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The Edwardian era in Britain and the Wilhelmine period in Germany
were key to the shaping of British–German relations in the twentieth
century. Until recently the dominant narrative has been that of a
seemingly unstoppable rise of antagonism between the late 1890s
and 1914 combined with the notion that the First World War was
fought as a ‘war of ideas’, as the Oxford classics don Alfred Zimmern
put it in the summer of 1914: ‘a conflict between two different and
irreconcilable conceptions of government, society and progress.’ That
view was most brilliantly and extensively argued by Paul Kennedy
in his hugely influential study, The Rise of the Anglo-German An tagon -
ism, published in 1980.

Few historians have questioned that British–German relations
did, indeed, worsen rapidly in the course of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. This deterioration found expression in the
naval arms race and various diplomatic quarrels, and eventually
ended in the armed conflict of the Great War. According to this nar-
rative the mutual images of Germany and Britain darkened steadily
until 1918. Germany, in the eyes of British contemporaries, changed
from an economically backward, territorially fragmented, but intel-
lectually outstanding collection of statelets into an economic giant,
potential military opponent, and political great power which needed
to be watched carefully. Britain, on the other hand, was increasingly
viewed by Germans as a country that had transformed itself from a
wartime ally during the Napoleonic wars and a model of liberal
polit ics into the home of the materialist Krämergeist, which contrast-
ed unfavourably with German idealism and heroism.

This changed image on the British side used to be blamed largely
on the Conservative Party, which has often been portrayed as con-
sisting primarily of anti-German scaremongers who, whether in con-
nection with trade rivalry, the naval arms race, foreign policy, or con-
scription, allegedly reacted to the Reich in an extremely hostile fash-
ion that contributed considerably to the growth of British–German
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antagonism. In his study, The Conservative Party and Anglo-German
Relations, Frank McDonough, reader in international history at Liver -
pool John Moores University, calls this characterization a ‘myth’
which must be ‘seriously discussed and re-evaluated by scholars’ (p.
138). He argues that Conservative attitudes towards Ger many, while
the party was in opposition between 1905 and 1914, showed a much
higher level of moderation than hitherto thought.

The Conservative case for tariff reform, for example, McDonough
claims, was not connected specifically to the German commercial
threat, but concentrated instead ‘on the intransigence of free trade
liberals who opposed the policy’ (p. 14). Germany—and its fiscal sys-
tem in particular—was depicted as a role model. Everyday life in the
Reich was, accordingly, portrayed in positive terms. Moreover, even
the naval race did not figure as prominently in the Conservative cham-
ber of horrors as could be assumed. A close examination of Con -
servative speeches on this topic at Westminster demonstrates, accord -
ing to McDonough, that hostile comments about Germany were ‘sur-
prisingly few and far between’ (p. 73). Instead, Con serva tives used
very mild language when discussing British–German naval questions.
Again, most Conservatives turned their criticism on the Liberal gov-
ernment for failing to maintain naval supremacy. On the question of
conscription, the author argues that there was, in deed, widespread
approval for compulsory military service within the party rank and
file. This enthusiasm, however, was held in check by the more realis-
tic and down-to-earth view of the party leadership, which opposed
conscription because it feared its unpopularity at the ballot box.

In any case, foreign policy was formulated neither by the party
rank and file nor by the shadow cabinet, party political press, or the
lower tiers of functionaries, but within an exclusive inner circle
around the party leaders Arthur Balfour (up to 1911) and Andrew
Bonar Law (1911–14). This narrow circle did not change much over
the time covered by McDonough; it consisted of foreign policy and
naval experts such as Lord Lansdowne and Lord Selborne. Its out-
standing aim, McDonough argues, was to maintain a bipartisan con-
sensus on foreign policy issues and to insulate foreign policy from
the domestic political struggle. The Conservative leadership was
determined to avoid giving offence to the German government in
order to support the publicly restrained attitude towards the Reich
which the Liberal foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, had adopted.
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If there was public hostility towards Germany, the author main-
tains, it was voiced only on the lunatic fringes of Conservative polit -
ics, or within patriotic pressure groups such as the National Service
League and the Imperial Maritime League, which had little or no
direct connection with the party’s top ranks. Outright enmity and
hatred, McDonough writes, was ‘the preserve of those without any
real influence over the Conservative leadership, without any political
responsibility and was predominantly an extra-parliamentary phe-
nomenon’ (p. 126).

With regard to the July crisis of 1914, McDonough convincingly
demonstrates that the Conservative leadership supported British
intervention to prevent the destruction of France by Germany, and
not because of the violation of Belgian neutrality, which was the cru-
cial issue for British public opinion and for maintaining unity within
the Liberal Cabinet: ‘The leadership of the Conservative Party gave
wholehearted support to Grey not on the basis they supported every-
thing he did, but on the understanding that Grey would use the
Anglo-French Entente to uphold the balance of power in Europe’ (p.
143).

