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In League with Rivals:  Parliamentary Networks and Backroom Politics in Interwar Europe 

Abstract 

European political life during the 1920s and 1930s was chaotic: paramilitary 

organizations marched through the streets, communists and fascists gained strength, 

politicians delivered incendiary speeches denouncing opponents, and skepticism about 

democracy’s future abounded. This dissertation looks beyond the overt political polarization 

of the period to uncover friendly cooperation in the halls of power. This study comparatively 

analyzes the robust social and political milieux surrounding European parliaments during the 

interwar years and advances two key claims: one about the national breadth of informal 

parliamentary networks, as well as a second argument regarding parliamentarians on the 

international stage. Although this dissertation proves the existence of a collegial 

parliamentary world that could turn political opponents into friends, this same culture of 

cooperation blinded the political elite to the growing polarization in European societies, 

which contributed to the rise of authoritarianism. 

In studying politics between the world wars, historians have gravitated towards 

analyzing ideologies, street protests, and mass movements, ceding the study of democratic 

institutions like parliaments to political scientists. For historians, parliaments seem stuck in 

the nineteenth century: they were created for the bourgeois male elite to foster open 

discussion, collaborative legislating, and gentlemanly camaraderie. The interwar years, on 

the other hand, were a period of expanded women’s suffrage, new working-class politicians, 

and mass politics; parliaments seemingly ran counter to this zeitgeist. By juxtaposing 
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national case studies from Germany, Austria, the United Kingdom, Belgium, the 

Netherlands, and Czechoslovakia, this dissertation explores the mechanisms that brought 

parliamentarians into informal cross-party networks. Many of the political outsiders of the 

belle époque, including women and socialists, were avid participants in this interwar elite 

political culture. Ultimately, this dissertation demonstrates that behind the scenes interwar 

parliamentary life was surprisingly collegial which, in turn, shaped political decision-making 

on a national level. 

 Furthermore, this project examines the international roles taken up by interwar 

parliamentarians. Two competing international parliamentary organizations, the Inter-

Parliamentary Union and the Conférence parlementaire internationale du commerce forged lasting 

relationships between politicians from different countries. Moreover, elected 

parliamentarians often served as either formal or informal diplomats during the 1920s and 

1930s. In the wake of the First World War, parliamentarians—even from the opposition—

were appointed to delegations attending the League of Nations and other official 

conferences. This dissertation explores the rise and fall of the parliamentarian-diplomat 

through examples from Australia, Germany, and elsewhere. In the end, these global political 

networks are shown to have brought parliamentarians together across international borders 

despite party differences, and these cosmopolitan experiences then trickled back into 

national political life in the decades between the wars. 
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Introduction 
In League with Rivals: 

Parliamentary Networks and Backroom Politics in Interwar Europe 
 

 In late August 1928, two American senators and seven members of the House of 

Representatives arrived in Berlin as the United States delegates to the annual conference of 

the Inter-Parliamentary Union. This international organization brought lawmakers from 

around the world together for yearly conferences. In 1928, 561 legislators converged on 

Berlin, meeting in the Reichstag’s festively decorated plenary chamber to debate the 

international issues of the day. The American congressional delegation joined others to 

discuss topics including disarmament, migration, and troubling trends in the “evolution of 

the parliamentary system in our times.”1 

US Representative Fiorello LaGuardia did not have high expectations for his first 

foreign conference when he traveled to this 1928 inter-parliamentary assembly. The 1920s 

were a decade of seemingly constant international meetings, often held under the aegis of the 

League of Nations. Since global diplomacy had become so focused on Geneva, 

Representative LaGuardia could not imagine what role a global organization of 

parliamentarians could still play on the world stage. However, the progressive Republican 

congressman from East Harlem was pleasantly surprised at the quality of the debate in 

Berlin. He left Europe convinced of the significance of these inter-parliamentary 

conferences, highlighting the “great educational value […] for the American delegates to 

                                                
1 “Kellogg Compact Debated at Berlin,” New York Times (22 Aug 1928), ProQuest Historical Newspapers; 
American Group of the Interparliamentary Union, Twenty-Six Annual Meeting, Feb. 25, 1929, Folder Groupes 
1929, Box 286, Inter-Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva. 
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meet members of the Parliaments of other countries and understand and know that they also 

have their problems just as we have ours.”2  

When LaGuardia later recounted his experiences in Berlin to his congressional 

colleagues, he did not dwell on the substance of the inter-parliamentary debates or on 

America’s lone abstention on an immigration proposal. Instead, he focused on the surprise of 

his European counterparts when they saw him converse at length with one of his political 

opponents. La Guardia and Representative Frederick Britten of Illinois were at odds over 

expanding the American navy, and word of this heated dispute had reached Europe: 

The[ Europeans] do not understand how members of a parliament can differ, can be 
of different parties or of different viewpoints and yet be very friendly. It created a great 
deal of comment, for instance, when Congressman Britten walked into the Esplanade 
and I met him. They knew that Mr. Britten was a big-navy man and I was a little-navy 
man. They commented a great deal on the fact that we should talk with each other and 
be so friendly. The story even followed us [on the way home via] Paris. 
 

LaGuardia juxtaposed the collegial ethos among American politicians with the image of 

European political opponents literally “mak[ing] faces at each other” at the Berlin inter-

parliamentary gathering.3 

Historians who have studied the development of modern parliaments as both political 

and social institutions often start with the French Revolution and progress through the 

nineteenth century towards a stark caesura at the First World War. For the history of 

                                                
2 American Group of the Interparliamentary Union, Twenty-Six Annual Meeting, Feb. 25, 1929, Folder 
Groupes 1929, Box 286, Inter-Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva. 

3 American Group of the Interparliamentary Union, Twenty-Six Annual Meeting, Feb. 25, 1929, Folder 
Groupes 1929, Box 286, Inter-Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva; “LaGuardia Would Have House Indorse 
Britten’s Naval Move,” The Sun (3 Dec 1928), ProQuest Historical Newspapers. 
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representative institutions, this break drawn at 1914 or 1918 marks the division between a 

gentlemanly politics of the belle époque and the supposed polarization of the interwar years. 

Turning the clock back to the long nineteenth century, modern continental European 

parliamentary practice spread, and the bourgeois male elite demanded more rights and 

powers from monarchs and aristocrats. Parliamentary life naturally began to incorporate 

elements of liberal bourgeois camaraderie and cooperation despite personal political 

differences, very much reminiscent of a Victorian gentlemen’s club. However, historians have 

relegated this collegial world of politics to the period before the First World War.4 “In League 

with Rivals” will take issue with that claim. 

The European political landscape of the 1920s and 1930s would be a logical place to 

locate a breakdown of constructive, cross-party political cooperation. A burst of optimism in 

1918 and 1919 quickly gave way to revanchism and revisionism that aspired to alter the 

postwar settlement. The decades between the wars were buffeted by political murders, coup 

attempts, and pressure from radical parties. Even before the guns fell silent on the western 

front, Soviet Russia had become a bogeyman for the European right, and Benito Mussolini’s 

1922 appointment as Italian prime minister provided the continent’s left with a Fascist 

nightmare scenario. The 1920s and 1930s were marked by a rising tide of skepticism about 

                                                
4 This break between the bourgeois liberal parliaments/political culture of the nineteenth century and the post-
1914 world is evident in the periodization of contributions in numerous edited volumes, including Adéla 
Gjuričová et al, eds, Lebenswelten von Abgeordneten in Europa, 1860-1990 (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2014), Remieg Aerts 
et al, eds, Land van kleine gebaren: Een politieke geschiedenis van Nederland, 1780-1990 (Nijmegen: Uitgeverij SUN, 
1999), and Pasi Ihalainen et al, eds., Parliament and Parliamentarism: A Comparative History of a European Concept 
(New York: Berghahn, 2016); The French political journalist Robert de Jouvenel describes the “république des 
camarades” that historians have taken to represent the pre-war French Third Republic: Charles Maier, Recasting 
Bourgeois Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975), 88-109, and Robert de Jouvenel, La république des 
camarades (Paris: B. Grasset, 1914). 
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the future of democracy and a continental drift towards more authoritarian states. In 

addition to the fascist takeovers in Germany and Italy, authoritarian forces came to power in 

Bulgaria, Portugal, Poland, Lithuania, Yugoslavia, Austria, Estonia, Latvia, Greece, and 

Romania—not to mention Spain after the Spanish Civil War.5 In the end, a genocidal 

European dictatorship, born in this toxic political milieu, dragged the entire world into an 

apocalyptic war. 

However, a historical account of interwar politics that dwells so much on polarization 

misses out on many of the radical reforms brought about in the wake of the First World War. 

There were expansions of voting rights, an increase in women’s suffrage, and working-class 

politicians rose to high political offices.6 Emperors from age-old Central European dynasties 

were replaced by presidents; in Germany a trained saddler maker took over the ship of state, 

and in the brand-new state of Czechoslovakia a progressive Czech intellectual entered the 

presidential suite in Prague’s Castle.7 Several years later, Ramsay MacDonald, the 

                                                
5 See, Zara Steiner, The lights that failed: European international history, 1919-1933 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005); Zara Steiner, The triumph of the dark: European international history, 1933-1939 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2011); Martin Kitchen, Europe between the wars (New York: Pearson Longman, 2006); 
Giovanni Capoccia, Defending Democracy: Reactions to Extremism in Interwar Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2005), 7. 

6 For the Dutch case, see Alexander van Kessel, “Bekritisserd Instituut in een Verzuilde Context: De Tweede 
Kamer tussen Pacificatie en Wereldoorlog,” in In Dit Huis: Twee Eeuwen Tweede Kamer, eds. Remieg Aerts, et al 
(Amsterdam: Boom, 2015), 355-379. 

7 Friedrich Ebert was the first president of a democratic Germany. In the 1919 handbook of members of the 
Nationalversammlung, Ebert declared his professions as “Sattler [Saddler],” as well as “Member of the Reich 
Government.” See, Handbuch der verfassunggebenden deutschen Nationalversammlung (Berlin: Heymanns Verlag, 
1919), 153, available at Verhandlungen des Deutschen Reichstags,  Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, accessed 14 Jul 
2018, http://www.reichstagsprotokolle.de/index.html. Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk was the first president of 
Czechoslovakoa; for more on his biography, see the website of the Czech presidency: “Tomáš Garrigue 
Masaryk > Životopis,” Pražský hrad / Prezident ČR, accessed 15 Jul 2018, https://www.hrad.cz/cs/prezident-
cr/prezidenti-v-minulosti/tomas-garrigue-masaryk/zivotopis. 
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illegitimate son of a Scottish farmhand, donned formal court dress to present himself to the 

king for appointment as the first Labour prime minister of the United Kingdom.8 Indeed, 

one cannot deny the middling roots of Italy’s Duce, the son of a blacksmith and himself an 

itinerant migrant laborer who worked in Switzerland.9 Germany’s Führer also rose above the 

station allotted to his traditional peasant family from Lower Austria’s hilly Waldviertel. 

Hitler’s father had climbed the social ranks to be an Austrian imperial customs bureaucrat; 

his son would rise even further to menace the world as dictator of a Greater Germany.10 

“In League with Rivals” follows this new interwar political elite into the halls of power 

that had previously been the province of nobles, wealthy conservatives, and bourgeois men. 

This study explores how the older, clubby social and political world surrounding European 

parliaments accepted these newcomers and expanded the boundaries of the governing elite. 

Surprisingly, many of Europe’s smoke-filled back rooms opened up to women, socialists, and 

even radical politicians.11 Rather than teleologically reading the later breakdown of 

democracy back into interwar political culture, this study will examine the social and political 

ecosystems surrounding interwar parliaments on their own terms. “In League with Rivals” 

will analyze mechanisms that brought politicians together across party lines, working to 

                                                
8 See, John Shephard and Keith Laybourn, Britain’s First Labour Government (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006), and David Marquand, Ramsay MacDonald (London: Richard Cohen, 1997). 

9 Christopher Hibbert, Benito Mussolini: A Biography (London: Longmans, 1962). 

10 Ian Kershaw, Hitler: 1889-1936: Hubris (New York: Norton, 1998), 3-6. 

11 Alexander van Kessel, “Bekritisserd Instituut in een Verzuilde Context: De Tweede Kamer tussen Pacificatie 
en Wereldoorlog,” in In Dit Huis: Twee Eeuwen Tweede Kamer, eds. Remieg Aerts, et al (Amsterdam: Boom, 
2015), 355-379; Andreas Biefang and Marij Leenders, eds., Das Ideale Parlament: Erich Salomon als Fotograf in 
Berlin und Den Haag, 1928-1940 (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2014). 
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provide a Geertzian “thick description” of this behind-the-scenes political world that extends 

beyond one national case.12 To this end, examples and evidence will be drawn from the 

interwar histories of Germany, the Netherlands, Czechoslovakia, Austria, and the United 

Kingdom. 

“In League with Rivals” will pair this study of a broader and more expansive informal 

world of politics on a domestic level with an examination of a previously unrecognized 

international world in which elected parliamentarians participated. Interwar legislators met 

their colleagues from across Europe and around the world at inter-parliamentary 

conferences, by serving as official national delegates at the League of Nations, and as under-

the-radar informal diplomats traveling to European capitals. “In League with Rivals” will 

argue that the story of interwar Europe’s national parliamentary networks must be told 

alongside an account of the international world in which these parliamentarians actively 

participated. Ultimately, all of these connections—on both the national and international 

levels—could be called on to shape government action. For example, the concern of a 

parliamentary colleague in the opposition might be incorporated into an emergency decree, 

or social democrat might be dispatched by a conservative government to woo fellow socialists 

in another country’s legislature. Although historians and political scientists have generally 

treated parliaments as hermetically sealed spaces, “In League with Rivals” will challenge that 

assumption by showing how national and international decision-making was shaped by 

interactions between parliamentarians from various political parties and different countries. 

                                                
12 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic, 2017), 3-33. 
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A EUROPEAN RENAISSANCE FOR POLITICAL HISTORY? 

