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PATRICK MAJOR, The Death of the KPD: Communism and anti-
Communism in West Germany, 1945-1956 , Oxford Historical Mono -
graphs (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), xiv + 335 pp. ISBN 0 19
8206933. £45.00

In the last few years the sudden and extensive opening of the
archives that house the files of the SED has led to a distorted picture
of German post-war history. Within a short time a veritable ‘indus -
try’ of GDR history has developed which subjects the smaller of the
two German states to a highly differentiated examination in terms of
both concepts and topics. By contrast, a comprehensive historical
examination of the Federal Republic is currently taking a back seat,
an imbalance which, it is to be hoped, will be redressed in the near
future by approaches which integrate the GDR and the FRG.

Patrick Major can rightly claim to be one of the first to have
grasped this golden opportunity—that is, the sudden access to the
SED party archives—to take a new look along these lines at a chapter
in the first post-war decades of (West) Germany: the history of the
German Communist Party (KPD) until it was banned in 1956. His
work is divided into two sections as indicated by the sub-title:
‘Communism’ and ‘anti-Communism’. The emphasis is clearly on
the first part which deals with the development of the KPD in five
thematic chapters. It starts with the failed attempts to unite the KPD
and the SED in the Western zones, as happened in the Soviet zone of
occupation with the support of the Soviet military authorities. This
resulted in that unequal relationship between the ‘brother parties’
SED and KPD in which the latter was barely able to pursue an inde -
pendent policy any longer—if indeed it wanted to. The following two
chapters deal with the KPD’s parliamentary and extra-parliamentary
policies. Indeed, a close look at the parliaments and governing coali -
tions in the new German Länder in the Western zones reveals that in
the first three years the KPD was not only a real mass party (with
more members than at the time of the Weimar Republic). As part of
the anti-fascist consensus it also played a positive role in reconstruc-
tion and was represented in several regional governments. As in the
better-known cases of France and Italy the transition to a strictly op -
positional stance occurred after the deterioration in international
relations from 1947 and the formation of the Cominform. From 1948
onwards the KPD was nothing more than an outsider, excluded from
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the actual business of politics. It therefore shifted the focus of its
activities to attempts at mass mobilization outside parliament. The
main objective, in line with the SED’s policy on Germany, was to pur-
sue the unity of the nation, or rather, to reunify Germany. However,
it was precisely in this policy sphere that the party ended up com -
pletely unprotected between the millstones of two competing sys -
tems. Any serious attempt to present a credible alternative to western
integration in West Germany was doomed to fail because of the
simultaneous militarization and Sovietization of the SED state which
could not be ignored.

Major looks at a similar transition from constructive co-operation
to self-imposed isolation in the next chapter on KDP policy in facto-
ries and trade unions. While the Communists, as members of works
councils, could rely on workers’ recognition in the struggle against
hunger and in industrial reconstruction until 1948, and also helped to
strengthen the Einheitsgewerkschaften (industry-based unions), they
rapidly lost support with the introduction of the currency reform and
the promises of the social market economy. According to Major it
was mainly their political denunciation of the economic policy of
social partnership—and not the material effects of the economic mir-
acle, which, as we know, did not reach the mass of the workers until
the end of the decade—which led to the Communists being margin -
alized within the trade union movement. Their increasing exclusion
from socio-political processes, be it in parliament, the political public,
or, indeed, the real field of action of a workers’ party, the factories,
coincided with the transition from a mass party to a cadre party. This
is dealt with in the final chapter in this section. Major talks of a
Gleichschaltung to a new type of party which now entered a phase of
Stalinist purges and splinter groups. By the end of it, all that
remained was a decimated organization with a bureaucratic hydro -
cephalus in East Berlin.

Major’s description of the total collapse of a Communist party in
Germany does not contain any sensational new information or reve-
lations. In fact, in many respects it confirms, or goes beyond, what
was previously suspected about the restricted scope which the SED
allowed the KPD. His concentrated style of presentation, spiced with
sarcastic jokes and a dry sense of humour, frequently helps the read -
er over unavoidable redundancies in what, after all, seems like the
story of a hopeless loser. The conceptional strength of Major’s work,
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however, lies in the fact that he consistently avoids attributing
responsibility for the death of the KPD to one single factor.
Admittedly it becomes more than clear from the copious empirical
material just how much the KPD’s material and ideological depend -
ence on the SED gradually drove it into isolation at all levels of polit-
ical activity. Above all, the part played by the West German Com -
munists themselves in taking this dead-end road, caused by their de-
pendence on the SED, becomes quite clear. At the same time, howev-
er, Major constantly stresses the measures taken by Western actors to
further this process. Both the Anglo-American military authorities
and the German actors—the Social Democratic trade union and SPD
leaders, and, of course, the Federal government and the federal judi -
ciary—all played a part in the development of fronts within society.
Major therefore devotes the shorter, second section of his book to
anti-Communism in West Germany. His brief discussion of ‘popular
anti-Communism’ contains various references to the fact that anti-
Communism was broadly based in the committees, associations, and
pressure groups of civil society. This aspect still needs to be re -
searched in depth.

Finally, in his concluding remarks Major introduces the neolo -
gism of the ‘Cold Civil War’ in order to characterize the specifically
German combination of international and national conflict at that
time. This is intended to illustrate the far-reaching and lasting effects
which the formation of international fronts and their images of the
enemy had on the social life of the FRG and the GDR. Just as in his
remarks on the various individual aspects, Major’s allusion to ‘civil
war’ points up the—apparent?—inevitability of the binary friend-foe
logic once the choice between East or West, or the impossibility of
any ‘third way’ had become social and political realities. In future
research on the social history of divided Germany this concept
should definitely be taken up and further developed since it draws
attention to the ordinary citizens in the two states and their actions,
and stops the Cold War from being purely a part of diplomatic his -
tory. Major’s book is therefore not only a successful contribution to
the history of political parties, but also the first step towards a social
history of the Cold War.

THOMAS LINDENBERGER is in charge of a project on the social his-
tory of the GDR entitled ‘Herrschaft und Eigen-Sinn in der Diktatur’
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at the Zentrum für Zeithistorische Forschung in Potsdam. In 1999 he
published the results of this project, and a number of essays on the
history of the German Volkspolizei. His fields of research are social
history and the history of everyday life in twentieth-century Ger -
many, especially the history of public order, and he is the author of
Straßenpolitik: Zur Sozialgeschichte der öffentlichen Ordnung in Berlin
1900 bis 1914 (1995).
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