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The Anglo-Saxon Model of Democracy in the West German
Political Consciousness after World War 1T%*

Judgments made by nationals of one country about the political system and culture of
another country will reflect a kaleidoscope of truths and untruths, clichés and prejudices.
This study will seek to test such judgments by first examining briefly the pre-World War 11
German image of the United States and Great Britain, then the West German political
reactions to the American-British attempts to produce a democratic model in their occu-
pation zones and in the Federal Republic, and finally West German impressions of the
two models of democracy as imbedded in the United States presidential and British parlia-
mentary systems. Although the two political systems have a common heritage of protection
of civil liberties, limited government, and common law, they differ appreciably in their
constitutional base, their historical development, and their political culture.

In the course of the study, we must ask: How were German judgments about these models
of democracy arrived at? Was there uniformity or diversity in attitudes among different
strata of the population? What were the consequences of their supporting or opposing such
Allied policies in Germany as denazification and re-education? Could the American and
British democratic institutions and practices have been transplanted with any degree of
success to West Germany?

In seeking answers to these questions, we will concentrate on beliefs held by the opinion
leaders, including those in the mass communications field (press, radio, and eventually
television), and by the public as expressed primarily in national opinion polls. The polls,
conducted or commissioned in the initial postwar years by the occupation authorities and
eventually also by independent polling organizations, provide important clues to national
attitudes, but fail to measure the intensity of feelings held by respondents.

The attitudes of the German public toward the Anglo-Saxon model of democracy were
conditioned (1) by American and British policies in their own countries and in West Ger-
many, (2) by the responses of West German leaders and mass media to policies having an
impact on their country, and (3) by impressions — often contradictory — gained in earlier
decades but still in the consciousness of the people. Impressions of the United States were
shaped by German proletarian emigrants of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries who in
reports back to their families were enthusiastic about the vast land of unlimited possibilities.
On the other hand, German and other European intellectuals who traveled to or resided in
the United States before the 1930s often painted a negative picture. They noted a lack of
culture and tradition, the tyranny of the dollar, the all-pervasive materialism, standardi-
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zation of products, advertising, and licentiousness. The criticisms reflected varying degrees
of truth, but also were based on a traditional European resentment against the increasingly
powerful New World 1.

In the 1930s, many émigré intellectuals were more ambivalent in their feelings about the
new home which gave them permanent asylum. They still nurtured some of the negative
feelings, but were also impressed by the American political freedoms and the pluralistic
society. As we note below, those who returned after the war to Germany were positive
about the United States and sought to correct what they saw as a distorted image produced
not only by intellectuals of earlier periods but also by negative propaganda stemming from
Nazi leaders, especially in the latter period of the Third Reich.

The German image of Great Britain in the period before 1945 was no less contradictory
than that of the United States. It was colored by direct observation, the nature of diplo-
matic relations between the two countries, and the commonality of race, cultural tradition,
and (before World War I) monarchical family ties. Some viewed the British as being quite
emotional and sentimental, others regarded them as living in the past, and being cool,
distant and reserved. As one observer noted, to German nationalists Britain’s status as a
world power par excellence was »at once the object of their envy and their hatred«2. These
Germans were enthusiastic about Britain being ahead of Germany in acquiring imperial
possessions, dominating overseas investments, and developing a huge merchant fleet. Con-
sidering the British to be arrogant and unscrupulous in their business methods, and not
advanced in their industrial techniques, they were ready to challenge the dominance of the
British.

In the earlier part of the nineteenth century, close and friendly relations existed between
the two countries, but the situation worsened when Bismarck assumed power. He viewed
the British monarchy as too weak and dependent on Parliament and public opinion. He
feared the increasing democratization of the country, which in turn would have an impact
on other countries, including Germany. Relations remained at a low ebb during the Boer
war, the two world wars (Dresden in 1945 could not be forgotten), and the Nazi era.
As President Heuss noted once, German-British relations in the twentieth century had
been a chain of misunderstandings® Hitler’s propaganda picturing the British government
as a decadent democracy did not help to cement the fragile bonds.

ReacTIONS TO THE OCCUPATION

When Allied troops poured into Germany in 1945 the population had a chance to see first-
hand whether the prewar images of the United States and Great Britain needed to be
corrected. Obviously the initial punitive policy and the chaotic food and economic situa-
tion were bound to produce negative impressions, tempered perhaps by the good behavior

1 For details, see Manfred Henningsen, Der Fall Amerika, Munich 1974; Wolfgang Wagner, Das
Amerikabild der Europier, in: Amerika und Westeuropa: Gegenwarts- und Zukunftsprobleme,
ed. by Karl Kaiser and Hans-Peter Schwarz, Stuttgart and Zurich 1977, pp. 17-28; Helmut
Hirsch, How Germans view America, in: The Politics of Postwar Germany, ed. by Walter
Stahl, New York 1963.

2 D. C. Watt, Britain looks to Germany: British opinion and policy towards Germany since
1945, London 1965, p. 15.

3 Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 23 Oct. 1958.
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of some occupation troops with whom the Germans were in close contact. On the basis of
personal experiences it was tempting for the people to make generalizations about the
» Americans« and the »British«, which were bound to be subjective.

In a 1950 public opinion poll by the Allensbach Institut fiir Demoskopie, positive and
negative responses were given to a question on attitudes toward both occupation forces
as they entered Germany. In the British zone, one pianist stated that she had hardly ever
met such kind people, while a sales clerk lauded the humane treatment of the passing
troops. On the other hand, a pensioner believed that, on the basis of British promises, the
troops should have acted more fairly. An agricultural worker accused the soldiers of
acting like robbers who took everything they could steal. Of those polled who experienced
the British occupation, 16 percent viewed it positively, 37 percent viewed it negatively,
and 47 percent noticed little of it .