 During the contentious 2016 presidential election campaign in the United States, the 

American historians Frederik Logevall and Kenneth Osgood wrote an op-ed for the New York 

Times bemoaning a perceived decline in the teaching and research on American political 

history. They argued that political history was once a mainstay in US history departments but 

“fell out of favor” so much so that the vast majority of universities now lack scholars in the 

field. In tracing this collapse of academic interest, Logevall and Osgood suggested that the 

social upheaval of the 1960s and 1970s prompted the academy to refocus on “history from the 

bottom up, spotlighting the role of social movements in shaping the nation’s past.” In turn, 

“[p]erceived ‘traditional’ types of history that examined the doings of governing elites fell into 

disfavor.”13  

This New York Times op-ed prompted a storm of criticism among Americanists, and 

the American Historical Association’s magazine Perspectives on History published a heated 

exchange between Logevall and Osgood and one of their many detractors. Marc Stein, a 

professor of American political history and sexuality, passionately challenged the op-ed’s 

emphasis on high politics as implicitly ascribing agency exclusively to the political elite. Stein 

argued that this erases “the work so many have done to integrate political history with the 

history of social movements and the history of race, gender, and sexuality.” This academic 

scuffle was more than a turf war trying to define the boundaries of a subfield. Instead, it 

                                                
13 Fredrik Logevall and Kenneth Osgood, “Why Did We Stop Teaching Political History?,” New York Times (29 
Aug 2016), https://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/29/opinion/why-did-we-stop-teaching-political-history.html 
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revealed a fundamental disagreement about how power functioned historically and how it 

should be studied. Should scholars concentrate on the successful stratagems of presidents 

and senators, or should they look at how social movements and popular pressure brought 

about lasting political change?14 

The op-ed and the furor it unleashed proved that American political history, its 

boundaries, and its direction are seen as controversial. On the other hand, in the European 

academy, political history is not generally seen as contentious or polarizing, Instead, it is 

often understood to be at the cutting edge of historical scholarship. To focus briefly on the 

practice of history in the Netherlands, up-and-coming Dutch graduate students interested in 

nineteenth and twentieth century history often gravitate towards political history. Most of 

the leading professorships of modern Dutch history are held by political historians, and 

national research centers and institutes strongly support political historical research.15 

Leading Dutch universities enroll students in interdisciplinary graduate programs that focus 

on political culture, parliamentary history, rhetoric, and debate, and Dutch political 

                                                
14 Marc Stein; Fredrik Logevall and Kenneth Osgood, “Political History: An Exchange,” Perspectives on History (3 
Jan 2017), https://www.historians.org/publications-and-directories/perspectives-on-history/january-
2017/political-history-an-exchange 

15 There are dedicated professorships and research groups for political history at almost all Dutch universities, 
many of which include multiple assistant professors, lecturers, researchers, graduate students, and staff. 
Considering only fully tenured faculty members, the professors focusing on Dutch history since 1815 are 
frequently political historians. Henk te Velde is in Leiden, having previously been a tenured professor of 
“political culture” in Groningen. James Kennedy is an American-born professor of Modern Dutch History in 
Utrecht working on politics. Annelien de Dijn was appointed professor of “modern political history” in Utrecht 
in January 2018. Remieg Aaerts is a political historian holding a chair in modern Dutch history at the 
Universiteit van Amsterdam. Wim van Meurs is a political historian interested in European integration in 
Nijmegen. Susan Legêne holds a chair in “political history” at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. Groningen has 
one professorship in “the History of Governance and Politics in Modern Times” and another in the 
“Functioning of the Dutch and European [political] party system.” These faculty members are the ones who 
recruit students and maintain Dutch academic focus on political history. 
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historians are ubiquitous on television discussion panels to put cabinet crises and 

parliamentary debates into a larger historical context.16 

This passion for political history is not only a Dutch phenomenon. There has long 

been institutional and financial support for political history across Europe, both at a national 

and international level.17 Nevertheless, in the last few years, there has been an even more 

pronounced burst of European enthusiasm for political history. For instance, in 2014, 

European professors founded a new Association for Political History that has grown in only 

four years from six departments to institutions in ten countries. From Finland and Italy to 

Switzerland and Sweden, European universities are hosting conferences and forming 

research groups to examine various aspects of modern political history.18 Recent academic 

and financial support has produced European doctoral candidates and faculty members 

working topics including monarchs and the press, parliamentary décor and revolutions, 

national minorities and democratic representation, and women’s suffrage and political 

newcomers.19 Translated to an American political context, these topics fall much closer to the 

                                                
16 Because of the number of political historians holding Dutch professorships, many Dutch history programs 
allow for specializing in political history. One example of an interdisciplinary MA program is Leiden 
specialization in “Het politieke debat: geschiedenis en retorica [Political Debate: History and Rhetoric]” 
through the Dutch linguistics program. For more on Dutch historians on television, see, Dirk Vlasblom, “En 
weer komt er een historicus op tv,” nrc.nl (26 Mar 2016), https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2016/03/26/en-weer-
komt-er-een-historicus-op-tv-1601667-a130353. 

17 A few of these organizations include the Kommission für Geschichte des Parlamentarismus und der 
politischen Parteien in Germany, the Masaryk Institute and Archive of the ASCR in the Czech Republic, and the 
Center for Parliamentary History, the Documentation Center for the Dutch Political Parties, the Parliamentary 
Documentation Centre, and the Montesquieu Institute, all in the Netherlands. 

18 See, Association for Political History, accessed 15 Jul 2018, http://www.associationforpoliticalhistory.org/. 

19 These are all topics discussed at recent conferences of the Association for Political History’s PhD Network. 
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world of the political elite and high politics as advocated by Logevall and Osgood. 

Nevertheless, in Europe, these topics seem hip, new, and innovative, with young scholars 

jumping on the bandwagon to explore new methods in political history. “In League with 

Rivals” must be understood in the context of this new European scholarship and enthusiasm 

for political and parliamentary history. 

*  *  * 

 “Political history is up and coming again. Even historians who were long averse to 

political history find it to their liking.” This was Ute Frevert’s 2005 introduction to an edited 

volume of new research on political history. Frevert had been educated in Bielefeld, the 

“paradise—or hellhole—of social history, depending on one’s viewpoint;” however, starting 

in 2001, Bielefeld’s storied history faculty hosted a nationally funded research group on “The 

Political as Communicative Space in History.” Historians, lawyers, literary scholars, and 

sociologists worked on cutting-edge research on politics and communication, while sharing 

space with the proponents of Gesellschaftsgeschichte.20 The historiographical trajectory of the 

older Bielefeld School had minimized politics, as had both the Annales School in France and 

new social history in the United States. However, by 2005, Frevert could argue that a new 

wind was reviving political history in Europe.21 This historiographical energy began with 

                                                
20 Ute Frevert, “Neue Politikgeschichte: Konzepte und Herausforderungen,” in Neue Politikgeschichte: 
Perspektiven einer historischen Politikforschung, eds. Ute Frevert and Heinz-Gerhard Haupt, (Frankfurt: Campus 
Verlag, 2005), 7; “Sonderforschungsbereich 584: Das Politische als Kommunikationsraum in der Geschichte,” 
Universität Bielefeld, last modified 30 Jun 2012, https://www.uni-
bielefeld.de/(de)/geschichte/forschung/sfb584/ 

21 Ute Frevert, “Neue Politikgeschichte: Konzepte und Herausforderungen,” in Neue Politikgeschichte: 
Perspektiven einer historischen Politikforschung, eds. Ute Frevert and Heinz-Gerhard Haupt, (Frankfurt: Campus 
Verlag, 2005), 10. 



 

 11 

conversations among German historians but spread across the continent, ultimately leading 

to an academic environment in which a new Association for Political History seemed 

necessary. 

 When European historians first hoped to reinvigorate political history in the 1990s, 

the subfield was saddled with significant baggage. In postwar West German historiography, 

political history had a pronounced conservative reputation embodied in Andreas Hillgruber’s 

attempt to modernize the field at the 1972 Historikertag. In his lecture, Hillgruber expressed 

an openness to refashioning the field of political history in conversation with other fields. 

Although the insurgent German social historians used conversations with other academic 

disciplines to hone their interest in big theoretical concepts like “social imperialism,” the 

“primacy of domestic politics,” or “organized capitalism,” Hillgruber suggested his own “big 

themes” for political history including “Germany as a great power” and “intention and 

objectives of governing elites in great powers.” One can imagine the new historians of the 

Bielefeld School rolling their eyes. Hillgruber and his cohort might have disavowed Heinrich 

von Treitschke’s dated maxim “Männer machen die Geschichte [Men make history],” but his 

proposed new topics for political history seemed an awful lot like the same-old reactionary 

history that glorified Germany, the Bismarckian elite, and powerful European empires.22 

                                                
22 Ute Frevert, “Neue Politikgeschichte: Konzepte und Herausforderungen,” in Neue Politikgeschichte: 
Perspektiven einer historischen Politikforschung, eds. Ute Frevert and Heinz-Gerhard Haupt, (Frankfurt: Campus 
Verlag, 2005), 7-26; Andreas Hillgruber, “Politische Geschichte in moderner Sicht,” Historische Zeitschrift, 216, 
no. 3 (Jun 1973): 529-552; Georgios Chatzoudis, “Männer machen Geschichte - Frauen machen Geschichte,” 
L.I.S.A. Wissenschaftsportal Gerda Henkel Stiftung, last modified 7 Nov 2014, https://lisa.gerda-henkel-
stiftung.de/perspektivweitung. 
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 One scholar who helped spur recent European scholarly interest in political history 

was trained in the Bielefeld School. The Bavarian-born historian Thomas Mergel completed 

his traditional Bielefeld dissertation on the Catholic bourgeoisie in the nineteenth-century 

Rhineland under the supervision of Josef Mooser and Hans-Ulrich Wehler.23 However, after 

leaving both Bielefeld and the bourgeoisie behind, Mergel blazed his own path arguing in his 

July 2001 inaugural lecture as a Privatdozent in Bochum for developing a “cultural history of 

politics [Kulturgeschichte der Politik].” Mergel sought “an integrated concept for how one 

could pursue a cultural history of politics” that incorporated both “the ‘soft’ sides of the 

‘cultural’” and “also the ‘hard’ facts of political history.” Mergel’s approach drew heavily on 

the language of anthropology. He argued that political historians must adopt an “perspective 

emphasizing otherness [Fremdheit] that, figuratively, treats a historical subject like a tribe of 

the Amazon.” Mergel warned against reading political concepts like chancellor, lawmaker, 

corruption, or equality through the lens of the present; instead, he called on historians to 

reconstruct meaning in its past cultural context. Mergel’s approach demanded paying 

attention to the “deliberate communication” of politics, rather than seeking out hidden 

meanings or larger structures behind past political communication. According to Mergel, 

politics was “social and communicative action” that should be studied with the 

anthropologist’s affinity for “thick description.”24 Mergel’s push, as well as the work of his 

                                                
23 Thomas Mergel, Zwischen Klasse und Konfession: Katholisches Bürgertum im Rheinland, 1794-1914 (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck&Ruprecht, 1994). 

24 Thomas Mergel, “Überlegungen zu einer Kulturgeschichte der Politik,” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 28 (2002): 
573-593. 
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early modernist German colleague Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, has spurred new research on 

the “cultural history of the political,” prompting German edited volumes and inspiring 

European graduate students’ research projects for almost two decades.25 

Thomas Mergel applied his own ideas about how to write a cultural history of politics 

in his 2002 monograph Parlamentarische Kultur in der Weimarer Republik. Mergel’s book 

immediately shook up the stagnant scholarship on the Reichstag. Traditional German 

political historians had stayed away from studying the interwar German parliament, because 

they focused on power in cabinets, parties, and camarillas rather than in the legislature.26 At 

the same time, more progressive historians had largely accepted the contours of the Sonderweg 

that saw large structures and nefarious Junkers driving Weimar toward its inevitable 

demise.27 When Mergel drafted his monograph, the key book in this subfield was still Karl 

Dietrich Bracher’s 1955 Die Auflösung der Weimarer Republik.28 Bracher and his colleagues 

diligently sought out the institutional structures that differentiated Weimar from the Federal 

Republic, and he concluded that “functional deficits” in the Reichstag, including an inability 

to compromise, contributed to its demise.29 

                                                
25 See, Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, ed, Was heißt Kulturgeschichte des Politischen? (Berlin: Dunker&Humblot, 
2005). 

26 Thomas Mergel, Parlamentarische Kultur in der Weimarer Republik (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2005), 34. 

27 Pamela E. Swett, Neighbors and Enemies: The Culture of Radicalism in Berlin, 1929-1933 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 8-9. 

28 See, Mergel’s description of the importance of Bracher’s work, Thomas Mergel, Parlamentarische Kultur in der 
Weimarer Republik (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2005), 15. 

29 Karl Dietrich Bracher, Die Auflösung der Weimarer Republik (Düsseldorf: Droste, 1978), 26-57. 
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However, in 2002, Mergel approached the Reichstag not from Bracher’s political 

science standpoint but as a cultural historian of politics. Mergel’s work challenged Bracher’s 

narrative of a parliament paralyzed by functional deficits by instead highlighting areas where 

the Reichstag functioned. Mergel followed his own formula for bringing together cultural 

and political history by writing a “cultural history of politics following the structure of intra-

parliamentary communication” that treated the Reichstag as “place of interaction and 

socialization.”30 He drew on microsociology, discourse analysis, and anthropological studies 

of rituals and symbols to answer the basic question: “How does an institution develop if it 

reflects the political division of a society but at the same time is an institution in which the 

participants have to get along with each other in the long term and are basically forced 

towards common action?”31 Unafraid to discover collegiality in a body tarred by its 

subsequent history, Mergel painted a picture of a parliament not paralyzed by division but 

instead focused on political communication in a symbolic space. 

Mergel’s call for a cultural history of politics and his book demonstrating how this 

could be done excited other European scholars interested in political history. During the 

intervening years, however, historians who think about cultural and political history have 

fallen into two camps. On the one hand, some scholars have focused on politics as 

“communicative action.”32 They write about changing political rhetoric and collaborate with 

                                                
30 Thomas Mergel, Parlamentarische Kultur in der Weimarer Republik (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2005), 13. 

31 Thomas Mergel, Parlamentarische Kultur in der Weimarer Republik (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2005), 17. 

32 Thomas Mergel, “Überlegungen zu einer Kulturgeschichte der Politik,” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 28 (2002): 
593. 
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linguists and literary scholars to historicize political semiotics. For instance, a doyen of 

modern Dutch political history, Henk te Velde, looked outside the Low Countries in his 2015 

book Sprekende Politiek: Redenaars en hun Publiek in de Parlementaire Gouden Eeuw which 

examined the development of persuasive public speeches and the figure of the popular 

parliamentary speaker in both France and Britain during the long nineteenth century. Te 

Velde integrated the social milieu surrounding the British and French parliaments into his 

understanding of the development of rhetorical practices. Te Velde’s focus on speeches and 

debate, while also incorporating an informal parliamentary world, remained true to Mergel’s 

original call to rethink political history by focusing on communication.33 

On the other hand, however, the majority of scholars read Thomas Mergel and his 

colleagues through their interest in political culture. These scholars see Mergel as a breadth 

of fresh air for a field that seems especially antiquated: parliamentary history. Once 

dominated by the study of the British parliament and led by luminaries like Lewis Namier, 

parliamentary history became the bailiwick of elderly politicians reflecting back on the 

parliaments in which they served.34 Mergel is read by historians interested in parliamentary 

culture as engaging with a dusty old subfield and pushing them to consider parliaments 

                                                
33 Henk te Velde, Sprekende Politiek: Redenaars en hun Publiek in de Parlementaire Gouden Eeuw (Amsterdam: 
Prometheus, 2015). 

