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STEFAN BERGER and NORMAN LAPORTE, Friendly Enemies:
Britain and the GDR, 1949–1990 (New York: Berghahn Books, 2010),
xiv + 386 pp. ISBN 978 1 84545 697 9. $90.00. £55.00 (hardback)

The relationship between Britain and the GDR was unequal. Whereas
the United Kingdom was a parliamentary democracy, the East
German dictatorship had emerged from the collapse of the National
Socialist dictatorship, the defeat of the Third Reich, and the ensuing
occupation by the Soviet Union. Moreover, the rulers of the
Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED, Socialist Unity
Party) sought to gain recognition from the late 1950s to 1973 and even
to reinforce their diplomatic status as late as the 1980s. By contrast,
the British government was rather uninterested in the GDR, which
was largely equated with the oppressive dictatorship of the SED and
thus basically retained its image as a grey state until its final demise.
Some leading British politicians, however, perceived the GDR as an
antidote to the mighty Federal Republic. As a result of the Second
World War, the division of Germany ultimately symbolized Britain’s
last major military and political victory before the country’s decline
fully emerged.

Because of the overriding importance of these issues, research on
relations between Britain and the East German state has so far con-
centrated on the diplomatic and political realms. By contrast, this
comprehensive overview by Stefan Berger and Norman LaPorte also
deals with trade, political parties, trade unions, the Churches, peace
movements, friendship societies, and town councils. Building on the
published literature and extensive archival studies, they trace a vast
array of contacts.

As Berger and LaPorte emphasize in the first two chapters,
Britain’s governments unequivocally supported the Federal Republic
with the onset of the Cold War. Tied to their West German and
American alliance partners in NATO, they took sides in favour of
West Germany’s policy of non-recognition vis-à-vis the GDR in
accordance with the Hallstein doctrine of 1955. The rulers in East
Berlin, however, were not entirely unsuccessful in exploiting resent-
ments about West German rearmament among the British elites and
their unease about the prominent role of some former Nazis in the
Federal Republic. Yet relations between the leaders of the SED and
the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) deteriorated after the
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onset of de-Stalinization in March 1956 and the suppression of
reform Communism in Czechoslovakia in August 1968. Moreover,
the CPGB remained a small party that never had much influence on
British politics. It was therefore Labour politicians such as Richard
Crossman who advocated détente and demanded the recognition of
the GDR in the late 1950s and early 1960s. This proposal, however,
also promoted by the East–West Parliamentary Group and the
Britain–GDR Parliamentary Group in the 1960s, met with resistance
from the Foreign Office in particular. Its key officials prioritized sup-
port for the Federal Republic over relations with the GDR in order to
gain access to the European Economic Community, secure Britain’s
reputation as a reliable alliance partner, and thereby maintain the
country’s role as a major power.

After the GDR had been recognized by the British government,
relations between the two states continued to be situated in a wider
multi-polar relationship that encompassed the Federal Republic, the
United States, and the Soviet Union. European states such as France
and Poland, too, had to be taken into account by East German and
British politicians. In the third chapter of the book, Berger and La
Porte trace the proliferation of contacts between trade unions, friend-
ship societies, and the Churches from 1973 to 1979. Although rela-
tions were ‘surprisingly diverse and manifold’ (p. 24), mutual suspi-
cion of the advocates of rapprochement persisted. Supporters of the
GDR in friendship organizations like the British German Information
Exchange (BRIDGE) complained about excessive control by the East
German authorities. As the leadership of the SED rejected free and
spontaneous interaction, exchange between Britons and East
Germans remained one-way traffic.

Berger and LaPorte argue in the fourth chapter that relations
between Britain and the GDR did not fundamentally change during
Margaret Thatcher’s period as Prime Minister from 1979 to 1990.
Nevertheless, official East German organizations such as the Liga für
Völkerfreundschaft constantly attempted to influence British civic
movements like the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and Euro -
pean Nuclear Disarmament that lobbied for peace in the 1980s. East
Berlin’s rulers also opposed the Euro-Communists in the CPGB and
the Britain–GDR Society, which was finally disbanded in 1986. By
contrast, town twinning flourished. Councils dominated by Labour
left-wingers, whose influence in their party rose in the early 1980s,
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proved to be especially susceptible to the appeal of SED politicians
who held influential positions in many East German local councils.
These contacts were by no means restricted to politics, but also
encompassed cultural relations which became wider in the first half
of the decade. As the SED rulers bluntly rejected Mikhail Gor ba -
chev’s reform policies, however, the image of the GDR continued to
be tainted by the unwillingness of its leaders to allow liberty, their
oppressive dictatorship, and their inability to raise living standards.
Apart from their committed supporters, few Britons shed tears when
‘real socialism’ collapsed in late 1989.

Although Margaret Thatcher’s reluctance to accept the unification
of the two German states reflected deep-seated reservations about
the ascendency of the Federal Republic from the 1950s on, the SED
leadership was never able decisively to influence mainstream politics
in Britain. Personal contacts, too, were closely monitored by the
rulers in East Berlin and the pervasive state security force (Staats si -
cher heitsdienst). Nevertheless, these interactions furthered mutual
un der standing between East Germans and Britons. Despite its limi-
tations, cultural exchange modified opinions and perceptions and, in
sum, was ‘not entirely without effect’ (p. 16).

Berger’s and LaPorte’s book is the first comprehensive overview
of relations between Britain and the GDR. Going beyond the realm of
diplomacy, it provides readers with detailed insights into a vast
range of social and cultural contacts. These, however, cannot be neat-
ly separated from politics, especially in the case of the East German
dictatorship. Nevertheless, Berger’s and LaPorte’s frequent termino-
logical equation of the SED with the GDR has to be questioned. Their
book largely confirms the findings of previous investigations of polit-
ical relations before the British government’s official recognition of
the GDR in 1973. Yet it provides a wealth of new insights into the
many contacts in the second half of the 1970s and in the 1980s. Ultim -
ately, Stefan Berger and Norman LaPorte convincingly demonstrate
that relations between Britain and the GDR were not merely a foot-
note in twentieth-century European history. They reflected and influ-
enced the overarching multilateral relationship between the United
States and the USSR as well as major European powers. Not least,
contacts shaped mutual perceptions that continue to influence cross-
border interaction between Britons and Germans.
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