
 

 

German Historical Institute London Bulletin 

Bd. 26 

2004 

Nr. 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

Das Digitalisat wird Ihnen von perspectivia.net, der Online-Publikationsplattform der Max 
Weber Stiftung – Stiftung Deutsche Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute im Ausland, zur 
Verfügung gestellt. Bitte beachten Sie, dass das Digitalisat urheberrechtlich geschützt ist. 
Erlaubt ist aber das Lesen, das Ausdrucken des Textes, das Herunterladen, das 
Speichern der Daten auf einem eigenen Datenträger soweit die vorgenannten 
Handlungen ausschließlich zu privaten und nicht-kommerziellen Zwecken erfolgen. Eine 
darüber hinausgehende unerlaubte Verwendung, Reproduktion oder Weitergabe 
einzelner Inhalte oder Bilder können sowohl zivil- als auch strafrechtlich verfolgt werden. 



CLAUDIA KAISER, Gewerkschaften, Arbeitslosigkeit und politische Sta-
bilität: Deutschland und Großbritannien in der Weltwirtschaftskrise seit
1929, Europäische Hochschulschriften, III/923 (Frankfurt/M.: Lang,
2002), ix + 462 pp. ISBN 3 631 38226X. EUR 45.00

Was there a German Sonderweg (special path) to modernity? The per-
sistence with which this question is still debated in Germany is some-
what surprising, given its assumption that there is such a thing as a
‘normal path’. For the advocates of the Sonderweg thesis, it is often
Britain which—implicitly or explicitly—embodies this ‘normality’.
Compared to the United Kingdom’s seemingly evolutionary and sta-
ble political and social development, Germany’s history in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries appears to have gone fundamentally
wrong. In her dissertation (University of Freiburg, 1999), Claudia
Kaiser tests the Sonderweg thesis against the unemployment policies
of the British Trades Union Congress (TUC) and the German Allge-
meiner Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund (ADGB) after 1929.

How, Kaiser asks, did the two organizations contribute to politi-
cal stability in their respective countries? She shows how the TUC
and the ADGB reacted to mass unemployment, compares their influ-
ence and options, and examines whether the TUC contributed to the
failure of radical parties and factions in Britain, and whether the
ADGB shared in the responsibility for the fall of the Weimar Repub-
lic. Kaiser suggests that neither mass unemployment nor the meas-
ures taken to combat it contributed to the differences in the political
development of Britain and Germany. Rather, she argues, the equal
participation of trade unions and employers in British labour market
policy and the broad popular legitimacy of this arrangement sepa-
rates the British example from the German.

The book covers a much longer period than its title suggests. It is,
in fact, an extensive comparison of economic conditions, labour rela-
tions, unemployment, and trade unionism in Britain and Germany
during the inter-war years. It is based on an impressive number of
secondary sources, and on a somewhat more limited number of
archive collections. In addition, Kaiser used many published sources
and newspapers, and the book also includes a number of useful
tables compiled by the author.

Did the German trade unions take a Sonderweg compared to their
British comrades and were they—at least partly—responsible for

121



Hitler’s rise to power in 1933? Kaiser answers both questions in the
negative. In her first two chapters, which cover roughly a third of the
book, Kaiser compares unemployment in Britain and Germany, the
social conditions and electoral behaviour of the unemployed, eco-
nomic development, and economic, financial, and social policies in
the two states. Based on this detailed account, she then compares the
organizational scope for action of the ADGB and the TUC during the
Great Depression (chapter 3), German and British labour relations
(chapter 4), how the TUC and the ADGB dealt with political extrem-
ism from the left and the right (chapter 5), and their programmatic
reactions to the world-wide economic crisis (chapter 6). The book
ends with an overview of political culture in Germany and Britain in
the inter-war years, which neatly summarizes Kaiser’s most impor-
tant points and offers a final interpretation. Unfortunately, there is no
index.

Kaiser systematically highlights the numerous similarities and
differences between the TUC and ADGB as well as the respective
environments in which the two organizations operated. According to
Kaiser, both TUC and ADGB underwent a process of increasing cen-
tralization, but the TUC was more democratic, the influence of mem-
ber unions was greater, and the danger of oligarchic tendencies
smaller than in the ADGB. For both organizations the First World
War was a watershed in terms of recognition by, and integration into,
the state. After the war, the ADGB remained fixated on the state and
its own established role in it, while the TUC was confident of its own
strength face-to-face with the employers. According to Kaiser, British
trade union leaders also had stronger personalities than their
German counterparts, although great similarities existed in regard of
continuity and time in office. However, in contrast to the situation in
Britain, in Germany a group of younger German officials became
detached from the rank-and-file trade unionists as well as from the
Social Democratic Party (SPD) because of their social background
and level of education.