34 See, Lewis Namier, The Structure of Politics at the Accession of George III (London: Macmillan, 1965). The Dutch 
parliamentarian cum amateur historian P.J. Oud who served in the Dutch Tweede Kamer from 1917 to 1963 and 
wrote a six-volume history of Dutch parliamentary politics—Het Jongste Verleden: Parlementaire Geschiedenis van 
Nederland 1918-1940 (1968)—exemplifies the armchair historians who came to dominate this subfield. 
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beyond events recorded in their minutes.35 For his own part, Mergel has looked with dismay 

as historians disaggregate his call to think of past politics as “social and communicative 

action.”36 Mergel is worried that historians focus too much on the “the cultural” and do not 

engage “politics itself but its décor [Wandschmuck].”37 Mergel intended for “cultural history 

of politics” to be an ironclad methodology: “This is then the actual difference with ‘political 

culture;’ in its approach, cultural history of politics claims to dissolve the gap between the 

‘conditions’ of politics and ‘actual’ politics and thus study politics in its entirety as indivisible 

subject.”38 

 “In League with Rivals” uses the cultural history of politics as a springboard rather 

than a rigid methodology. In part, this approach addresses a concern that Thomas Mergel 

raised: “Is politics just communication or is it also power, its threat and use?” Mergel’s 

answer was to invoke Max Weber and read power into the political communication of the 

past, but this fudge was not enough for some of Mergel’s Dutch disciples.39 The Amsterdam-

based historian Jouke Turpijn highlighted a danger: “By focusing too much on ‘the soft side 

                                                
35 See, for example, Jouke Turpijn, Mannen van gezag: De uitvinding van de Tweede Kamer, 1848-1888 (Amsterdam: 
Wereldbibliotheek, 2008), and Erie Tanja, Goede politiek: de parlementaire cultuur van de Tweede Kamer, 1866-1940 
(Amsterdam: Boom, 2010). 

36 Thomas Mergel, “Kulturgeschichte der Politik,” Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte, 22 Oct 2012, 
http://docupedia.de/zg/Kulturgeschichte_der_Politik_Version_2.0_Thomas_Mergel 

37 Thomas Mergel, “Überlegungen zu einer Kulturgeschichte der Politik,” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 28 (2002): 
586. 

38 Thomas Mergel, “Kulturgeschichte der Politik,” Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte, 22 Oct 2012, 
http://docupedia.de/zg/Kulturgeschichte_der_Politik_Version_2.0_Thomas_Mergel 

39 Thomas Mergel, “Überlegungen zu einer Kulturgeschichte der Politik,” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 28 (2002): 
602. 
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of politics’ [i.e. its cultural elements] the question of political power might slip out of the 

picture. Power is crucial to consider when writing political history. After all, politics is about 

who wins and who loses in dividing up and in using power, or who lacks power. Whoever 

forgets this, forgets what politics was and is.”40 New political historical work that dwells too 

much on communication often sidelines questions of power and influence, but an awareness 

of power, contesting power, and exerting influence runs through this project. 

To think more rigorously about how power can be wielded through personal 

connections, “In League with Rivals” also engages with the newly published work of the 

young German historian Volker Köhler. Although this study developed out of a 

historiographical conversation happening at the nexus between political and cultural history, 

Köhler’s 2018 monograph, Genossen – Freunde – Junker: Die Mikropolitik personaler Beziehungen 

im politischen Handeln während der Weimarer Republik, is more in dialogue with scholars 

working on the history of corruption. Köhler rejects Mergel’s approach as too focused on 

space and ritual rather than actors. To personalize Weimar politics, Köhler uses the lens of 

patronage studies.41 One seminal book in this field begins: “Patronage studies concern the 

realities of power—who gets it, who keeps it, and what they do with this.”42 This is a far cry 

from the criticism of cultural history of the political that power gets lost in the shuffle. 

                                                
40 Jouke Turpijn, Mannen van gezag: De uitvinding van de Tweede Kamer, 1848-1888 (Amsterdam: 
Wereldbibliotheek, 2008), 17-18. 

41 Volker Köhler, Genossen - Freunde - Junker: Die Mikropolitik personaler Beziehungen im politischen Handeln während 
der Weimarer Republik (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2018), 15-32. 

42 Sharon Kettering, Patrons, Brokers, Clients in Seventeenth-Century France (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1986), 3. 
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Ultimately, Köhler defines micropolitics as the “importance of personal relationships in the 

allocation of state and communal resources.”43 In very German historical fashion, he 

develops his historical theoretical model, defines many terms, and then delves into three 

small cases studies on the politics surrounding socialist ministers in Saxony, the Catholic 

milieu around the mayor of Cologne, and collaboration between Junkers and bureaucrats in 

East Prussia. 

Volker Köhler’s work is evidence that European political historians are thinking 

critically about power. For the purposes of this study, Köhler’s key point is that “[w]hoever 

examines […] micropolitics can uncover new coalitions of actors and space for action.”44 “In 

League with Rivals” has not adopted Köhler’s terminology of micropolitics to describe the 

intersection of the personal and the political, but this project analyzes a similar phenomenon. 

How could marginalized politicians pass along ideas that end up in legislation to their 

colleagues at their Mittagstisch lunch date? How could more radical politicians from a 

national minority party build trust with government ministers in a central government they 

opposed? How could opposition members drop by cabinet officials’ offices and have their 

concerns taken seriously? Thinking of these interactions as related to patronage studies and 

Köhler’s idea of micropolitics can be fruitful. 

*  *  * 

                                                
43 Volker Köhler, Genossen - Freunde - Junker: Die Mikropolitik personaler Beziehungen im politischen Handeln während 
der Weimarer Republik (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2018), 10. 

44 Volker Köhler, Genossen - Freunde - Junker: Die Mikropolitik personaler Beziehungen im politischen Handeln während 
der Weimarer Republik (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2018), 12. 
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Historians in the Anglosphere have largely abandoned studying the political elite and 

democratic institutions in Europe during the interwar years, ceding that ground to political 

scientists.45 Accordingly, “In League with Rivals” takes inspiration from newer work in 

political science, especially Giovanni Capoccia’s 2005 book Defending Democracy: Reactions to 

Extremism in Interwar Europe on the resilience of democracy when under threat by anti-system 

parties.46 By and large, recent Anglophone historians of modern Europe have turned away 

from national politics.47 In part, this is due to the sentiment that parliamentary debates, 

cabinet meetings, and backroom deals did not determine the course of history as much on 

propaganda, street politics, or popular movements. For example, in her 2004 monograph 

Neighbors and Enemies: The Culture of Radicalism in Berlin, 1929-1933, the historian of Germany 

Pamela Swett developed an analysis of power that was “not one that emanates from the 

corridors of political power, be those governmental bureaus or parties’ headquarters. I begin 

                                                
45 See, for example, Dirk Berg-Schlosser and Jeremy Mitchell, Conditions of Democracy in Europe, 1919-39 (New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000) in which political scientists lay out the political history of interwar Europe. 

46 Giovanni Capoccia, Defending Democracy: Reactions to Extremism in Interwar Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2005), 15. 

47 For example, Anglophone British and French historians have turned to questions of empire. German 
historians often focus on questions related to the Third Reich, Nazi oppression, and the Holocaust. However, 
in the scholarship on Central and Eastern Europe, there is still some interest in aspects of political culture 
during the interwar years. Andrea Orzoff’s 2009 book The Battle for the Castle: The Myth of Czechoslovakia in 
Europe, 1914-1948 stands out as a brilliant analysis of propaganda, political mythmaking, and soft power 
surrounding in the interwar Czechoslovak presidency. Orzoff’s work is in the tradition of Anglophone 
historians who work on Central Europe innovating in how to think about politics. See, for example, Maureen 
Healy, Vienna and the Fall of the Habsburg Empire: Total War and Everyday Life in World War I (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), Holly Case, Between States: The Transylvanian Question and the European Idea 
during World War II (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009),  

John Boyer, Culture and political crisis in Vienna: Christian socialism in power, 1897-1918 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1995), and Pieter Judson, Exclusive revolutionaries: liberal politics, social experience, and national 
identity in the Austrian Empire, 1848-1914 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996). 
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and remain on the streets of Berlin.”48 Swett’s aversion to studying the world of high politics 

is similar to the sentiment that played out in 2016 and 2017 during the tiff surrounding 

Logevall and Osgood’s New York Times op-ed.  

The more traditional political historian of Germany, Larry Eugene Jones, sees a 

dramatic “eclipse” in American and British historical interest in the period, concluding that 

“American scholars have all but abandoned the writing of the political history of the Weimar 

Republic to their German colleagues.”49 Jones looks back on a period when historians 

working in America like William Sheridan Allen, Henry Ashby Turner, Thomas Childers and 

others did well-respected work in a traditional political historical vein.50 Since 2010, panels at 

the German Studies Association that deal with politics during the Weimar Republic have 

generally included the same cast of characters: about five tenured faculty members who work 

on the intersection of politics, religion, and intellectual history during the 1920s and 1930s. 

Nevertheless, there is little Nachwuchs in this field in North America.51 In part, this is because 

                                                
48 Pamela E. Swett, Neighbors and Enemies: The Culture of Radicalism in Berlin, 1929-1933 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 7. 

49 Larry Eugene Jones, ed., The German Right in the Weimar Republic: Studies in the History of German Conservatism, 
Nationalism, and Anti-Semitism (New York: Berghahn, 2014), 3-4. 

50 Consider, for instance, William Sheridan Allen, The Nazi seizure of power: the experience of a single German town, 
1922-1945 (New York: F. Watts, 1984), Henry Ashby Turner, Hitler’s thirty days to power: January 1933 (Reading, 
MA: Addison-Wesley, 1996), and Thomas Childers, ed, The Formation of the Nazi constituency, 1919-1933 
(London: Croom Helm, 1986). 

51 This information comes from conference programs of the German Studies Association from 2010 to 2017. 
Frequently, Larry Eugene Jones, Joseph Bendersky, William Patch, and Hermann Beck have presented together 
on Weimar political topics. The younger historian Erin Hochman has occasionally participated. See, “Past 
Conferences,” German Studies Association, accessed 15 Jul 2018, https://www.thegsa.org/conference/past-
conferences. 
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current European historiographical enthusiasm and new methods in political history have 

not yet reached the United States. 

Although this project first sprang from an exploration German history, now its most 

distinguishing feature is that it looks beyond any one European national history. “In League 

with Rivals” analyzes informal cross-party connections in parliamentary life both 

comparatively and in terms of transnational networks. Despite the renewed interest in 

political history in Europe, many twentieth century political historians still think and write 

wearing the blinders of one national history. There has been a push among some nineteenth-

century political historians to look at topics including the development of political parties, 

the transfer of political traditions, and the evolution of rhetoric in parliamentary speeches 

considering several national cases, but this approach has not spread past the First World 

War.52  

This study’s international scope owes more to comparative and transnational 

historical methods honed by North American historians. From comparative studies of the 

welfare state, analyzing the Sovietization of universities across the Eastern bloc, and 

comparison of the return to economic and social normalcy after the First World War, classic 

works of comparative history have left their marks in modern European historiography.53 

                                                
52 Henk te Velde, Sprekende Politiek: Redenaars en hun Publiek in de Parlementaire Gouden Eeuw (Amsterdam: 
Prometheus, 2015). 

53 Peter Baldwin, The politics of social solidarity: class bases of the European welfare state, 1875-1975 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990); John Connelly, Captive university: the Sovietization of East German, Czech, and 
Polish higher education, 1945-1956 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000); Charles Maier, 
Recasting Bourgeois Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975). 
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Among Europeanists who use comparative methods, there is a divide between those who 

think of comparison as a rigorous social scientific method and those who use it more as an ad 

hoc technique. The former camp includes scholars like Peter Baldwin and Michael Miller 

who see comparison as “fundamentally concerned with causation, particularly with 

explaining differences and convergences.”54 Among the more ad hoc comparativists, simply 

juxtaposing historical examples “can also “cast[] into relief facets of national experiences that 

specialists haven taken for granted.”55 This project will take more of an ad hoc approach to 

comparison. By incorporating examples of parliamentary networks and cross-party 

collaboration from different European countries, the national experiences that are outliers 

become apparent. Although this method might lack the social scientific rigor that historians 

aspired to the 1980s, it is a new take on interwar political life that considers Europe more 

broadly as the entire continent faced down interwar threats to democracy. 

 
ROADMAP OF CHAPTERS, METHODS, AND SOURCES 

 “In League with Rivals” is structured to study both cross-party connections in national 

politics and transnational parliamentary networks. The various chapters draw on differing 

historical approaches and methodologies to understand these interwar phenomena. The first 

two chapters take inspiration from Thomas Mergel’s call to write the cultural history of 

                                                
54 Deborah Cohen and Maura O’Connor, “Introduction: Comparative History, Cross-National History, 
Transnational History—Definitions,” Comparison and History: Europe in Cross-National Perspective, eds. Deborah 
Cohen and Maura O’Connor (New York: Routledge, 2004), xv. 

55 Deborah Cohen and Maura O’Connor, “Introduction: Comparative History, Cross-National History, 
Transnational History—Definitions,” Comparison and History: Europe in Cross-National Perspective, eds. Deborah 
Cohen and Maura O’Connor (New York: Routledge, 2004), xvi. 
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politics, consider Geertzian “thick description,” and put together the pieces of a past political 

culture. Chapter One: Opponents into Colleagues: A Sketch of Parliamentary Culture’s 

Inclusion Mechanisms works to understand mechanisms that brought parliamentarians 

together across party lines in more than one country. This chapter draws heavily on examples 

from the German parliament between 1919 and 1933, but evidence from the Netherlands, 

Austria, and even the United Kingdom works to bolster the case that Europe’s 

parliamentarians built a common national esprit de corps in similar ways. Chapter Two: 

Enemies into Acquaintances: Behind-the-Scenes Socializing and the Case of Interwar Berlin 

zooms into one aspect of interwar parliamentary culture: the private social works that 

brought politicians together. This chapter begins with a broad overview of the social events in 

the parliamentary milieux in Germany, the UK, Austria, and the Netherlands, and then delves 

into comprehensive study of the social environment surrounding the German Reichstag. 

Previous scholars have not generally combed through personal papers to find stray 

invitations for drinks with parliamentary colleagues, so-called “Parlamentarische 

Bierabende,” or guest lists to events from the 1920s and 1930s; through this process, a 

fleshed-out description of the social world in Berlin is possible that is not overly tied to 

memoirs published much later.56 

 The following two chapters move from thick description to more traditional 

comparative approaches, each developing three case studies about aspects of interwar 

                                                
56 This study will continue to refer to a Parlamentarischer Bierabend or Parlamentarische Bierabende (plural) in 
German. The idea is particularly difficult to translate and was such a common feature of interwar politics and 
society that keeping the original makes sense. The same will be done with the German word Stammtisch (a 
regular lunch or dinner date). 
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parliamentary life. Chapter Three: Women as Parliamentary Newcomers: The Cases of 

Interwar Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands studies some of the first women elected to 

parliament in the Netherlands, Austria, and Germany. Women were newcomers to elected 

politics in the 1920s, and this chapter explores the extent to which they were accepted by 

members across the political spectrum and how they cooperated on common political goals. 

Chapter Four: Anti-Parliamentary Parliamentarians? Right-Wing Radical Parties in 

Germany, the Netherlands, and Czechoslovakia continues with a comparative case study 

method analyzing the various parliamentary permutations of the Nationalsozialistische 

Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (Nazi Party, NSDAP) in Germany, the Nationaal-Socialistische 

Beweging (National Socialist Movement, NSB) in the Netherlands, and the Sudetendeutsche 

Partei (Sudeten German Party, SdP) in Czechoslovakia to see how radicals participated in the 

informal life of interwar politics. This chapter debunks the myth that all radicals used the 

same anti-parliamentary playbook. The German Nazis’ regimented appearances in brown 

shirts in the Reichstag after 1930 stand in stark contrast to the Dutch National Socialists’ 

chaotic parliamentary party and the Sudeten German Party’s tacit acceptance of interaction 

with Czechoslovak government officials. Through this comparison, this chapter will be able 

to intervene in the national historiography about the SdP in Czechoslovakia and revise claims 

about how opposed to cooperation with the Czechoslovak state the SdP really was. 

