980s defence and security policies had moved to the fore­
ground of Labour Party and SPD attention. Both established a joint 
working group on 'Security and Foreign Policy', where party representa­
tives met regularly in meetings taking place alternately in Britain and the 
FRG. Leading players were the shadow foreign secretary Denis Healey 
and Denzel Davies on the British side and Hans Koschnick, chair of the 
SPD's commission for international and security policies, as well as 
Andreas von Biilow on the German side. There was general agreement on 
a wide range of subjects, especially support for NATO and commitment to 
the conventional defence of Western Europe against the perceived Soviet 
threat. Both also sought to strengthen the European wing within NATO as 
a counterforce to the USA. And both propagated a nuclear and chemical 
weapons free zone along the German-German border. They also jointly 
rejected the American SDI ('star wars') programme.47 High levels of 
agreement between the Labour Party and the SPD were possible after the 
German Social Democrats began moving to the left on defence policy in 
the early 1980s, partially opposing their own government led by Schmidt, 
and after the Labour Party drew back from its unilateralist stance post- 
1983. In the early 1980s strong sections of SPD and Labour Party 
supported mass peace movements in both countries. Yet, at least before 
1983 the unilateralist and anti-NATO feelings in the Labour Party were 
stronger in determining official Labour Party policies than in the SPD. 
Indeed, voices in the SPD pointed to this being an electoral liability for the 
Labour Party contributing in no small measure to the significant loss of 
support in elections.48 It was only after the Labour Party under Neil 
Kinnock began to move back to the Social Democratic mainstream that the 
SPD's perception of Labour became more positive.

46 "Blackpool", SPD-Pressedienst, 5 Oct. 1961.
47 Klaus Haensch, "Den europaeischen Pfeiler schaffen", SPD-Pressedienst, 17 Nov. 1986.
48 Florian Gerster, "Verluste der britischen Labour Party analysieren. Sicherheitspolitische 

Kursaenderung die Ursache?", SPD Pressedienst, 13 March 1987.
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1989 to the present

Both parties gave themselves new programmatic frameworks in the late 
1980s. The Berlin programme of the SPD of 1989 and the Labour Party's 
policy review of 1987/88 were attempts to modernise the parties and end 
periods of important internal friction over the direction of party policy. 
Labour's policy review was to move the Labour Party back to the centre 
ground and improve its electoral fortunes. However, the debates caused 
little interest among German Social Democrats, as they were perceived as 
being largely irrelevant for the SPD. Abandonment of unilateralism and 
nationalisation programmes as well as an end to traditional tax and spend 
policies -  all of this was hardly perceived as news by the SPD which was 
concerned at the time with entirely different issues, namely the challenge 
by the Green party and its postmaterialist voters. Hence the SPD's 1989 
Berlin programme was primarily a response to the new social movements. 
Yet their challenge had been far slighter in Britain than in Germany, where 
the main challenge did not come from the left, but from the right, in the 
form of Thatcherism.

Hence, German interest in the Labour Party only began to pick up 
again with Tony Blair's attempt to move the Labour Party into the 
vanguard of the new 'liberal socialism'.49 Like at the beginning of the 
century, 'English socialism' was once again courting controversy in 
German Social Democratic circles. Whilst some showed themselves 
convinced that another re-invention of Social Democracy was on the cards, 
and that the ideas coming out of Britain had to be taken seriously, others 
were more sceptical and saw in Blair's 'liberal socialism' little more than 
the capitulation before Thatcherite values and ideas. Anthony Giddens's 
German translation of 'The Third Way' was presented at its German book 
launch by none other than chancellor Gerhard Schröder. It was followed 
by the Blair-Schröder paper of 1999, which amounted to an attempt to 
redefine Social Democracy and move it away from some of its traditional 
pillars that were allegedly outmoded. In particular the Social Democratic 
commitment to Keynesianism, economic planning, nationalisation and 
forms of social engineering appeared all discredited. A strong theme of 
organisational and programmatic renewal ran through the document 
which aimed at activating the grass-roots. The Blair-Schröder paper 
emphasised equality of opportunities rather than social justice. It was 
critical of high state expenditure and high tax levels for private 
households. It proclaimed the goal of as little intervention of states into 
markets as possible and confirmed the two leaders' trust in the market 
seeking to build a partnership of the state with the market rather than

49 Herbert Kitschelt, The Transformation of European Social Democracy (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994).
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seeing the state as operating against markets.50 It was broadly in favour of 
the deregulation of product, capital and labour markets. There were also 
broader signs that both parties were re-evaluating the periods of 
technocratic modernisation identified with the Gaitskell and Wilson years 
in Britain and the years of Karl Schiller and Helmut Schmidt in the FRG.51

But it was not only economics which caused the SPD to look towards 
the Labour Party at the turn of the twenty-first century. Social Democrats 
also came to admire the ways in which the Labour Party had 
professionalized its campaigning style. In particular, New Labour's 
successes in dealing with the media were widely discussed. Terms such as 
'spin' were introduced to the German language and some Social 
Democrats were keen to learn from Labour's media politics, although spin 
doctors overall continued to have much less high-profile jobs in Germany 
than in Britain. The likes of Peter Mandelson and Alastair Campbell had 
no real equivalent in the German SPD. Perhaps Bodo Hombach at some 
point saw himself as a Mandelson-like figure but arguably he never really 
got close.