McDonough advances his revisionist argument boldly and per-
suasively. He has perused a vast amount of source material, includ-
ing the private papers of most senior Conservative politicians, par-
liamentary speeches and committee minutes, and hundreds of arti-
cles in newspapers and periodicals. There remain, however, some
doubts and open questions. Is it useful to separate moderate public
pronouncements from privately voiced anxieties as strictly as
McDonough suggests? Why should the former necessarily be more
important or authentic than the latter? Can one really dismiss the
patriotic pressure groups as a ‘loony right’ with ‘very limited impact’
(p. 138)? They were, after all, one of the defining features of the era,
as McDonough himself admits. They might have had problems per-
suading Balfour to change course, but they certainly helped in his
downfall as party leader. The same is true for the Conservative mass
press. They might have been held at arm’s length by the party lead-
ers, but they shaped the media environment and public atmosphere
in which any politician in the Edwardian era had to perform. Their
impact might have been indirect, but it was profound, nevertheless.
The January 1910 election campaign, which McDonough analyses, is
a case in point.
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Finally, when it comes to the ‘real’ reasons for the Anglo-German
antagonism, the author falls back on naval arms competition and
Germany’s challenge to British maritime superiority. This is not only
a rather conventional argument for a revisionist study but also a
questionable one. There is, after all, mounting evidence provided by
naval historians such as Jon Sumida, Nicholas Lambert, and Rolf
Hobson that the German threat was not nearly as vital for British
maritime armament as the Admiralty claimed at the time and histo-
rians continued to believe for a long time since. That said, there is still
much profit to be had from McDonough’s thorough and thought-
provoking investigation, which questions a crucial element of our
conventional view of British–German relations in the early twentieth
century.

The second study reviewed here does not challenge mainstream
historiography but rather reinforces the master narrative of the
Anglo-German antagonism. In his book on the British view of
Germany in the ‘long’ twentieth century from the 1890s to the pres-
ent day, John Ramsden, professor at Queen Mary’s in London,
explores material ranging widely from politics to high and popular
culture, and sports and travel. Relying mainly on secondary litera-
ture and published sources, the author deals as authoritatively with
party policy, government memoranda, and court life as with classical
music, architecture, theatre, serious literature, spy thrillers, the
tabloid media, television, and the film industry.

In his first chapter, entitled ‘An amiable, unselfish, kindly people’,
he traces British perceptions of Germany before 1900, stressing
British admiration for German scholarship and music (especially
Richard Wagner), the celebration of a common Anglo-Saxon her-
itage, dynastic links, and the slightly amused, but mainly benevolent
tone of British travel writing on Germany. The reasons why most of
this changed around the turn of the century do not seem to interest
Ramsden as much as the public impact and the forms in which the
turn-around in images and stereotypes was expressed. Don’t Mention
the War is a decidedly culturalist study, if not in the methodology
adopted (of which there is little anyway), then at least in its focus on
ideas and beliefs rather than on socio-economic structures or political
facts.

The emphasis on popular perceptions explains why two impor-
tant opinion-formers take centre stage in chapters 2 and 3, which deal
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with the years 1900 to 1914 and the Great War respectively. In
Ramsden’s view, William Le Queux, a popular and prolific writer of
bestselling spy scare stories and invasion tales, personifies the
Edwardian era with its nervous anxiety about German diplomatic
machinations, industrial prowess, and military might. His successful
cooperation with Lord Northcliffe, the most powerful newspaper
baron of his age, also demonstrates the degree to which Edwardian
Britain had become a media society in which stories in the press mat-
tered almost as much as political decisions by government officials.
This is why Ramsden suggests that Le Queux’s anti-German scare-
mongering effectively ‘helped to revolutionise British ideas: an
Anglo-German war that seemed utterly fantastic in 1890 became
inescapable in 1914’ (p. 58). To underline Le Queux’s popularity with
readers from all social backgrounds, Ramsden mentions that the
writer was not only ‘Queen Alexandra’s favourite author’ but also
among the authors most widely purchased by public libraries, with
twenty-eight titles per library in 1907 (p. 58).