 Chapter Five: Effective Behind-the-Scenes Collaborators? Austrian and German 

Parliamentary Networks in Government and Policymaking is this project’s response to 

concerns that scholarship on the cultural history of politics does not pay enough attention to 

political decision-making. In two extended examples, this chapter explores how backroom 
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cooperation and trust was built among socialists and conservatives in Austria and Germany. 

In the Austrian example, a socialist cooperated extensively with the Christian Social army 

minister on issues related to paramilitaries and secret weapons. In the German example, 

relationships forged in the halls of the Reichstag formed the basis of the Sozialdemokratische 

Partei Deutschlands’ (German Social Democratic Party, SPD) toleration of a conservative 

government. Furthermore, this chapter explores the extent to which the idea of informal 

institutions from political science can be applied to these backroom networks. 

After recasting the elite political culture of interwar Europe as far more collegial than 

one might expect, this project turns to the international stage, contending that elected 

parliamentarians were active players in this arena as well. Chapter Six: Constructing and 

Contesting an Interwar Parliamentary International: The Inter-Parliamentary Union and 

Conférence parlementaire internationale du commerce focuses on two inter-parliamentary 

associations that reached their heyday during the interwar years. These organizations were 

forums where parliamentarians from around the world met each other and expanded their 

political networks. Both groups also grappled with the rising tide of anti-democratic 

sentiment and navigated those waters in different ways, one organization building as big a 

tent as possible and the other taking a more technocratic and apolitical route. 

The final two chapters examine parliamentarians serving as either official or 

unofficial diplomats. In addition to considering the place of parliamentarians in an age when 

diplomacy was in flux, Chapter Seven: Interwar Diplomatic Experimentation: 

Parliamentarians, Women, and National Representation at the League of Nations, looks at 

politicians attending formal conferences, especially at the League of Nations. The chapter 
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uncovers the political calculus that was applied to determine which politicians were 

dispatched to these events. Although there was a worldwide trend of sending 

parliamentarians and women as national delegates to the League, using examples from 

Australia and Germany, this chapter will show that domestic concerns usually drove delegate 

appointments. Finally, Chapter Eight: National Parliamentarians on the International 

Stage: Private Contacts and Political Cooperation in Interwar Europe turns to the more 

informal diplomacy carried out by parliamentarians in European capitals and explores the 

party-political networks that tied European lawmakers together. 

The national focus of the first five chapters and the international emphasis in the final 

three work in tandem to demonstrate the extent of cross-party interwar political and social 

connections. Parliamentarians’ international diplomatic roles have been wholly overlooked 

in the scholarship, and taking a comparative approach to study national political networks 

reveals far more cross-party cooperation than the historiography would suggest. In fact, 

sometimes these surprising political connections in national politics only came about after 

politicians first attended international conferences together. Taken as a whole, this project 

makes the case that discounting parliamentarians as mindless members of ideologically 

driven blocs is inaccurate. Historians and political scientists cannot simply overlook informal 

parliamentary culture and the web of relationships surrounding the political elite; adding 

these areas to our study recasts our understanding of political decisions and the functioning 

of democracy during the 1920s and 1930s. 
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BRIEF NOTE ON NAMES 

 This study contends with integrating foreign language names into its English text. In 

the case of political parties, the first time one is mentioned the original language name will be 

provided followed by an English language translation; subsequently, the original language 

abbreviation is used. The names of parliaments are given in their original language. Many 

could be translated—the German Reichstag could be the “Imperial Diet” and the Dutch 

parliament’s upper-house, the Eerste Kamer, could be the “First Chamber” or the “Senate”—

but this often clunky in English, so original names will be used. 

  In the case of city and town names in interwar Czechoslovakia, both the Czech and 

the German will be used. In the English-language historiography, there is a split between 

scholars who work more in Prague’s archives using Czech names and those who work with 

the materials of the exiled Sudeten Germans using German names. This study will refer to 

multinational Czechoslovak cities by both names (e.g. Karlsbad/Karlovy Vary). Prague is in 

English throughout this text, and locations in footnotes have been left in the original (e.g. 

Karlsbad, Eger, Asch). Interwar German cities that are now in modern Poland or Russia, 

however, are only referred to by their contemporary German name. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 28 

Chapter One 
Opponents into Colleagues: 

A Sketch of Parliamentary Culture’s Inclusion Mechanisms 
 

 In June 1929, the socialist German Chancellor Hermann Müller was plagued by 

incessant gall bladder pains, which the press publicized. Müller’s old conservative colleague 

Kurt von Lersner noticed the newspapers reports and wrote to Chancellor Müller at length 

about an alternative home remedy that he recommended: “Japanese tea algae [Teealge].” 

Apparently, after seeping for four days, this algae produced a sour medicinal concoction that 

could be taken by the spoonful every morning. Lersner could not have been a more 

enthusiastic missionary for tea algae after his foray into this brand of alternative medicine. 

He swore this Japanese tea cured all of his wife’s ills. Müller quickly responded to Lersner’s 

letter, thanking him for the tip and promising to order his own algae to make medicinal tea.57 

 Why was the long-serving leader of the socialist party and a left-wing chancellor 

receiving medical tips from a conservative German aristocrat who was then a member of the 

Deutschnationale Volkspartei (German National People’s Party, DNVP)? Lersner and Müller 

had built up an unexpected friendly rapport serving together in the diplomatic world, in 

German politics, and encountering each other in the social world of interwar Berlin. Lersner 

had served as a diplomat during the Kaiserreich and had been the German Foreign Office’s 

representative to the army command during the First World War. After having played a role 

in sending Vladimir Lenin back to Russia and then working on the negotiations at Brest-

                                                
57 Lersner to Müller, 23 Jun 1929, 1/HMAG00001, Nachlass Hermann Müller, Archiv der sozialen Demokratie 
der Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung-Bonn. 
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Litovsk that ended Soviet Russia’s participation in the war, Lersner ended up as a leader in the 

German diplomatic delegation at Versailles. Müller was the newly minted German Foreign 

Minister when the peace treaty was signed and first worked closely with Lersner in Paris.58 

After Lersner returned to Germany, he served in the Reichstag for the right-liberal Deutsche 

Volkspartei (German People’s Party, DVP) from 1920 to 1924 but joined the DNVP after 

leaving the parliament. In Müller and Lersner’s 1929 letters, both men referenced the “pain” 

of the upcoming ten-year anniversary of the Versailles Treaty; Müller called it “the hardest 

day of my life to date.”59 Nevertheless, these men’s common experiences in France and in 

German politics brought these  very different men together despite political differences so 

much so that one felt comfortable dispensing medical advice to the other. The “Japanese tea 

algae” letters are a relic of a cross-party network of politicians that emerged during the 

interwar years across party-political barriers that historians have seen as insurmountable. 

 This first chapter looks beyond national borders to identify structures and 

mechanisms that brought interwar European parliamentarians together across party lines. 

Evidence for this informal world of politics is often limited to records of private 

conversations or unexpected friendships in personal papers and memoirs, so the historian is 

                                                
58 Biographisches Handbuch des deutschen Auswärtigen Dienstes, 1871-1945, vol 3 (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 
2008), 58-59.  

Martin Vogt, “Müller(-Franken), Hermann,” Neue deutsche Biographie, vol. 18 (Berlin: Ducker&Humboldt, 
1996),  

412-414, Münchener DigitalisierungsZentrum: Digitale Bibliothek. 

59 Müller to Lersner, 26 Jun 1929, 1/HMAG00042, Nachlass Hermann Müller, Archiv der sozialen 
Demokratie der Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung-Bonn. 
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forced to string together anecdotes and glimpses of this cross-party political world to make 

larger claims. It is easier to delve into this informal world of politics in larger countries like 

the United Kingdom or Germany because of the number of personal papers and memoirs 

that one can sift through. However, many of the same mechanisms that brought colleagues 

together in one country did so in another. Rather than exhaustively studying one national 

case, this chapter incorporates examples from Germany, Austria, the Netherlands, and, to a 

much lesser extent, the United Kingdom. 

 Despite numerous obstacles standing in the way of cross-party networks, 

parliamentarians still came together in the course of parliamentary business by cooperating 

with the presiding officers, staff, or in committees; this day-to-day parliamentary 

collaboration will be explored in the chapter’s second section. The chapter then moves to a 

study of the world of collegial correspondence and apologies that seem particularly foreign to 

our contemporary world of Twitter, texts, and email. However, heartfelt condolence letters 

and private apologies for overzealous speeches also brought interwar politicians together 

with their colleagues. Finally, this chapter looks how serving in a cabinet as a minister could 

connect politicians. This chapter’s understanding of the structures and mechanisms that 

could bring parliamentarians together is complemented by Chapter Two, which examines 

the power of informal social events at bringing together politicians across party lines in 

greater depth. This approach balances providing a “thick description” of cross-party political 

networks, following Clifford Geertz and Thomas Mergel, with putting together broad 

description that involves more than one European country. 
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COMING TOGETHER IN THE COURSE OF PARLIAMENTARY BUSINESS 

 When the Catholic conservative Austrian Christian Social state politician and noted 

anti-Semite Emmerich Czermak ran into his socialist opponents in interwar Vienna, he had 

no problem making small talk with them. Czermak remembered that “malice or anti-clerical 

comments were absent from all of my talks with [Otto Bauer, the socialist leader].” Czermak 

also remembered an amusing conversation with the Viennese socialist Karl Seitz in the early 

years of his interwar career: “[H]e confided in me that his greatest desire was to become 

Mayor of Vienna – a second Karl, like his biggest enemy Karl Lueger before him.”60 In fact, 

Karl Seitz got his wish and served as “a second Karl” as the Viennese mayor from 1923 to 

1934.  

During the Weimar years, German politicians would run into each other in the 

Reichstag’s corridors and in the restaurant.61 German parliamentarians also had the privilege 

of free first-class travel on the country’s railroads, so they would often see each other in first-

class train compartments, where it was only natural to strike up a conversation.62 Just to show 

this was not only a German or Austrian phenomenon, a hint of friendly cross-party 

parliamentary communication was also captured in an account of a British Labour party 

backbencher serving during the minority government of the Labour politician Ramsay 

                                                
60 Untitled Memiors, n.d., DO-189, NL-43, Emmerich Czermak, Institut für Zeitgeschichte-Vienna. 

61 Fr. von Prittwitz to Heuss, 11 Feb 1926, N 1221/92, Nachlass Theodor Heuss, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

62 Thomas Mergel, Parlamentarische Kultur in der Weimarer Republik (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2005), 116-118; 
Typewritten Manuscript “Wie alles kam. Das Hitlerreich und sein Zusammenbruch von Heinrich Schnee,” p. 
18, Nr. 13, VI. HA Nl. Schnee, Nachlass Heinrich Schnee, Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preußischer Kulturbesitz-
Berlin. 
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MacDonald. After several parliamentary victories for the government, the account’s 

protagonist runs into a member of the opposition who was happy to share his private political 

insights: “A Conservative member who has sat in two or three Parliaments said to me as we 

passed in the Lobby that he had never known an Opposition so cowed.”63 Running into 

colleagues from other parties out and about in Vienna, in a first-class German train 

compartment, or outside the House of Commons was not enough to build a strong working 

relationship, but this cross-party communication does point to the reality that party 

affiliation was not a rigid, impermeable wall between politicians. 

Personal relationships between politicians were more durable when parliamentarians’ 

work brought them together. In a strong parliamentary democracy, the legislature is tasked 

with making laws and overseeing the government. In multiparty democracies that require 

coalitions, parliamentarians were often at the forefront of hammering out political deals to 

keep the government in power; ministers had to negotiate with parliamentary parties to earn 

their support. For example, when German ministers were in the Reichstag building in 1924, 

they made a point to meet with the parliamentary leaders from the governing coalition’s 

parties to settle on a date for the next national election.64 These meetings with allied 

parliamentarians occurred both in the German chancellery and in the parliament because it 

was important for the parliamentarians to hammer out legislative compromises that both the 

                                                
63 “Diary of Theophilus, M.P.,” p. 3, PRO 30/69/1056, National Archives-Kew. 

64 “Niederschrift über den letzten Tag des ersten deutschen Reichstags am 13. März 1924,” 18 Mar 1924, N 
1227/30, Nachlass Albert Zapf, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 
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cabinet and parliamentary parties could accept.65 Coalition parliamentarians might also work 

behind the scenes with each other to come to consensus on the next legislative steps. For 

example, in drafting customs tariffs legislation in 1925, a DVP politician incorporated 

suggestions from a Center party colleague, received the approval of the German Economic 

Ministry, and invited Center Party representatives to a meeting to hammer out a final 

legislative deal.66 

These informal conversations about legislation or parliamentary procedures were not 

limited to the governing parties. In February 1928, months before the German national 

elections that year, the Catholic Center Party leadership hosted members of the SPD’s 

leadership for a private meeting on political issues.67 This meeting could be seen as keeping 

the cross-party lines of communication open and even exploring the possibility of a future 

governing coalition. The same was true in Austria in 1920, when the Christian Social 

parliamentary leader Ignaz Seipel spoke to the leader of the opposition Großdeutsche 

Volkspartei (Greater German People’s Party, GDVP) about the timing of the new army law 

that was to come before the Nationalrat. The Army Law was a major sticking point between 

the socialist and Christian social coalition partners.68 Seipel’s Christian Social party was 

                                                
65 See, for example, Minutes of Meeting with “Parteiführer der Mittelparteien,” 20 May 1924, N 1072/136, 
Nachlass Anton Erkelenz, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

66 Hans von Raumer to Dessauer, 23 Mar 1925, FD 3, Nachlass Friedrich Dessauer, Kommission für 
Zeitgeschichte-Bonn. 

67 v. Guerard to Müller, 15 Feb 1928, N 2200/2, Nachlass Hermann Müller, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

68 Ludwig Jedlicka, Ein Heer im Schatten der Parteien: Die militärpolitische Lage Österreichs 1918-1938 as quoted in 
Norbert Leser, “Der Bruch der Koalition 1920—Voraussetzungen und Konsequenzen in 
Koalitionsregierungen in Österreich: Ihr Ende 1920 und 1966: Protokoll des Symposiums ‘Bruch der 
Koalition’ in Wien am 28. April 1980” (Vienna: Verlag für Geschichte und Politik, 1985), 40. 
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unenthusiastic about the law that refashioned the army and included soldiers’ councilors, but 

it was willing to vote in favor as a “leap of faith” supporting the coalition with the Austrian 

socialists.69 The GDVP leader argued in his private conversation with Seipel that the debate 

on the Army Law should be put off for political reasons. Seipel seemed sympathetic, and he 

tried to accommodate the concerns, but the Nationalrat approved the controversial law the 

very next day.70  Interestingly, the Christian Social coalition with the socialists would 

eventually collapse over a socialist ministerial decree on soldiers’ councilors in June 1920, 

and Seipel would form a coalition between the Christian Socials and the GDVP. One could 

read Seipel’s conversation with the GDVP as an example of keeping the lines of 

communication open to a close opposition party, which one day might be a political ally.71 

 A more extensive network of politicians was brought together around a parliament’s 

speaker and the permanent staff. In most countries, the parliament’s presiding officer was 

chosen from the largest political party but had to serve impartially in this role. This meant 

that the speaker had to collaborate with parliamentarians from across the political spectrum, 

often developing strong working relationships.72 In 1926, when a dinner was given in honor 

                                                
69 Friedrich Rennhofer, Ignaz Seipel: Mensch und Staatsmann (Vienna: Hermann Böhlaus Nachf., 1978), 201-202. 

70 “83. Verhandlungsschrift über die Sitzung der “Grossdeutschen Vereinigung” am 17. März 1920,” Karton 1, 
AdR BKA BKA-I Parteiarchive GDVP allgemein Schriftgut der Partei, Archiv der Republik, Österreichisches 
Staatsarchiv-Vienna; “Wehrgesetz vom 18. März 1920,” Staatsgesetzblatt für die Republik Österreich, 43, Nr. 120, 
27 Mar 1920, 232-240, ALEX-ÖNB. 