Kaiser also finds substantial differences in the relationship
between the trade union organizations and the labour movements’
political parties in both countries. For historical reasons, the TUC had
much more influence and control over the Labour Party and its
Members of Parliament than its German counterpart had over the
SPD and its Reichstag deputies. The Labour Party was much more
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deeply rooted in the trade union movement, which added to the sta-
bility of Britain’s political system.

While the TUC’s growing authority as the central voice of the
British trade union movement was derived from its member unions,
the ADGB achieved a comparable position in Germany through its
legal position, granted by the state, within the Weimar Republic’s
social constitution (Sozialverfassung). Forced arbitration (Zwangs-
schlichtung) in Germany increased the polarization between trade
unions and employers and undermined the stability of the political
system. When the British state interfered in labour conflicts, it had
the same effect, but this rarely happened. Usually, British unions and
employers resolved their disputes directly and without state interfer-
ence. According to the author, British unions had much more confi-
dence in their own strength than their German counterparts and con-
tinued to develop political activities of their own, while the ADGB
left this field to the SPD. 

Germany’s ‘political backwardness’ (p. 290) prevented the trade
unions from achieving an equilibrium with the other forces in socie-
ty and led to the formation of corporatist state structures (staatskorpo-
ratistische Strukturen) during the Weimar Republic. By contrast, the
different traditions in Britain favoured the formation of social-corpo-
ratist structures (gesellschaftlich-korporatistische Strukturen) for the reg-
ulation of conflicts between the trade unions, employers, and the
state. The same traditions also gave legitimacy to the pursuit of con-
flicting special interests in Britain, while the German trade unions
lost much credibility because of their involvement in the corporatist
state system (staatskorporatistisches System) of the Weimar Republic.

In its struggle against political extremism, the TUC received the
support of the British government, and it was more successful at inte-
grating radical minority positions into its organization than the
ADGB. The British organization was also more involved in the polit-
ical decision-making process and enjoyed much closer relations with
the country’s civil service. By contrast, the ADGB was increasingly
excluded from decision-making during the final phase of the Weimar
Republic.

Gewerkschaften, Arbeitslosigkeit und politische Stabilität is a well
organized book which comprehensively covers its topic. It does not
always make gripping reading, largely because of its subject, which
involves numerous statistics. While the author has mastered an
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admirable amount of material, her own contributions to the histori-
cal debates and controversies she addresses often remain unclear.
Even in her conclusion, Kaiser relies heavily on the works of Samuel
Beer, Ernst Fraenkel, and John Breuilly to explain the genesis of dif-
ferent political cultures in Germany and Britain. Her strong reliance
on this point in explaining why Britain remained a democracy while
Germany became a dictatorship in the 1930s is also somewhat disap-
pointing. It places the explanation for the ADGB’s inability to defend
German democracy back into the long nineteenth century, when the
political cultures of the two countries under investigation evolved.
While Kaiser rejects the idea that the German labour movement fol-
lowed a Sonderweg, she nevertheless re-introduces the concept by
emphasizing the unique political culture of the Weimar Republic.
According to Kaiser, the ADGB and the SPD could have successfully
defended German democracy only with the support of the Republic’s
institutions and political élites. It was not the British labour move-
ment, but the country’s ‘pluralistic political culture’ which provided
‘indispensable protection’ against political radicalism (p. 305).

As is usually the case with a book of this length and scope, one
could take issue with a number of points. The National Unemployed
Workers’ Movement (NUWM), for example, was more successful in
achieving concrete and immediate improvements for the unem-
ployed, and the Hunger Marchers received more grass-root support
than Kaiser admits. Neither was the NUWM completely isolated
from mainstream politics. Its delegates met with government offi-
cials, Members of Parliament, and on a few occasions also with the
Prime Minister. As the Sonderweg thesis implies a positive view of
British society, Kaiser does not mention that British democracy was
sometimes defended by questionable means. Police frequently
attacked unemployed demonstrators with excessive force and bru-
tality, and the authorities were ready to violate civil rights to dis-
credit Communists and their sympathizers. Tom Mann, for example,
was jailed in 1932, at the age of 76, under a 600-year-old act of
Edward III’s, without having committed any crime. The Council of
Liberty was established in 1934 as a direct result of the rough treat-
ment unemployed protesters received and because of ‘the general
and alarming tendency to encroachment on the liberty of the citizen’.

Nevertheless, Kaiser’s work offers a number of interesting in-
sights and illustrates the value of comparative studies. As trade
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unions in Germany are once again under attack for promoting the
‘special interests’ of their members at a period of economic recession,
her book also has an uncomfortable contemporary relevance. For that
reason alone, it deserves a wide readership.

MATTHIAS REISS joined the GHIL as a Research Fellow in 2002. He
is the author of Die Schwarzen waren unsere Freunde: Deutsche Kriegs-
gefangene in der amerikanischen Gesellschaft 1942–1946 (2002), and is
currently working on a study of the image of the unemployed in
England and Germany from the 1880s to the 1980s.
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