Unfortunately, this is one of the rather rare occasions on which
Ramsden explicitly deals with questions of reception, which are
notoriously difficult to handle but crucial to the kind of history he
intends to write. Generally, he is not interested in reception theories
and offers no in-depth examination of the specific social or political
milieux in which anti-German images were constructed and spread.
Accordingly, his treatment of Rudyard Kipling as the very epitome
of hatred of all things German during the First World War mainly
relies on quotations from Kipling’s poems and other writings.
Ramsden states that Kipling’s appeal rested on two factors: ‘the easy
accessibility of his verse, as comprehensible as music-hall lyrics; and
the broad acceptance of his attitudes among middle-class readers’.
However, he offers no supporting evidence for this apart from a
remark by George Orwell that Kipling both reflected and shaped
opinion for two generations (p. 91).

Ramsden does not confine his study to the years up to 1918,
although the reader gains the impression that British mental pictures
of Germany never completely recuperated from the defining period
between 1900 and the end of the First World War. To be sure, there
were periods of amelioration and relaxation of tension, such as the
1920s which, in Ramsden’s interpretation, were personified by the
economist John Maynard Keynes, a ‘Germanophile from childhood’
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(p. 135), and strident critic of Germany’s harsh treatment in the
Versailles Peace Treaty. Nevertheless, by the end of the decade, even
Keynes had been converted to Alfred Zimmern’s view of 1914. This
was not a war between nationalism and imperialism, he claimed in
December 1939, ‘but between two opposed ways of life and over
what we are to mean by civilization’ (p. 174).

Ramsden is right to point out that anti-German feeling in the
Second World War never reached the same heights as in 1914–18. He
also convincingly argues that at government level bilateral relations
improved from the early to mid-1960s onwards. In Ramsden’s view,
this was partly because of the gradual disappearance of veterans of
the Western front of 1914–18, who had dominated all cabinets from
1940 to 1963. Their successors, who had gained their military experi-
ence in the Second World War, ‘took a less deterministic view of
Germans’ (p. 266), which might have had something to do with the
fact that their generation did not suffer as many casualties as their
fathers had in the Great War (Margaret Thatcher, who had not fought
against Germany in the war but experienced the Battle of Britain as a
civilian, was the exception to prove that rule).

Whereas before 1945 government policy and popular attitudes
largely went hand in hand, they sharply diverged thereafter. Ramsden
hints at a lost opportunity to overcome mutual hostilities between the
German and British peoples in the immediate postwar period, when
mistrust and scepticism still prevailed at government level. In those
years, when the West German economic miracle was not yet in full
swing, Ramsden argues, ordinary Britons were astonishingly friend-
ly or at least less biased than before or since towards their former en -
emies across the North Sea. Some 6 per cent of German POWs decid-
ed to stay in Britain. One of them, Bert Trautmann, even became a
national hero as the Manchester City goal keeper who, in 1956,
helped his team to win the FA Cup, although he had his neck broken
in the final match. In his chapter on Germans in British war films in
the 1950s, Ramsden draws an astonishingly reassuring picture, stat-
ing that ‘cinema in the 1950s both mirrored public opinion and
helped to push it in a positive direction’ (p. 324).

The author is less clear, however, on why the British view of the
Germans did not further improve from the 1960s onwards; or rather,
why it got worse. There are many possible culprits. ‘Popular litera-
ture, invasion tales, television, children’s books and history courses,
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as well as the xenophobic lead given by politicians and newspapers,
all contributed to the popular mindset’ (p. 364). The most fascinating
explanation that Ramsden offers describes Germanophobia from the
1960s or 1970s onwards as increasingly an English obsession, rather
than the British preoccupation that it had been in 1915 or even as
recently as 1950. The Scots and Welsh could still revert to their older
regional identities once the British Empire had dissolved. For the
English, however, as the dominant nation within the British Isles ‘no
local “other” easily offered itself’; only ‘history could produce one’
(p. 366). Unfortunately, Ramsden mentions this thesis in passing but
does not really explore it. His study is admirably researched, well-
meaning, and fun to read, but sometimes overloaded with details,
quotations, and anecdotes, and lacking analytical precision and inter-
pretative vigour.

In their different ways, McDonough’s and Rasmden’s studies rep-
resent the challenges which historians working on British–German
relations in the twentieth century face today. There is a growing
awareness that the old antagonism paradigm does not suffice to
explain the complexities of cultural affinities, intellectual cross-fertil-
izations, and social links which connected the two countries and
which shaped relations as much as the better-known enmities and
rivalries. An alternative master narrative, however, that combines
both mutual admiration and hostility has yet to be established. A
German journalist commenting on Queen Elizabeth’s state visit to
Germany in 1965—the first such visit since 1907—summed it up nice-
ly when he wrote that ‘in recent times no relations between peoples
have been more deeply disturbed . . . and this precisely because there
was so much sympathy, so much wooing, willingness to understand,
even admiration involved on both sides. The pain of disappointment
corresponded to the degree of previously nurtured expectations.’
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