71 Klemens von Klemperer, Ignaz Seipel: Christian Statesman in a Time of Crisis (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1972), 131-132. 

72 See, for example, Excerpt of Korrespondenz der Gesellschaft, 25 Jan 1933: “Civilcourage: Zum 60. Geburtstag des 
ehemaligen Vizepräsidenten des Reichstags Siegfried von Kardorff am 4. Februar 1933,” N 1040/4, Nachlass 
Siegfried von Kardorff, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 
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of the presiding officer of the Dutch Eerste Kamer, the socialist leader wanted as many 

members of his party to attend: “I believe that it will nevertheless be beneficial for good 

relationships, if more members of our parliamentary party attended.”73 This was a period 

when the Dutch social democrats were still considered off limits for governing coalitions or 

public political cooperation, but in the Eerste Kamer the socialists were working to make 

inroads in the parliament’s social network. Around the same time, the Eerste Kamer 

socialists also contributed to a gift fund that had been put together by a conservative 

Protestant politician for a parliamentary employee.74  

Maintaining good relations with the staff was a perennial issue in parliaments, and 

parliamentarians would come together with funds or gifts to honor maids and other 

employees, with politicians and staff members sometimes becoming close.75 A parliament’s 

staff could even reach out to parliamentarians for favors. For instance, in early 1940, the clerk 

of the Dutch Tweede Kamer decided that paintings of the Binnenhof parliamentary complex 

could liven up the break room in the parliament, so he asked Willem Drees, a socialist 

parliamentarian and member of The Hague city council, to ask the mayor of The Hague if 

there were any such painting in the city’s collection that could be lent to the parliament. The 

mayor had the staff at the city museum go through their collections and then check at an old 

                                                
73 Letter from Wibaut likely to socialists in the Eerste Kamer, 13 Sep 1926, Inv. 331, Collectie Florentinus 
Marinus Wibaut, Internationaal Instituut voor Sociale Geschiedenis-Amsterdam. 

74 Wibaut to J. Wassenaar van Catwyk, 16 Oct 1925, Inv. 331, Collectie Florentinus Marinus Wibaut, 
Internationaal Instituut voor Sociale Geschiedenis-Amsterdam. 

75 Braun to Löbe, 23 Nov 1919, N 2178/8, Nachlass Paul Löbe, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde; 
Reichstagsangestellte A. Wolff to Geck, n.d., N Geck 1440, Nachlass Adolf Geck, Generallandesarchiv-
Karlsruhe. 



 

 36 

book shop for appropriate prints, and these recommendations were finally passed back on 

the parliamentary staff.76 Thus, private networks tied together staff members, parliamentary 

speakers, and politicians and included members who might have been seen as too radical to 

join formal political networks. 

Interwar politicians’ charitable or foundation work could also bring them together 

outside parliament. Private associations often sought elite politicians from across the 

political spectrum to join or lead their organizations to lend them credibility. For example, 

the Walter Rathenau Gesellschaft, which was founded to memorialize a Weimar Republic 

martyr as a learned society, included national and Prussian politicians, as well as bureaucrats, 

who hailed from the centrist Weimar coalition of parties—the SPD, DDP, and Catholic 

Center Party.77 The German League of Nations Association (Deutsche Liga für Völkerbund) 

boasted a similar cast of political characters, bringing together centrist politicians with 

representatives of business and academia in the association’s executive committee 

meetings.78 Importantly, even when the SPD was not in Germany’s governing coalition, 

                                                
76 Drees to Kesper, 29 Jan 1940, and de Monchy to Drees, 26 Jan 1940, 2.02.22, Inv. nr. 3365, Collectie Tweede 
Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 1815-1945, Nationaal Archief-The Hague. 

77 See folder on the Walter Rathenau Gesellschaft, N 1005/150, Nachlass Hermann Pünder, Bundesarchiv-
Koblenz; 

Mitglieder der deutschen Gruppe der Interparlamentarischen Union, 1 Apr 1921, N 1051-F/96, Nachlass 
Walther Schücking, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

78 Protokoll der Sitzung des Präsidiums der Deutschen Liga für Völkerbund, 16 Feb 1927, N 1051-F/93, 
Nachlass Walther Schücking, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 
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socialists remained in these organizations and could mingle with their non-socialist 

colleagues at these executive committee meetings.79 

Parliamentarians were also particularly well represented in the membership and 

leadership of the Deutsches Komitee Pro Palästina, which was designed to promote Jewish 

migration to Palestine financially and through lobbying efforts. The organization was 

founded first in 1919, but after a period of inactivity, it was reorganized after Germany joined 

the League of Nations in 1926 and was in a position to influence policy in Mandatory 

Palestine. Both in 1919 and 1926, the Zionist organizers of the group sought out elite non-

Jewish members for the association, particularly from the ranks of politicians serving in the 

Reichstag. In 1919, these members were as diametrically opposed to each other as the SPD 

politician Philipp Scheidemann and the DNVP conservative Kuno Graf von Westarp.80 After 

1926, the association’s politician members came from the SPD, DDP, Center Party, DVP, 

Wirtschaftspartei, and DNVP. The DDP was overrepresented when compared to their 

membership in the Reichstag, which was perhaps reflective of the fact that the DDP was the 

political home of many Jews during the Weimar years, and the most conservative DNVP was 

slightly underrepresented.81 Alongside individuals like Leo Baeck and Albert Einstein, 

leading parliamentarians from the SPD to the DNVP served in the executive leadership of the 

                                                
79 Report on International on Parliamentarism, n.d., R58/3436, Reichssicherheitshauptamt, Bundesarchiv-
Berlin-Lichterfelde; Memo from Deutsches Comitte für Europäische Cooperation, n.d., N 1051-F/100, 
Nachlass Walther Schücking, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

80 Joseph Walk, “Das ‘Deutsche Komitee Pro Palästina’ 1926-1933,” Leo Baeck Institute Bulletin 50 (1976): 163-
169. 

81 Joseph Walk, “Das ‘Deutsche Komitee Pro Palästina’ 1926-1933,” Leo Baeck Institute Bulletin 50 (1976): 170 
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organization.82 The Komitee Pro Palästina had one of the most diverse political 

memberships of the period.83  

 Although serving as a parliamentary speaker or on a board of an external organization 

created personal relationships and cross-party interaction between parliamentarians, these 

were almost exclusively connections among the elite of the elite in interwar politics. On the 

other hand, the nuts and bolts of committee work could bring together less prominent 

politicians. When one of the first women elected to the Dutch parliament reflected on her 

work in the Tweede Kamer, she highlighted committee work: “This committee and 

commission work is especially important because it forms the basis for the deliberation in the 

parliament and one meets and learns to understand each other better there; everyone speaks more freely 

to each other.”84 For her, committees were the place where individual parliamentarians could 

confront ministers and departmental heads, and this was a place where an individual 

politician could leave a mark on political decision-making.  

A young German SPD parliamentarian elected in 1932 shared the Dutch 

parliamentarian’s expectation that committees were the main sites of cross-party contact. 

The SPD politician only attended one committee meeting before the Reichstag was 

dissolved: “That also meant, that I did not come into contact with the lawmakers from other 

                                                
82 Letter from Deutsches Komitee Pro Palästina signed Dr. M. Rosenblüth, 4 May 1932, N 1040/9, Nachlass 
Siegfried von Kardorff, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

83 Kurt Blumenfeld, Erlebte Judenfrage: Ein Vierteljahrhundert deutscher Zionismus (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-
Anstalt, 1962), 177. 

84 “De roeping der vrouw in de Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal,” 1933, 2.21.190 Inv. 91, Collectie C. Frida 
Katz Fam., Nationaal Archief-The Hague. Emphasis mine. 
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parliamentary parties.”85 In normal German parliamentary practice, committees were good 

places to corner colleagues for an important private conversation, as a German Center Party 

politician did when he needed to meet with a socialist colleague about local Badenese issues 

and found him in the budget committee.86 Moreover, when the Center party Reichstag 

member Mathias Höner died suddenly in 1923, his widow received condolences from two 

parliamentarians who had grown close to Höner through their common committee work. A 

member of the DVP remembered their “many hours in the social committee working on 

mending social ills,”87 and another colleague praised Höner as “my very good friend and 

special colleague in the tax committee.”88  

Committees could even bring strange political bedfellows together. For example, the 

Communist Reichstag member Karl Becker collaborated with his socialist colleagues in the 

economic policy parliamentary committee. Becker had worked as a blacksmith in the Silesian 

mining industry, and he was particularly close to three SPD parliamentarians who came from 

similar working-class backgrounds. Becker saw eye-to-eye with them, and they worked 

collaboratively with them on mining issues in the committee.89 On the other end of the 
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political spectrum, there was cooperation between right-wing radicals in the parliamentary 

committee investigating government support of the grain market.90 The conservative parties 

wanted to embarrass the government with revelations about corruption in the import and 

export of rye between Poland and Germany. The DDP chairman of the committee 

remembered that managing the investigative committee’s work was contentious; he pointed 

out that the DVP secretary “never once said hello or exchanged words with me.” On the other 

hand, the DNVP and the NSDAP committee members cooperated extensively in their efforts 

to ridicule the government.91 

Personal relationships forged in parliamentary committee rooms could lay the 

foundations for lasting relationships among politicians of very different political stripes. A 

particularly good example of this was the socialist Gustav Noske’s relationships with 

conservative politicians interested in German colonial policies. Noske was a moderate social 

democrat who was first elected in 1906 to the imperial Reichstag, but he strode onto the 

national stage during the 1918 German Revolution as the socialists’ representative trying to 

control the sailors’ mutiny in Kiel. In the new Weimar government, Noske was the 

Reichswehr Minister who allied with the German army and right-wing paramilitaries to put 

down the Communist Spartacist uprising of 1919.92 For this, he earned the eternal ire of the 
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German left and was later marginalized and moved to a regional sinecure for the rest of his 

Weimar career.93  

Despite being a social democrat, Noske took an interest in colonialism, believing that 

Germany deserved its place in the sun. In the prewar imperial Reichstag, Noske made a name 

for himself as “one of the most diligent workers” in committees in which he dealt with 

colonial questions. The SPD as a whole rejected colonialism, in part because of the “cruelties 

committed against the black inhabitants of the German colonies that came to light;” 

nevertheless, “Noske gradually turned towards advocating these [colonial] policies.”94 In 

1914, Noske even wrote the book Kolonialpolitik und Sozialpolitik, which called for more social 

democratic support of colonial projects, and he had planned a study trip to the German 

colonies in Africa, which was only cancelled because of the outbreak of the First World War.95 

Noske’s interest in colonialism continued into the interwar era and was well known. 

Heinrich Schnee, a former imperial governor of German East Africa and interwar DVP 

parliamentarian, sent Noske a copy of Schnee’s book Deutsch-Ostafrika im Weltkriege. Schnee 

referred in his letter accompanying the book to Noske’s support for colonialism in the 

Reichstag’s budget committee in the past. Schnee then made the case that the two men should 
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stand together against the Allies’ attacks on future German colonial projects: “I hope that this 

[book] will help contribute to refuting the myth […] stoked by our enemies that we are unable 

or unworthy to have colonies.”96  

Noske’s committee work in the imperial Reichstag tied him into a surprising pro-

colonial conservative network that he could use during the Weimar years. since Noske threw 

himself so much into parliamentary committee work during the Kaiserreich, he had grown 

close to high-ranking imperial government officials.97 “Although Bebel and other leading 

socialists always keep their distance from imperial politicians, Noske shamelessly sought out 

personal contacts with them, even with Grand Admiral Tirpitz.” Noske’s opponents within 

the SPD read his closeness to these generals as motivating his strong support of the German 

war effort, his patriotic descriptions of the conflict in the SPD party press, and the scorn he 

heaped on the socialist opponents of the war bonds. When Noske was appointed Reichswehr 

Minister in the new republican government, the trust he had already earned among the 

imperial generals turned out to be useful in maintaining order. In fact, some of Noske’s ties 

to the conservative military elite that dated back to his service in the committees of the 

imperial Reichstag even carried into the Nazi period. One of Noske’s former socialist 

colleagues remembered that when the two encountered each other during the Third Reich, 

Noske mentioned his continuing friendship and conversations with generals still serving in 

                                                
96 Schnee to Noske, 16 Dec 1919, N 1046/7, Nachlass Gustav Noske, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

97 See, Hans-Christoph Schröder, Gustav Noske und die Kolonialpolitik des Deutschen Kaiserreichs (Berlin: Verlag 
J.H.W. Dietz Nachf., 1979). 



 

 43 

Hitler’s Wehrmacht.98 Noske’s friendly backroom conversations in the committee rooms of 

the imperial Reichstag thus carried into the Weimar years during his service as a minister and 

into his relationships with officers of the Third Reich and proved how strong and lasting 

these personal parliamentary connections made could be. 

 
COLLEGIAL CORRESPONDENCE AND PERSONAL APOLOGIES 

Behind the scenes in European parliaments, there also was a world of collegial 

correspondence marking birthdays, passing along condolences and apologizing for political 

or personal slights. These letters are too scattered throughout personal papers to be explored 

with social scientific precision here, but the claim can be made that this collegial 

correspondence was more than a curious aspect of interwar parliamentary culture.99 Even 

birthday wishes could bring correspondents together and presage future political 

cooperation. For example, in 1929, the long-serving Dutch socialist leader Pieter Jelles 

Troelstra reached out to Henri Marchant, the leader of the liberal Vrijzinnig-Democratische 

Bond (Free-Thinking Democratic League, VDB), after Troelstra missed Marchant’s 

birthday. He sent a belated birthday letter that mixed political hopes with personal praise; in 

addition to complimenting Marchant’s “parliamentary qualities that I would wish on many 

of ours: that they had something of your quick-wittedness, your sarcasm, and your striking 
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way of both attacking and parrying” Troelstra pointed out: “in recent years, your 

parliamentary party and ours have grown closer to each other.”100 Eventually, Troelstra’s 

Sociaal-Democratische Arbeiderspartij (Social Democratic Workers’ Party, SDAP) would 

eventually enter into a Dutch government with the VDB in 1939. Troelstra’s 1929 birthday 

card built on a longer tradition of these two men sending friendly birthday greetings. For 

example, in 1919, Marchant had sent Troelstra a jovial birthday note for his sixteenth 

birthday, referring humorously back to a lively plenary debate when Troelstra slurred 

Marchant as the “clown of the reaction.” Marchant’s congratulatory telegram was jokingly 

signed: “Best birthday wishes from the clown of the reaction.”101 

 A particularly important aspect of this behind-the-scenes collegial world of 

correspondence and conversation were apology letters or apologetic visits between 

politicians. Apologies indicated that parliamentarians valued more than a quick political win 

but wanted to mend fences and invest in a lasting personal and political relationship. These 

apologies could sometimes be quick letters back and forth. For example, in 1929, the Dutch 

senator Aart Anton de Veer of the Protestant Anti-Revolutionaire Partij (Anti-Revolutionary 

Party, ARP) distributed materials on property tax revenue, and his socialist colleague Floor 

Wibaut pointed out an error in his numbers. De Veer sent Wibaut a handwritten letter, 
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thanking him for the corrections and apologizing for the mistake.102 This incident seems 

minor, but the correction and cordial apology brought a Dutch social democrat and 

Protestant politician closer together, at a time when the Dutch socialists were still too 

politically toxic for overt cooperation. Three other extended examples of politicians bending 

over backwards to apologize help make the case for the importance of these kinds of 

apologies. 

