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MATHIAS HAEUSSLER, Helmut Schmidt and British–German Re la -
tions: A European Misunderstanding (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni ver -
sity Press, 2019), 266 pp. ISBN 978 1 108 48263 9. £75.00

In his memoirs, the former Federal Chancellor Helmut Schmidt
wrote that he had abstained during the 1957 vote on the agreement
concerning the Treaties of Rome, because Britain was not amongst
the signatory states. In the 1950s it was incomprehensible to him that
the country should not belong to the European Economic Com -
munity. Even into the 1960s, Schmidt was critical of the blocking of
Britain’s application to join the Community by French President
Charles de Gaulle. However, when Schmidt as Federal Chancellor
himself assumed responsibility for the Federal Republic of Germany’s
foreign policy and thus also for German–British relations, his attitude
to Britain changed for good. Margaret Thatcher and Harold Wilson,
as Schmidt summed up retrospectively in 2012, had persuaded him
that de Gaulle was right.
This thesis by Mathias Haeussler investigates German–British

relations during Schmidt’s chancellorship from 1974 to 1982. The
young Schmidt had a fundamentally positive image of Britain. This
certainly related to a school exchange which had taken him to Man -
chester at the beginning of the 1930s. In political terms, the young
Social Democrat was also very close to the pragmatic approach of
British democracy. During the 1950s and 1960s he therefore con-
stantly lobbied inside his own party, but also within German politics,
for close co-operation with successive governments in London. But
as he increasingly assumed political responsibility on a federal level
himself from the mid 1960s on, the British perspective slipped into
the background. German foreign policy was much more strongly ori-
ented towards relations with France, European integration, and the
United States.
This tendency continued when Schmidt became Federal Chan -

cellor. Britain had just joined the European Community, and a debate
immediately started in London on the advantages and disadvantages
of membership. Prime Minister Harold Wilson viewed European
policy not least as an instrument for unifying the Labour Party,
which was split on this issue, via a referendum. His time in office was
therefore characterized by tough debates on Europe, both inside the
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party and within politics. A further issue was that Schmidt and
Wilson did not develop a particularly good relationship with each
other.
The situation was entirely different under Prime Minister James

Callaghan. Schmidt was bound to him by an intense political friend-
ship, and the two were in regular contact. Schmidt’s critical attitude
towards US President Jimmy Carter, in particular, was constantly
ameliorated by Callaghan. This did not mean, however, that Ger -
man–British relations became crisis-free under Callaghan. First and
foremost, the British decision not to join the European monetary sys-
tem, which was substantially driven forward by Schmidt and Giscard
d’Estaing, ensured lasting British–German discord. Haeussler makes
it clear that the decisive factors here were structurally divergent objec-
tives in European policy. While the basic principles of Ger man foreign
policy included supranational European integration, associated with
close German–French co-operation, from the British standpoint, the
European Community was little more than one international organi-
zation amongst many. London always considered the EC more from
an economic than a political point of view.
From Schmidt’s perspective, German–British relations became

even more difficult when Margaret Thatcher took office. Her un -
yielding and aggressive character, combined with the demand for a
reduction in British contributions to the EC, quickly resulted in the
UK government becoming isolated. This was mainly because the
supranational EC system gave preference to those who worked with-
in its system and followed its rules. Open opposition, by contrast, led
to disadvantages for member states in the medium term. De Gaulle
had already been compelled to experience this, and it would also
prove to be the case for Thatcher. Haeussler correctly emphasizes,
however, that German–British relations were not fundamentally in
crisis. At the beginning of the 1980s, for example, Bonn and London
worked closely together within the framework of NATO. 
The author’s wide-ranging source analysis is particularly impres-

sive. Haeussler has evaluated German, British, and US archives, and
has skilfully interpreted his findings from these. However, the book
does not offer much that is surprising. This is perhaps due to the
author’s strong focus on Schmidt and the various British prime min-
isters. Other actors in German–British relations are not accorded sim-
ilar treatment. Might there have been different ideas amongst the



diplomats of the German Federal Foreign Office or the British Foreign
Office? 

GUIDO THIEMEYER is Professor of Modern History at the Heinrich
Heine University Düsseldorf. He specializes in international history,
the history of European integration, and the history of international
monetary relations. He has published widely in these fields, includ-
ing Europäische Integration: Motive, Prozesse, Strukturen (2010); Die
Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland: Zwischen Westbindung und
europäischer Hegemonie (2016); and Totalitarismus und Kalter Krieg
(1920–1970) (2019).

89

HELMUT SCHMIDT


