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URSULA RATZ, Zwischen Arbeitsgemeinschaft und Koalition. Bürgerliche
Sozialreformer und Gewerkschaften im Ersten Weltkrieg, Einzelveröffent-
lichungen der Historischen Kommission zu Berlin, 79 (Munich, New
Providence, London, and Paris: G. K. Saur, 1994), xii + 574 pp. ISBN 3
598 23223 3. DM 128,-

This study at once builds upon and continues the author’s valuable
contributions to the history of bourgeois social reformism in early
twentieth-century Germany and to its inter-connections with the labour
movement. More specifically, it is a sequel to her Sozialreform und
Arbeiterschaft. Die ‘Gesellschaft für Sozialreform’ und die sozialdemokra-
tische Arbeiterbewegung von der Jahrhundertwende bis zum Ausbruch des
Ersten Weltkrieges (1980). Indeed, the two works taken together constitute
as detailed and as definitive an account as we are likely to get of the
Society for Social Reform from the beginning of the century to the
establishment of the Weimar Republic. The Society was an important
organization, among whose leading lights were men of practice, like its
Chairman, the erstwhile reformist minister Freiherr von Berlepsch,
and the businessmen Alfred and Richard Merton of the Metallgesell-
schaft, concerning whom Ratz has produced some very useful articles,
and the notable academics, Professors Ernst Francke, the most influential
figure in the organization, Lujo Brentano, Waldemar Zimmermann,
and the indefatigable Ludwig Heyde, who was responsible for the day-
to-day editorial operation of the Society’s widely-read journal, Soziale
Praxis.

The fundamental goal of Ratz’s study is ‘to place the thesis of the
continuity of bourgeois social reform and trade union strategy from the
Kaiserreich to the Republic on a well-founded basis’ (p. v). As she seeks
to show in the early parts of her work, however, there was considerable
continuity between the pre-war and wartime periods as well. The
creation of ‘temporary communities of action’ (Aktionsgemeinschaften)
between bourgeois social reformers and trade unionists, the quest to
create ‘working communities’ (Arbeitsgemeinschaften), and the ultimate
prospect of establishing some kind of coalition involving formal
collaboration were all on the table before the war. Not surprisingly, the
Christian and Hirsch-Duncker trade union leaders were more open to
arrangements with the Society than the Free Trade Union leaders, but
the latter showed increasing interest as well. Since the goal of the
society was the integration of the working class into the state through
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the medium of social reform and, above all, collective bargaining,
every sign of Free Trade Union interest in collaboration was especially
welcome. The Burgfrieden accompanying the outbreak of the war
seemed especially promising, and the leaders of the Society for Social
Reform hoped to place the trade unions at the centre of reform efforts
and to bring the major trade union organizations into collaboration
with one another. Initially, the way also seemed to be paved for an
‘intellectual working community’ (geistige Arbeitsgemeinschaft) reflected
in the well-known collection of essays of bourgeois reformers and
labour leaders edited by Friedrich Thimme and Carl Legien which
appeared in 1915 under the title Die Arbeiterschaft im neuen Deutschland.

As Ratz shows, however, there was a good deal more ‘working
community’ than there was ‘coalition’ among the various trade union
organizations as well as between the Free Unions and the Society for
Social Reform. On the one hand, the Christian Unions were nervous
about losing their identity by aligning too closely with the Free Trade
Unions. On the other, the Free Trade Unions had to deal with the
increasing politicization as the war progressed and the privations on
the home front became more extreme. Collaboration proved easiest
where a united front was needed against the miseries of war, as was the
case with the War Committee for Consumer Interests. Ratz also charts
in some detail efforts to form common policies on the creation of labour
exchanges based on parity between industry and labour, to deal with
the question of home workers, and to organize care for war disabled
and widows and orphans.

The most interesting parts of the study pertain to the role of the
Society for Social Reform as an adviser to the government and the
significant role played by the Reports of the Bureau for Social Policy,
most of which were written by Heyde, on the situation in the labour
movement. A few of these reports appear as appendices in the book,
and they demonstrate how well informed the Society was about both
persons and trends in the labour movement. At various times, these
reports certainly exercised a strong influence on the military and
civilian authorities. In her analysis, Ratz shows very convincingly how
they were slanted to favour the reformist trade union position, and it
is not surprising that the Society and its work were sharply criticized
in heavy industrialist and right-wing circles. The Society was especially
pleased with the Auxiliary Service Law of 5 December 1916, which
effectively installed the trade union leaders as participants in the
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wartime mobilization, created mediation and arbitration agencies
based on parity, and seemed to open the way to collective bargaining
in the post-war period.

Nevertheless, Ratz quite correctly contends that the effectiveness of
collaboration was very limited in important fields. This was especially
the case with respect to war aims, where the establishment of the
People’s League for Freedom and Fatherland (Volksbund für Freiheit
und Vaterland) to counter the Fatherland Party was half-hearted and
highly ineffective. Nor could consensus or success be claimed in such
important social areas as collective bargaining, care for the war disabled,
and the question of Worker Chambers. Only with the coming of the
Max von Baden government, that is, with defeat, were the Society’s
goals taken up by the government and was genuine interest shown in
regulating social policy on an international basis. As Ratz tellingly
observes, however, the Society’s leadership looked back to the Prussian
experience and viewed social reform measures as a revival of the Baron
von Stein tradition of using defeat to implement evolutionary reforms.
Thus, it failed to take a positive attitude toward the Revolution and,
while certainly continuing to support suffrage reform, did not come
out whole-heartedly in favour of the Republic. The leaders of the
Society did take a very positive position toward the Stinnes-Legien
Agreement of 15 November 1918 and the creation of a Central Working
Community between the employer and worker organizations. This
sudden conversion of the employers to collective bargaining, however,
was more an act of practical crisis management than a testament to the
ideas of the Society for Social Reform.

One can certainly agree with Ratz that the Society, for all its
weaknesses, did play a positive role in promoting lines of continuity
between the Empire and the Republic in the field of social policy. As she
points out, however, the organization was very much held together by
the personalities of Berlepsch and Francke, and was hard hit by their
demise and the ‘crisis of social policy’ at the end of the inflation. The
Society was unable to resolve the dilemma of reconciling its posture
toward its constituents in the middle classes with its position on big
labour and big business. Ratz devotes considerable attention to the
efforts of the Society to bring the white collar workers and civil
servants into its socio-political fold, but she might have done more to
analyse the dilemmas of the socio-political positions of the Society
more critically. There is a relationship between the developments
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which the Society viewed as successes – the Auxiliary Service Law and
Stinnes-Legien Agreement – and the subsequent crisis of social policy
that deserves exploration. Perhaps, however, that is asking too much
of a study intended to be an organizational history based on much new
archival research, and that certainly is an important contribution to the
history of social policy in modern Germany.
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