In 1924, the socialist Paul Löbe, then a once-and-future President of the German 

Reichstag tracked down Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann in the parliament with a 

complaint. Stresemann was the leader of the right-liberal DVP, and a Silesian DVP 

functionary had given a speech allegedly describing an encounter with Löbe at a wine bar in 

Breslau. The DVP functionary allegedly said: “One day Löbe was there in this restaurant, he 

drank champagne and lots of wine and afterwards, under the influence of the wine, he 

launched into the strongest diatribes against Dr. Stresemann.” This Silesian DVP member 

supposedly overhead the socialist’s drunken tirade, reported it to Stresemann, and “[s]ince 

that moment, Dr. Stresemann has thought of Löbe, alongside Dr. Wirth, as his worst 

enemy.” Löbe recounted this story to Stresemann and protested that nothing was true: 

“[Löbe] could not imagine that [Stresemann] considered him [his] closest enemy after all the 

experiences during recent years when we have stuck together.” When Löbe brought 

Stresemann’s attention to this slanderous account, Löbe was out of office as the President of 

                                                
102 Wibaut to de Veer, 17 May 1929, and de Veer to Wibaut, 18 May 1929, Inv. 335, Collectie Florentinus 
Marinus Wibaut, Internationaal Instituut voor Sociale Geschiedenis-Amsterdam. 



 

 46 

the Reichstag, and the SPD was not represented directly in the minority government of which 

Stresemann was a member. Stresemann had little political obligation to sort out the 

situation, but he did: “Especially considering the exceptional relationship that I have with 

Löbe, despite being political opponents, I would like to clear up this issue soon.” Indeed, 

Stresemann later sent a copy of his letter protesting the Silesian DVP man’s speech directly to 

Löbe to illustrate that Stresemann was diligently trying to investigate the issue.103 

 A more direct apology came from the German DVP politician Heinrich Schnee to the 

SPD leader Hermann Müller. In 1927, Schnee was the leader of the Arbeitsausschuss 

deutscher Verbände (Working Committee of German Associations) when it held its annual 

national meeting in Goslar. Despite this organization’s innocuous name, the 

Arbeitsausschuss’ goal was to bring together all the German organizations dedicated to 

challenging the view that Germany was responsible for the outbreak of the First World War. 

Unsurprisingly, this perspective was common across the political spectrum in interwar 

Germany. However, in the discussions at the Arbeitsausschuss’ general meeting in 1927, 

several speakers from the right-wing associations slandered two of the German signers of the 

Treaty of Versailles—Hermann Müller and the Catholic politician Johannes Bell—as having 

offered Germany “political suicide [Harakiri].”104 Bell came across a news report about these 

speeches and complained to his fellow parliamentarian Schnee who had chaired the 

assembly. 
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Schnee wrote to Müller proactively to formally distance himself and the leadership of 

his organization from the remarks of these right-wing members. Schnee pained himself to 

emphasize that this organization did not pursue party-political goals: “I can definitely ensure 

that members of all different persuasions endeavor to do everything possible to serve the 

demands of our all-party goals and try to avoid everything that could stand in the way of 

future work.” Schnee pointed out to Müller “that my own concluding speech, that the 

patriotic feelings and desires of members of other parties must also be recognized by 

domestic political opponents received the loudest applause of the conference.”105 In Müller’s 

response, he assured Schnee that he had no doubts that the leadership would object to the 

slanderous remarks against him, but also pushed back at the idea that this organization was 

truly non-partisan: “Nevertheless even you must still recognize that if Dr. Bell or I had been 

present, the conference atmosphere would not have been as congenial.”106 Müller was 

grateful for Schnee’s contrition, which likely helped keep the door to the Chancellery open 

for Schnee when Müller became chancellor again in 1928. 

A final extended example of an apology across party lines is a dispute between the 

leader of the big-tent Catholic political party in the Netherlands and the leader of the 

Protestant ARP, who was also serving as the Dutch prime minister. On July 23, 1935, a long-

smoldering dispute within the Dutch cabinet erupted onto the public stage when the Catholic 

party parliamentary leader Piet Aalberse delivered a damning speech against the cabinet’s 
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austerity plans and particularly criticized the Dutch Prime Minister Hendrik Colijn’s 

inability to take criticism: “The fact is that this cabinet apparently cannot take any criticism, 

even when it is tempered in its extent and framed in a matter-of-fact way.”107 The left-wing 

faction within the Catholic party had pushed back against the largely conservative cabinet’s 

approach to combatting the economic crisis. To appease that faction in the party, Dutch 

Catholic parliamentarians decided to no longer support the cabinet on economic issues.108 

Aalberse concluded his speech in the Tweede Kamer by declaring that the Catholic party 

would abstain on vote of no confidence on the cabinet’s policies, which effectively marked the 

fall of the cabinet, since it no longer commanded a majority in the Tweede Kamer.109 

 Six days later, Colijn called the cause of his political headaches—Aalberse—and asked 

for a meeting. In the interim, Colijn’s government had formally resigned, and Queen 

Wilhelmina had asked Aalberse to attempt to form a new government. When Aalberse’s 

attempt failed, she asked Colijn to try his hand at forming a new cabinet in which the 

economic issues could be sorted. After returning from his meeting with the Queen, Colijn 

phoned Aalberse.110 The situation that led to the collapse of Colijn’s second cabinet was 

described by a contemporary Dutch politician as “crisis of prestige” between Aalberse and 
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Colijn.111 Thus, this face-to-face meeting behind the two men had a lot riding on it. Aalberse 

recalled in his diary: 

I immediately broke the ice by saying that I had actually planned to write him [Colijn] 
a letter on Wednesday in which I expressed my regret that we ended up on such 
pointedly different sides of the issue and that I trusted that he would understand that 
this [dispute] had absolutely nothing to do with my deep personal respect for him; I 
only did what I did because I felt that I was bound by conscience to act in the best 
interests of the country. 
 

Colijn could have been skeptical about how earnest Aalberse’s apology was. It would not have 

been far-fetched to assume Aalberse was aiming to take the prime minister’s chair. However, 

after Aalberse opening gambit in the conversation, Colijn seemed content and “said that he 

had never understood the situation differently, after which we shook hands […] and the peace 

between us was once again secure.”112 Aalberse then remained with Colijn for two and a half 

hours discussing forming a new cabinet with ironclad Catholic support in which all the 

economic policy issues were sorted out in advance.113 Aalberse’s explanation for his speech 

and his warm words for Colijn enabled that conversation to go forward and helped Colijn put 

together his new cabinet by the end of the month.114 
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PARLIAMENTARIAN TO MINISTER AND BACK AGAIN 

 Interwar Europe’s leading parliamentarians sometimes gave up debates in 

parliamentary committees to move into corner offices as cabinet ministers. Since many 

interwar governments collapsed or were rearranged frequently, a minister’s tenure was often 

not particularly long. Politicians would play fast-paced musical chairs bouncing between a 

legislative seat and minister’s office. For a historian, this means that it is impossible to draw a 

neat distinction between cross-party political relationships nurtured while a politician was 

only a parliamentarian or when serving as a cabinet minister. However, in studying interwar 

cross-party political connections, ministers deserve particular attention because serving in 

higher office brought a politician together with colleagues from other political parties in 

different contexts than if one was simply a parliamentary backbencher. 

Ministerial demographics did not look the same as parliamentary demographics. 

Although many European parliaments had prominent female members, women only served 

briefly as ministers in Scandinavian countries, the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Spain 

during the 1920s and 1930s.115 There were also differences in the constitutional rules about 

whether a parliamentarian had to resign his or her parliamentary seat when appointed as a 

minister—as was the case in the Netherlands—or not, as was the case in most other 
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countries.116 Some countries also exclusively chose parliamentarians as ministers, but in 

Germany, for example, ministers were often brought in from state governments or because 

of their expertise from outside the national parliamentary world.117 Ministers formed a 

special class within the political elite. Because they took on responsibilities of government 

and led a national ministry, parliamentarians from a vast array of parties often wanted to 

negotiate with, lobby, or otherwise communicate with them. Moreover, ministers themselves 

had to work together on cabinet questions and a ministerial esprit de corps could also 

translate into lasting political cooperation even after a minister left the cabinet and returned 

to parliament.  

 Newly minted ministers and their political opponents often contacted each other 

behind the scenes. For instance, the DNVP leader and Reichstag member Karl Helfferich 

reached out to the liberal republican Walther Rathenau only a few days after his appointment 

as foreign minister: “In the meantime, your appointment as Foreign Minister has taken 

place, for which I send my best wishes. Mes meilleurs voeux—pas de félicitations! [My best 

wishes—no congratulations], as the French would say in situations like this.” Helfferich’s 

correspondence actually followed up on a note Rathenau had sent him earlier hoping to set 

up a meeting with Helfferich and another German conservative.118 These well wishes and 

hopes to set up a private meeting show how strong cross-party connection was; this is all the 
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more surprising, since Helfferich was blamed in the aftermath of Rathenau’s assassination by 

right-wing extremists for fanning the flames of hate that led to his death.119 This 

correspondence shows that Rathenau and Helfferich had at least started out on a good foot, 

seeking common ground as parliamentarians often did with new ministers of various 

political stripes. 

Cross-party contacts between ministers and parliamentarians related to policy or 

personal questions also crop up in the archives. For example, British Prime Minister Ramsay 

MacDonald reached across the aisle to former Prime Minister David Lloyd George in asking 

for the Liberal party’s position on agriculture questions.120 The newly minted Christian 

Social Austrian Chancellor Ignaz Seipel dropped off his visiting card with the socialist 

politician Robert Danneberg asking for help for in finding accommodation for an official 

who was temporarily in Linz and needed an apartment.121 Apparently, Seipel hoped that 

Danneberg could mediate with the socialist-controlled local government in Linz.  

Although MacDonald and Seipel were reaching out to parliamentarians across the 

aisle for more personal help, the Dutch socialist parliamentary group wrote to the Catholic 

Party Interior Minister in 1933 with a political concern. A socialist newspaper had published 

two articles about the Dutch Prince Consort Hendrik meeting with the former German 
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Kaiser Wilhelm II in his place of exile at Huis Doorn near Utrecht. The Dutch socialists were 

worried, since Hendrik was a German aristocrat by birth who was known to have met with 

German soldiers during the First World War. Under Dutch parliamentary rules, the socialist 

lawmakers had the right to send formal questions to the government about this issue, but 

then that exchange would become part of the public record. The socialist leader in the 

Tweede Kamer “nevertheless decided not go that route since I consider it undesirable to 

involve the Royal Family in political debates unless it is absolutely necessary to do so.” 

Instead, the socialist leader wrote directly to the responsible minister from the Catholic party 

to see if there was any truth in the matter of “schemes with political goals” surrounding Huis 

Doorn.122 The Dutch minister responded by dismissing the reports and sharing the fact that 

the prince was always accompanied by others when he visited Doorn.123 The minister’s 

response actually entrusted the socialists with more details than were publicly available, and 

at the same time, the minister respected the socialists’ decision not to formally ask the 

question via more public channels. The Dutch socialists—still considered too revolutionary 

to sit in a cabinet—thus showed their respectability by playing by the rules of the Dutch 

parliamentary game and not using this incident to embarrass the government. 

 A similar situation of an opposition socialist quietly reaching out to the ministers in a 

more conservative government happened in Germany in 1927. The SPD leader Hermann 
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Müller passed along a letter to a high-ranking bureaucrat in the Foreign Office with 

concerning news he had received about a former German consul in Seville. This consul had 

reported that the Foreign Office’s trade division in Berlin had a card file of German citizens 

abroad for use by German business and industry. The cards of people who were committed to 

republican values were marked with a large red X. Someone told the consul that his file had an 

X, and he should “watch out.” Müller was obliviously concerned about the existence of an 

anti-republican card file in a German ministry, and despite assurances that he would hear 

back from the Foreign Office about this issue, Müller had to send multiple letters demanding 

a response: “I would like a few lines about this issue […] that I could use as I please.”124 

Müller was giving the Foreign Ministry a chance to respond to these allegations, but he 

pointedly reserved the right to use their response as he saw fit. 

Müller was also a key player in another episode that illustrates both how politicians 

from other parties were willing to reach out to ministers, but that ministers could also buckle 

down to defend their ministerial colleagues. Rudolf Schneider of the parliamentary DVP, a 

decorated war veteran and businessman serving in the Reichstag, sought out the socialist 

Chancellor Hermann Müller in 1929 “to make him aware of General von Schleicher’s 

dangerous political game.” The parliamentarian Schneider reported that he had heard that 

General Schleicher was biding his time for a military putsch, waiting for the current Grand 

Coalition to fall to realize these plans. Nevertheless, the social democratic chancellor Müller 
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came to the defense of the aristocratic General Schleicher, who was a high-ranking official in 

the Reichswehr Ministry. Müller said he “knows and values General von Schleicher and that 

he believes that such foolish things are impossible” from the general. Schleicher was livid to 

find out about these rumors and pressed Chancellor Müller, officials in the Chancellery, as 

well as Schneider’s colleagues in the DVP to force him to divulge the source of this slanderous 

information. Schneider later reported that journalists had passed along these concerns to 

him, but he refused to go into more detail. The Reichswehr Minister then came to 

Schleicher’s defense writing to the leader of the DVP and demanding  more details about 

these dishonorable journalistic sources.125 Schleicher’s later behavior manipulating German 

President Paul von Hindenburg and plotting with politicians and army officers as the 

Republic entered its final years makes this rumor seem more plausible in retrospect; 

nevertheless, at the time, the socialist chancellor and conservative army minister closed ranks 

to support Schleicher over the allegations made by a lowly parliamentarian. 

 As this example with the DVP politician and Schleicher illustrates, ministers could 

circle the wagons to defend their own. This had also happened in Austria in 1920 when a 

controversy about the use of an official car reached one of the deputy ministers in the grand 

coalition government. Socialist Chancellor Karl Renner wrote supportively to the Christian 

Social Wilhelm Miklas, who was engulfed in the scandal: “All this stupid grumbling about the 

limited benefits that a minister can enjoy in this day and age has now hit you. One really 

should organize a coalition of sane folks to oppose this method of political attack.” 
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Chancellor Renner continued that he was of the opinion that the use of a government car was 

just like part of an official’s salary, and it was only natural that ministers’ wives could use these 

cars they saw fit. Renner then assured Miklas of his unwavering support: “If a question 

comes up in parliament, of course I will back every minister.”126 Interwar Austria would later 

be known for how polarized it was politically, but in this case a socialist and a Christian Social 

minister came together to cooperate on practical issues affecting them both as ministers.  