In the United States zone, the responses were similar, although negative views were more
numerous. While one farmer praised the correct attitude of American soldiers, others
complained of their plundering and rowdy behavior. Of those who experienced the Ameri-
can occupation, 15 percent viewed it positively, 49 percent viewed it negatively, and 36
percent noticed little of it3.

Although Germans formed opinions about the behavior of occupation troops from direct
observation, the time was premature for public opinion to crystallize on Allied policies in
Germany. Newspapers and radio were under tight control of the military, political parties
did not yet exist, and appointed mayors and other leaders were operating under the cons-
traints of occupation officials. Years later, when restrictions on the media were lifted, then
press criticisms of the occupation period mounted. For instance, the illustrated journal
Copress Europdische Hefte (in a 1953 issue) praised the Western allied powers for having
ameliorated the catastrophic economic situation in the early postwar years by their massive
shipment of foodstuffs, CARE packages, and warm lunches for millions of schoolchildren
(their only warm meal of the day). Yet it also emphasized the contrast between the well-
clothed and well-fed » Amis« and the still gaunt and underfed German people who were
living precariously in a country that according to the will of the victor »nicht besetzt wird
zum Zweck seiner Befreiung, sondern als ein besiegter Feindstaat« (according to a United
States directive to Supreme Commander Eisenhower) 8.

In 1953 also, the Deutsche Zeitung und Wirtschaflszeitung presented its snapshot views of
the top Allied policy makers. It claimed the military commanders (including Eisenhower
and Montgomery) were dictatorial in their role of conquerors; the military governors
(including Clay and Robertson) were military potentates who held court like »absolutc
Monarchen«; and the civilian commissioners (including McCloy and Kirkpatrick) were less
visible in wielding power, but nonetheless were still strong. Only as the Federal Republic
gained a limited degree of sovereignty did the veto power of the civilian commissioners
become less important. Incidentally, according to the article, all these top officials resided
in luxurious palaces, in a style of modern feudalism, that certainly was anachronistic in
view of the democratic systems they were to represent 7.

4 Poll cited by Kurt Zentner (ed.), Aufstieg aus dem Nichts: Deutschland von 1945 bis 1953,
Vol. I1, Cologne 1954, p. 84.

5 Ibid.

6 Das Deutsche Wunder: Deutschland 1945-1953, in: Copress Europiische Hefte, Vol. I, No. 2,
Sep. 1953, p. 23,

7 Deutsche Zeitung und Wirtschaftszeitung, 17 Jan. 1953.
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While these negative views about the occupiers from 1945 on surfaced during the less
constrained period of the Federal Republic, there were enough indications in surveys and
reactions in the controlled press during the 1945-1949 era that the American and British
occupation powers did not receive the support of all Germans.

In a UNESCO multi-national survey of 1948-1949 designed to see how nations view each
other, German respondents in the British zone characterized the British as intelligent, self-
controlled, practical, and progressive, but also as conceited and domineering. They char-
acterized the Americans as progressive, practical, generous, intelligent, peace-loving, and
hard-working. The survey indicates that the Americans scored considerably higher on a
»friendliness score« than the British (23 percent to 11 percent). The Americans received
the greatest support from the twenty-one to twenty-nine age group, and the poorer work-
ing class with primary education, while the British received the highest score from the
wealthy upper class and those with a secondary education®.

The gap in score between the Americans and the British may be due not only to perceived
differences in national character but also to different occupation policies on reparations,
the controls on the economic system, and the position toward the Russians. The British
were seen to be tough on the first two policies, and weak on the third policy — as a conse-
quence receiving less »friendly« scores. Yet, as we shall see presently, both Allies did not
score too highly either in their punitive policies — as was to be expected — or in their
democratization policies.

REPARATIONS

Allied reparations policy could not have been expected to be greeted with cheers by the
Germans. Since they viewed such a policy as another blow against their collapsed economy
and as a way for the Allies, especially the British, to curtail German commercial competi-
tion in the future, their views of the Americans and the British as model democrats were
bound to be negatively affected. These views were shaped or reinforced in the schools and
in the media. Children were exposed to criticism of reparations in textbooks, which assailed
the restrictions on German industry, the seizure of patents and inventions, and the dis-
mantling of factories. Germans of all ages read critical comments in the press or heard
news reports on the radio. One illustrated journal carried a photograph of an undamaged
factory lying dormant. The accompanying caption blamed the »wahnwitzigen« Morgen-
thau Plan, supported by Roosevelt at the 1944 Quebec Conference, for the damaging
reparations policy. »Auch dem erbittertsten Feind Deutschlands muf} klar sein, das es un-
moglich ist, das bisher zweitgrofte Industrieland der Welt véllig lahmzulegen, ohne die
Weltwirtschaft aus dem Gleichgewicht zu bringen und Europas (nicht nur Deutschlands)
Existenz zu vernichten«. The journal also stated that the program contradicted the 1941
Atlantic Charter of Roosevelt and Churchill urging the world’s peoples to live their lives
free of fear and scarcities®.

Another illustrated journal noted that despite pleas and protests ranging from works coun-
cils to German public officials, the British High Commission ordered much dismantling,

8 William Buchanan and Hadley Cantril, How Nations See Each Other, Urbana, Ill., 1953,
pp- 74, 159.
9 Copress Europiische Hefte, Vol. I, No. 2, Sep. 1953, p. 25.