If, during the late 1990s and early 2000s, 'English ideas' of socialism 
was received louder and more clearly than in the previous four decades, 
they were, again like with Bernstein at the beginning of the century, met 
with considerable opposition. The inner-party Organisation for Employees 
(Arbeitsgemeinschaft für Arbeitnehmerfragen, AfA) criticised the pam­
phlet for ignoring the positive traditions of the labour movement and 
presenting a caricature of contemporary social problems. Many Social 
Democratic MPs saw New Labour as the surest road towards the 
destruction of key Social Democratic values. Many expressed their disgust 
of ideas which included the privatisation of the welfare state and the 
liberalisation of economic policies. They were not prepared to put their 
trust into markets. Hence the Blair-Schröder paper was met with 
considerable criticism from within the SPD. It demonstrated the greater 
unwillingness of the SPD to accept economic globalisation as fate and to 
abandon all efforts to 'steer' the economy. German Social Democrats also 
displayed a far greater attachment to ideas of a universal and compre­
hensive welfare state. Workers, many argued, needed to be protected from 
the vagaries of the market, which is why the proposed flexibilisation of job 
markets was increasing the problems, not solving them. Although 
Schroder's 'Agenda 2010' was at least partially inspired by 'Third Way' 
thinking, the latest ideas on socialism coming out of England had a very 
mixed reception inside the SPD, where support for a German version of

50 This 'old Social Democratic idea' was expressed most clearly by Gosta Esping-Andersen, 
Politics Against Markets. The Social Democratic Road to Power (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1985).

51 For intriguing comparative perspectives on New Labour and the SPD see Stephen 
Haseler and Henning Meyer (eds.), Reshaping Social Democracy. Labour and the SPD in the 
New Century (London: European Research Forum, 2005).
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'New Labour' had strict limits. It is characteristic that whereas the strong 
reaction against the Schröder-Blair paper in the SPD caused Schröder to 
drop the topic quickly, the paper caused virtually no debate within the 
British Labour Party, where it was received as spelling out what was 
already party and government policy.

Conclusion

Oswald Spengler, in his notorious book on "Preußentum und 
Sozialismus" of 1920 put up an argument that socialism was essentially a 
German thing and that other European nations developed social 
movements and ideas, but no socialism.52 As I hope to have demonstrated 
that was not the view of the majority of German socialists who were 
willing to look abroad and to engage with debates concerning socialism 
elsewhere. Here we have looked at German social democratic perceptions 
of British socialism, which, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, 
seems to have come full circle. One hundred years ago we observed a 
strong interest in British socialism among revisionists and reformists intent 
on moving German socialism away from what was perceived as an 
outdated model of Marxism. At the end of the twentieth century we can 
see again a strong interest among those reformers in the SPD who want to 
move the party away from what is being perceived as an outdated model 
of Keynesianism, statism and plannism popular in the 1960s and 1970s.

In between the 1900s and the 2000s, we can observe the alternation of 
periods of strong interest with periods of relative disregard. Thus, in the 
inter-war period the SPD looked towards a pragmatic party of government 
in Britain, which, like the SPD, took government and its responsibilities 
seriously. Yet it was arguably only after the Second World War that the 
SPD fully westernised itself and shed its Marxist past and its pretensions 
of transcending capitalism. However, after 1945 the models were 
increasingly transatlantic ones, whereas the Labour Party was now often 
perceived as an old-fashioned party, unable to go with the times and stuck 
in the past. Labour's inability to abolish clause 4 epitomised to many 
German Social Democrats Labour's alleged unwillingness to reform. 
Labour's move to the left during the 1970s aroused little interest in Social 
Democratic circles in Germany, where the real challenge did not come 
from a radical neo-liberal right but from a powerful Green movement. As 
far as the 'greening' of SPD policies was concerned, Labour once again 
appeared to offer little assistance. Hence it was only with the perceived 
long-term crisis of Social Democracy and the search for ways out of this 
crisis during the 1990s that the SPD began to look towards 'New Labour', 
although the resistance towards a Blairite transformation of the party

52 Oswald Spengler, Preußentum und Sozialismus (Munich: Beck, 1920), 83.
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prevented any stronger notions of political transfer taking root within 
German Social Democratic circles.
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