 Whereas Austrians had issues with government cars, German ministers did each other 

favors related to their housing arrangements. In Germany, moving from being a run-of-the-

mill parliamentarian to serving as a minister entitled a politician to a government apartment. 

When the DVP politician Paul Moldenhauer was first tapped as Economics Minister in 1929, 

he was happy that he could finally live in Berlin with a designated apartment or substitute 

housing allowance. Moldenhauer eventually looked into the private market for apartments, 

since he was worried that he would lose an official apartment too quickly if the government 

collapsed or he was fired. In searching for the best housing option, cabinet officials and 

colleagues were helpful; for example, General Schleicher in the Reichswehr ministry offered 

Moldenhauer the apartment of a deceased family member, but it was too expensive. 

Moldenhauer ultimately settled on a large apartment in Charlottenburg that his ministry 

paid to furnish with a dining room that could accommodate up to 40 people.127  

                                                
126 Renner to Miklas, 14 Feb 1920, 1. N. 161.684, Nachlass Karl Renner, Wienbibliothek im Rathaus-Vienna. 

127 “Friedensjahre in Berlin 1930 bis 1939,” n.d., N 1019/4, Nachlass Paul Moldenhauer, Bundesarchiv-
Koblenz. 
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Since ministers were not compelled to live in a particular official apartment, there 

were often swaps among ministerial colleagues. For instance, the socialist finance minister 

Rudolf Hilferding was grateful to the DVP economics minister Julius Curtius for allowing 

Hilferding and his family to move into Curtius’ official apartment instead. Hilferding assured 

Curtius “that I will quickly leave the apartment in the event the Economics Minister needs to 

move in as a result of a change in the cabinet’s make-up.”128 A similar personal favor was 

sought out by the Chancellery’s State Secretary Hermann Pünder on behalf of the former 

socialist chancellor Hermann Müller who was looking for a new apartment in Berlin. Müller 

would soon have to move out of his official apartment, and Pünder was keeping his ear to the 

ground to see if he heard about any leads on the housing front. When Pünder tracked down a 

private apartment in a building owned by the national government, he thought it would be 

perfect for Müller but learned that it was reserved for a high-ranking civil servant in the 

Finance Ministry. Pünder then wrote to Finance Minister Moldenhauer to see if Müller 

could trade an apartment in Tempelhof for this apartment.129 All of these apartment swaps 

muddled the personal and professional ties of ministers and ultimately brought many of them 

closer to one another. Since these German minister knew they could trust each other with 

personal issues like housing, it made trust on political issues more likely. 

                                                
128 Hilferding to Curtius, 23 Oct 1928, R 2/100566, Reichsfinanzministerium, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-
Lichterfelde. 

129 Pünder to Moldenhauer, 1 Apr 1930, N 2200/2, Nachlass Hermann Müller, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-
Lichterfelde. 
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 These fleeting snapshots of ministerial cooperation are important because they 

demonstrate that cabinet colleagues came in contact with one another more and differently 

than when they were parliamentary colleagues. Serving as a minister, cooperating with 

ministerial colleagues from different parties, could even serve to moderate one’s own political 

outlook after a stint in the cabinet. For example, Paul Moldenhauer came to the Reichstag as 

a right-wing member of the DVP, who was angry when the socialists entered government and 

felt that even a centrist bourgeois cabinet was far too left for his taste.130 Coming from this 

conservative, anti-socialist, and anti-Semitic background, Moldenhauer was undoubtedly 

shocked when he was appointed a minister in the Grand Coalition in 1929. His name had 

been circling in the press for some time after the death of Gustav Stresemann, which freed up 

one seat for a DVP minister in the cabinet. When Moldenhauer met Chancellor Müller for a 

formal offer of a spot in the cabinet, the socialist Müller “came off as very friendly […] and 

assured me that he would very much welcome me joining the cabinet.” Moldenhauer agreed 

to become the economics minister, writing at length in his memoirs about conversations and 

relationships with his colleagues in the cabinet, especially the socialists who he did not know 

well previously.131  

Tellingly, Moldenhauer had recounted his battles with DVP ministers when he was 

only a parliamentarian, focused on the interests of the parliamentary party and his narrow 

                                                
130 “Politische Lebenserinnerungen,” p. 111, 135, N 1019/1, Nachlass Paul Moldenhauer, Bundesarchiv-
Koblenz. 

131 “Politische Lebenserinnerungen,” p. 120, N 1019/1, Nachlass Paul Moldenhauer, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz; 
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right-wing interests. Moldenhauer remembered how exasperated the DVP leader and 

minister Gustav Stresemann was with the DVP parliamentary group when they were 

attacking cabinet policy. As minister, however, Moldenhauer finally developed more 

sympathy for Stresemann’s position: “I still remember sitting with the ministers in 

parliament, seeing my cherished party colleagues down in front of me, and saying to myself: 

‘I would really love to get rid of you lot.”132 Moldenhauer served as Economics and then as 

Finance Minister in Müller’s Grand Coalition cabinet and stayed into the Catholic 

Chancellor Heinrich Brüning’s first minority cabinet, only leaving office in 1930 because of 

party-political pushback. The enduring nature of ties between ministerial colleagues is 

demonstrated in that Brüning’s cabinet continued to think of former minister Moldenhauer 

as an ally and considered turning to him in 1931 when an unflattering book was published that 

Moldenhauer could challenge from the backbenches for the cabinet.133 Serving as a minister 

could give politicians an understanding of government and an appreciation of compromise 

that was sometimes lost on average legislators. Thus, partisan firebrands who entered the 

cabinet, like Paul Moldenhauer, left the cabinet more willing to cooperate with colleagues 

from other parties. 
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CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

 Although there was a vibrant cross-party world in interwar parliaments that this 

chapter begins to points towards, one should not be left with the impression that legislators 

cooperated all the time. In fact, interwar parliamentary political parties had a vested interest 

in keeping politicians apart. Rather than building a common parliament esprit de corps, 

parliamentary parties aspired to keeping their lawmakers loyal and voting in a unified 

partisan bloc. Politicians who did not tow the party line could be punished. Parties’ power 

over politicians often dissuaded them from connecting and collaborating with their 

parliamentary colleagues. 

The long-serving parliamentarian and later Vice President of the Reichstag Siegfried 

von Kardorff is an example of what could happen if a political party wanted to make an 

example of a member. Kardorff left or was expelled from two different Weimar-era political 

parties. He was born into an aristocratic Prussian political family, and his father served in 

Bismarck’s Reichstag. Siegfried von Kardorff was elected as a conservative to the Prussian 

parliament in 1910, but he made a name for himself in spearheading progressive reforms to 

the Prussian voting system in 1917. Advocating for these liberalizing reforms earned Kardorff 

the enduring hatred of his right-wing colleagues when he followed his fellow Kaiserreich 

conservatives into the postwar DNVP. However, this tension between Kardorff and the more 

reactionary elements in the DNVP eventually led him to turn his back on the party.134 In 

                                                
134 Excerpt of Korrespondenz der Gesellschaft, 25 Jan 1933: “Civilcourage: Zum 60. Geburtstag des ehemaligen 
Vizepräsidenten des Reichstags Siegfried von Kardorff am 4. Februar 1933,” N 1040/4, Nachlass Siegfried von 
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Kardorff’s contemporary letters about leaving the DNVP, he focused on the party’s 

preference for the “old conservative stars” and the isolation of his “left wing” colleagues 

among the party’s election candidates. Moreover, Kardorff was livid that the party protected 

its parliamentarians who supported the Kapp Putsch against the Weimar state.135  

Despite the fact Kardorff had broken with the DNVP definitively in 1920, his former political 

party’s power to isolate him politically and socially continued to dog him throughout his 

interwar career. When Kardorff was asked by the German President to serve as chancellor 

and form a coalition government that could command a majority in the Reichstag in 1923, the 

DNVP’s hatred of Kardorff as a traitor, along with their skepticism of a broad bourgeois 

coalition, helped scuttle the attempt.136 Kardorff was also socially ostracized by his DNVP 

friend. He wrote to a former DNVP colleague: “When I tell you that I almost exclusively 

socialize in DNVP circles, that all my student fraternity colleagues vote DNVP, when you 

understand that my affiliation with the party has brought me basically into close friendly 

contact with countless people in the DNVP, then you will believe me when I say that this step 

was exceptionally difficult for me.”137 Both politically and privately, Kardorff was shunned for 

turning his back on the DNVP. 

 The historian has a sense of déjà vu in considering Kardorff’s life in 1932. Once again, 

Kardorff bucked a political party that was turning in a more conservative direction, although 

                                                
135 Kardorff to Neuhaus, 19 Apr 1920, N 1040/16, Nachlass Siegfried von Kardorff, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

136 “Politische Lebenserinnerungen,” n.d., N 1019/1, Nachlass Paul Moldenhauer, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz; 
Cornelia Baddack, Katharina von Kardorff-Oheimb (1979-1962) in der Weimarer Republik (Göttingen: V & R 
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this time it was the DVP. After the long-serving DVP leader Gustav Stresemann died, the DVP 

took a more conservative turn in a futile attempt to compete with the DNVP and the Nazi 

party for right-wing votes. The party adopted obstructionist tactics and demanded more 

concessions from political partners in this coalition government. Kardorff opposed this 

trend, as he had always positioned himself on the more constructive and cooperative wing of 

the DVP. When the DVP sponsored a motion of no confidence in Chancellor Heinrich 

Brüning’s government in February 1932, the DVP parliamentary party implemented strict 

disciplinary procedures that would automatically expel any member who did not vote in favor 

or skipped the vote without a legitimate excuse. Kardorff intentionally missed the vote in 

order to not vote against a government he supported. The DVP leader then wrote Kardorff a 

formal letter severing all party-political ties with him.138 Without another party to join, 

Kardorff left active politics when the next general election was called; in 1932, Kardorff stand 

against his political party marked his retirement. DVP party discipline drove him out of 

politics. Connecting with parliamentary colleagues from other political parties often required 

politicians to overcome their fear of ostracism and party retribution. 

 This chapter does not claim to comprehensively lay out the ways in which interwar 

politicians met and mingled across party lines, but it attempts to be a first draft for 

understanding this phenomenon in more than one country. It begins to lay out the 

mechanisms that were stronger than party discipline to bring politicians together across party 

                                                
138 Verhandlungen des Reichstags, V. Wahlperiode 1930, Band 446, 2454-2465, 
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lines. Although Chapter One covered these mechanisms broadly, Chapter Two delves into 

only one, examining how the world of social interactions at parties, in clubs, and at drinks 

with colleagues could foster cross-party contacts and cooperation. Chapter One and Chapter 

Two should thus be read side by side, with Chapter One talking a broader view of these 

mechanisms and Chapter Two working on developing a thick description of the power of 

these social events, particularly in interwar Berlin. 
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Chapter Two 
Enemies into Acquaintances:  

Behind-the-Scenes Socializing and the Case of Interwar Berlin 
 

As shown in Chapter One, parliamentarians could build collegial bonds with each 

other through their common political work in committees, by sending a friendly note 

marking a birthday, or by privately apologizing to each other when a particularly fiery speech 

had to be made. This chapter will turn to the informal world of social events that could bring 

colleagues together across party lines. The shape and nature of this informal world was 

different in each country in Europe; entire books could be written on the informal social 

milieu and whether and how it that brought politicians together with socialites, businessmen, 

and the cultural elite in each national case. Indeed, fastidious German scholars have written 

monographs on a handful of individual gentlemen’s clubs that served as nodes in these 

interwar social networks.139 However, this chapter’s goal is to make the case that there was a 

social world behind the scenes in more than one country that shaped personal and political 

relationships. First, this chapter will look broadly across national borders at social spaces 

where parliamentarians interacted. Second, the chapter will briefly explore the Dutch 

parliamentary practice of forwarding social invitations to all members of the Tweede Kamer, 

which meant that radical parliamentarians sometimes participated in junkets and study trips. 

Finally, the majority of this chapter will delve into a lengthy case study of the social milieu 

open to a member of the Reichstag in interwar Berlin to understand its texture and extent. 

 
                                                
139 See, from example, André Postert, Von der Kritik der Parteien zur außerparlamentarischen Opposition : Die 
jungkonservative Klub-Bewegung in der Weimarer Republik und ihre Auflösung im Nationalsozialismus (Baden-Baden: 
Nomos, 2014). 
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PARLIAMENTARY SOCIAL SPACES: KROLL IN BERLIN, DE WITTE IN THE 

HAGUE, JOURS IN VIENNA, AND LUDWIG HAAS’ HOUSE IN BADEN 

 The Kroll Opera House complex across from the Reichstag was one of Berlin’s social 

spaces where politicians mingled with each other. The Kroll complex was originally built in 

the mid-nineteenth century as a large entertainment and gastronomic venue; it developed 

into an opera house, and became infamous as the setting for the Reichstag meeting that 

passed Adolf Hitler’s Enabling Act.140 Although the name of the complex changed over the 

years, for Berliners, it remained “Kroll,” and had a special place in the city: “Nicht Kroll 

jewesen, nicht Berlin jewesen! [If you haven’t been to Kroll, you haven’t been to Berlin!]”141 

During the Weimar years, Kroll was a one-stop shop for a beer in the garden, a fancy dinner, 

banquet halls for rent, musical concerts, and even a medicinal mineral water cure (Trinkkur). 

Although the complex pre-dated the parliament, during the interwar years, the Kroll 

operators realized there was an abundance of new customers right across the newly renamed 

Platz der Republik in the Reichstag building and targeted marketing at parliamentarians who 

might want to slip out for a quick bite to eat: “Of course, we know that the job of a 

parliamentarian, the job of a lawmaker, is hugely taxing to a person’s mental and physical 

faculties. During the parliamentary sessions, lawmakers spend the vast majority of their time 

in the parliament building itself. Committee meetings, plenary sessions, parliamentary party 

meetings, conferences, conversations, visits—one right after another. There is no quiet time 

                                                
140 Rachel Emily Nussbaum, “The Kroll Opera and the Politics of Cultural Reform in the Weimar Republic,” 
(PhD diss., Cornell University, 2005), 27-28. 
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to sit down and eat or a take a well-deserved break to relax.”142 However, Kroll offered itself 

up as opportunity to take one of those peaceful breaks, close to the Reichstag building itself. 

Parliamentarians took advantage of Kroll’s opportunities; one loyal customer was miffed at 

having to pay an extra cover charge to enter the Kroll garden during the afternoon or evening 

concerts. The Kroll manager gave him a special pass to avoid the fee and to continue to eat 

and drink in the garden with his friends and Reichstag colleagues.143 

 At Kroll, busy parliamentarians could mix with wider Berlin society over lunch or a 

beer, but in The Hague, parliamentarians and politicians might dash across Het Plein—the 

square next to the Binnenhof parliamentary complex—to the more exclusive Sociëteit De 

Witte clubhouse. The Nieuwe of Littéraire Sociëtiet De Witte was a private Dutch social club 

founded at the beginning of the nineteenth century. By 1900, it had become “THE club for 

the entire country […] it is to other clubs what the Interior Minister is to a mayor.”144 De 

Witte grew from a rented first-floor coffee house club of 114 members in 1802 to an 

organization with properties in the center of The Hague, in the Haagse Bos forest, and at the 

beach in Scheveningen. The club was also renowned for its remarkable library, whose new 

book acquisitions were proudly announced monthly in the 1920s and 1930s.145  

                                                
142 Kroll Wirtschaftsbetrieb to Parliamentarians, n.d., FD 9, Nachlass Friedrich Dessauer, Kommission für 
Zeitgeschichte-Bonn. 
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Interwar Dutch parliamentarians were known to drop by De Witte for lunch, for a 

game of billiards or cards, to use the library, or to leaf through the newspapers to which the 

club subscribed, which ranged from the Dutch socialist daily Vooruit to the Dutch national 

socialist Volk en Vaderland.146 “Without a doubt, many serious conversations of a political 

nature have taken place in various quiet and secure corners of these comfortable club rooms,” 

but more often those conversations took place in the privacy of “a lousy committee room at 

the Binnenhof.” Rather than being the site of the most serious political deliberations, De 

Witte usually hosted politicians “after exhausting parliamentary party meetings, weighty 

political decisions, or a nerve-racking adjournment at a distressing impasse.” The politics 

that took place in de Witte was more personal and by chance: “What if a friendly foe [vriend-

vijand] came up to you to start a conversation about any random topic and then seemingly by 

happenstance, or perhaps somewhat fleetingly, touched on the crucial point that reveals what 

makes him tick as he walks away, this proves that regardless of how jovial and bubbly the 

atmosphere is, one must pay close attention to what is said.”147 The intelligence and 

information a politician could glean through conversation at De Witte could be invaluable. 

In the mid-1930s, Sociëtiet de Witte had over 3,200 members, which included both 

“gentleman members” and “lady members,” with a complex hierarchy of 1,500 “regular 

                                                
Gentlemen’s Club,” Library History 22, no. 1 (2006): 45-54; Henk Ambachtsheer, Kasino aan het Plein: De 
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146 “Politici in de Witte,” Club Kroniek, Vol. 2, No. 5, October 1927, 90-91; Henk Ambachtsheer, Kasino aan het 
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members,” followed by “extraordinary members, junior members, temporary members, 

honorary members, and honored members.” The “extraordinary member” category was 

specifically set aside for ministers, leading civil servants, ambassadors, parliamentarians, and 

officers in the military. In looking at the last four groups of new members brought into the 

club before the Second World War, of the 418 candidates, 38% were officers and 17% were 

“(high) officials, politicians, and judges.” 148 During the interwar years, the club’s 

membership had a distinct bourgeois and anti-socialist character, fearful of the “red threat.” 

When the club’s oceanside pavilion in Scheveningen was bought in 1918, a rumor spread that 

if the socialists came to power, the building would be nationalized and turned into the 

“Arbeidersclub aan Zee [Workers’ Club by the Sea].”149 Importantly, Dutch socialists were 

not included among De Witte’s membership: “there one saw Catholics, classical liberals, 

liberal democrats,” and, of course, the powerful Protestant confessional politicians; “de 

Witte is the gathering place for representatives of all the large parties, excepting the social 

democrats.”150 De Witte’s most famous interwar member was probably the long-serving 

Dutch Prime Minister Hendrik Colijn, who first joined the club when he returned from 

serving as a soldier in the Dutch East Indies.151 Colijn’s final cabinet has even been dubbed the 
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“eerste Kabinet-De Witte [First De Witte Cabinet]” because only two cabinet ministers were 

not club members. This cabinet marked the high point of the club’s political relevance; 

however, it happened to be the final Dutch cabinet in which socialists were not included.152 

In thinking about the spaces available to interwar lawmakers, parliamentarians and 

ministers did not only meet their colleagues in stuffy clubhouses or places like Kroll’s beer 

garden. Turning to briefly to interwar Vienna, legislators also chatted with each other at both 

formal and informal social events. On the more official end of the spectrum, there were 

occasions like tea with the Austrian President Michael Hainisch in 1921. President Hainisch 

brought seven parliamentarians—three each from the Christian Social and social democratic 

parties, as well as one pan-German—together for tea with members of a visiting international 

reparations commission.153 In Vienna parliamentarians of various political stripes also 

received formal invitations to attend the grand opening of exhibitions such as the “Turnen – 

Spiel – Sport” exhibit at the Österreichisches Museum hosted by the Austrian Education 

Minister.154 A leading Austrian parliamentarian of the period Julius Deutsch later recalled in 

his memoirs all “the invitations to the so-called ‘jours,’ or get-togethers for tea in the 

afternoon or evening.” Deutsch remembered these tea parties as bringing together politicians 

“with the Viennese intelligentsia,” especially artists, composers, and writers, who often had a 
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more apathetic take on the dark politics of the era than the politicians. However, politicians 

ran into each other as well at these events, although Vienna did not have the vibrant cross-

party social scene that existed in the Netherlands.155 

Finally, it is wrong to think that informal social connections among politicians were 

made exclusively in spaces in the national capital. For example, being a member of the 

German Reichstag did not only change one’s social life in Berlin but shaped one’s social life at 

home as well. Colleagues planned travel to drop by colleagues’ houses on trips across the 

country.156 These house of the Badenese parliamentarian Ludwig Haas was a popular place 

for colleagues. Haas had begun his political career in the Kaiserreich and continued serving 

as a member of the Reichstag and later parliamentary leader for the DDP until his untimely 

death in 1930. Haas made his name as a German Jewish leader, participating in a Jewish 

student fraternity, Jewish organizations, and even serving as the imperial German officer 

responsible for Jewish cultural and religious life in the area governed by the 

Generalgouvernment Warschau during the First World War.157 

Ludwig Haas’ daughter remembered her father’s political colleagues passing through 

their home in Karlsruhe during the 1920s. Leading Reichstag parliamentarians from the 

liberal DDP dropped by, including Marie-Elisabeth Lüders, Gertrud Bäumer, and Konrad 
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Haußmann, who once arrived with a poem and white rose for Haas’ daughter. When Prince 

Max von Baden, the final reformist chancellor of Imperial Germany, arrived unannounced in 

non-descript clothes and a flat cap, Haas’ maid mistook him for a public works employee 

there to read the gas meter. His daughter remembered: “In at least one case, my father’s 

hospitality extended as far as darning socks; he had brought 12 pairs from Berlin just for that 

purpose. The socks’ owner was Dr. Joseph Wirth, and I was presented with the honorable 

task of darning the German chancellor’s socks. Later as compensation, Dr. Wirth (who had 

been a professor of mathematics in Freiburg) personally helped me with my math 

homework.”158 The former Catholic Center Party Chancellor Wirth’s obituary for Haas in the 

Vossische Zeitung later highlighted “his loyal friendship […] he stood by people who meant 

something to him not only when times were good, but he was also there when they were 

visited by political misfortune.”159 Parliamentary social connections could thus be fostered far 

afield from the national capital. 

 
EVERYONE’S INVITED: POLITICAL JUNKETS IN THE NETHERLANDS 

Compared to Austria and Germany, the informal social life surrounding the interwar 

Dutch parliament appears particularly expansive. The presiding officers of both the Eerste 

and the Tweede Kamer hosted special parliamentary social events in The Hague. For 
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159 Volker Stahlmann, “Ludwig Haas als Abgeordneter der Nationalversammlung und des Reichstages in der 
Weimarer Republik (1919-1930),” Ludwig Haas: Ein deutscher Jude und Kämpfer für die Demokratie, eds. Ewald 
Grothe, Aubrey Pomerance, and Andreas Schulz (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2017), 155. 
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instance, the members of the Eerste Kamer gathered at the chic Hotel des Indes for 

receptions and dinners hosted by the presiding officer, and once a noted parliamentary 

photographer snuck into the hotel to take photographs of ministers and parliamentarians 

chatting together for the newspapers.160 In 1928, a dinner hosted by the speaker of the 

Tweede Kamer brought together 66 members of the 100-person parliament. The Dutch 

parliamentarians dined together on filet of turbot and racks of lamb in the fancy Wittebrug 

hotel. Members from seven political parties attended, ranging from the socialist SDAP 

through the liberal and confessional parties to the far right-wing Protestant Staatkundig 

Gereformeerde Partij (Reformed Political Party, SGP). The seating chart even had social 

democrats sitting with liberals and the SPG politician all at the same table!161 These dinners 

were open to all members of the Dutch parliament, and a surprisingly broad set of politicians 

attended. 

 The standard practice in the Dutch Tweede Kamer was that invitations received by the 

parliamentary clerk were forwarded to all the members of parliament. The clerk’s office even 

maintained sign-up sheets for the various events parliamentarians could attend. This system 

meant that all 100 parliamentarians in the Tweede Kamer were usually invited collectively to 

events across the country. In the 1930s, for example, parliamentarians received invitations to 

see a battle cruiser being built in Rotterdam, to the Koloniaal Instituut in Amsterdam, to a 

                                                
160 Photos 278 and 279, “Diner voor leden der Eerste Kamer aangeboden door mr. W.L. baron de Vos van 
Steenwijk: borrel in Des Indes,” Collectie 054-9, Foto’s betreffende H. Colijn, Historisch 
Documentatiecentrum voor het Nederlands Protestantisme-Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 

161 Materials for Dinner for Parliamentarians, 15 Feb 1928, 2.21.244, Inv. 39, Collectie Ruijs de Beerenbrouck, 
Nationaal Archief-The Hague. 
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meeting of the Indisch Genootschap’s discussion on Suriname, to the Jaarbeurs commercial 

fair, to Rotterdam to visit a tunnel being constructed, and to various military parades and 

naval fleet reviews. Sometimes the interest from parliamentarians was limited; only two 

parliamentarians—a socialist and a Catholic party member—planned to attend a talk in 

Amsterdam on fishing in the IJsselmeer. However, these events could also attract well over 

half the members of parliament; 69 of 100 members traveled on a special train trip put 

together by the Dutch railway between The Hague and Arnhem to show off a new diesel-

electrical route. Dutch parliamentarians’ trips in 1936 to the provinces of Overijssel and 

Drenthe to tour employment relief work sites also attracted between 30 and 60 

parliamentarians.162  

 As a general rule, parliamentary guest lists for social events and junkets in the 

Netherlands were not curated to keep out radical politicians. Communists, revolutionary 

socialists, and Dutch national socialists were forwarded invitations like any other member of 

parliament. Very occasionally, however, there were events where the clerk had to select which 

parliamentarians would be invited, but these were few and far between. One example was the 

official opening of the road traffic bridge at Moerdijk in 1936. Queen Wilhelmina was to open 

the bridge, and she requested a small ceremony, which limited the number of 

parliamentarians who could attend. The clerk therefore recommended that invitations be 

sent to 38 carefully selected parliamentarians, rather than all 100 members. The guest list 

                                                
162 See the entire folder, Inv. Nr. 3381, 2.02.22, Collectie Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 1815-1945, 
Nationaal Archief-The Hague.  
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included representatives of the presidium, the leaders of the largest parties, the 

parliamentarians on the committees responsible for public works, the advocates for a bridge 

construction law, and the members who lived near Moerdijk. Interestingly, this curated list 

excluded all radical politicians, although opposition parliamentarians—socialists and 

members of the right-wing SGP—were included. The clerk also excluded anti-parliamentary 

radicals from the list of ten parliamentarians he recommended for seats in the church during 

Crown Princess Juliana’s wedding. Five members of the governing parties, and five from the 

more moderate opposition, including three socialists, were sent invitations to sit in the 

church.163  

One might imagine that radical Dutch parliamentarians opted out of this informal 

world of junkets and social functions surrounding the Dutch parliament, but that was not 

actually the case. The Communist parliamentary leader Lou de Visser crops up at many of 

these social events and on these junkets. Unlike his Communist colleagues, de Visser went on 

the electric train ride to Arnhem, and he belatedly requested tickets for the reserved seating 

on the viewing platform at Princess Juliana’s wedding in 1937. De Visser was from The 

Hague, and perhaps he and his family wanted a better view of the royal couple leaving the 

church, but the image of an avowed Communist clamoring for good seats for a royal wedding 

is astonishing. The Dutch national socialist parliamentarian H.J. Woudenberg also signed up 

to attend festive military marches with his colleagues.  

                                                
163 Ministerie van Waterstaat to Aalberse, 16 Nov 1936, Tweede Kamer to van Lidth de Jeude, 18 Nov 1936, Inv. 
Nr. 3381, 2.02.22, Collectie Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 1815-1945, Nationaal Archief-The Hague.  
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In larger parliaments, it was necessary to exclude members from attending informal 

events. In Germany, for example, there was just no way to invite 600 people to a lecture on 

fishing. Logistics, thus, led to curating guest lists to focus on politicians from governing 

parties and the clubbable, acceptable opposition. In the Netherlands, that convention never 

developed, and radical opposition members attended informal events. The most surprising 

example of this was a two-day visit the Defense Department planned for parliamentarians to 

inspect Dutch military defenses along the German border during the spring of 1940. The 

outbreak of World War II and the fall of Poland revealed Nazi Germany to be an aggressor, 

but two pro-German Dutch national socialists signed up along with 59 of their colleagues to 

visit the Dutch defenses. M.M. Rost van Tonningen—the most radical national socialist in 

the Tweede Kamer, a close friend of Nazi Germany, and the founder of a right-wing 

paramilitary organization, who had never before gone on a common parliamentary junket—

traveled to see the Dutch defense works with his colleagues, including the Communist Lou de 

Visser.164 Rost van Tonningen was clearly a security threat; he was preventively detained by 

the Dutch government in early May 1940 on this basis.165 Nevertheless, since parliamentary 

invitations were sent to all members, Rost had the same special tour of the Dutch defenses 

that Germany would push through in the invasion of the Netherlands only weeks after his 

visit. 

                                                
164 See the photos of the military visit in Inv. Nr. 3381, and the folder of invitations, Inv. Nr. 3381, 2.02.22, 
Collectie Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 1815-1945, Nationaal Archief-The Hague 

165 E. Fraenkel-Verkade, “Inleiding,” in Correspondentie van Mr. M.M. Rost van Tonningen, Deel I: 1921-Mei 1942 
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1967), 73. 
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FIGURE 1: Photo of the March 1940 parliamentary visit to the Dutch defenses166 
 

CASE STUDY OF INTERWAR BERLIN: A CROSS-PARTY SOCIAL WORLD 

Roughly gesturing to the social-political worlds surrounding interwar parliaments is 

very different from delving into this social world in one city over thirteen years. This section 

will aspire to a “thick description” of the social engagements that cluttered the appointment 

calendar of a member of the interwar Reichstag. This section will work towards 

understanding the political and social clubs in the city and examining the international 

connections that tied politicians in Berlin to the wider world. This specific case study seeks to 

                                                
166 Photos from the Commandant van het Feldleger, 5 April 1940, Inv. Nr. 3381, 2.02.22, Collectie Tweede 
Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 1815-1945, Nationaal Archief-The Hague 
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reconstruct the feel of this social world for an everyday parliamentarian and understand the 

extent of the cross-party ties that could be built in Weimar Berlin. 

First and foremost, we must acknowledge that this world of formal and informal 

encounters among politicians and socialites was seen as more than political window dressing 

by interwar German politicians, who often saved invitations of kept detailed records. For 

example, the liberal Deutsche Staatspartei (German State Party) member of the Reichstag 

Wolfgang Jaenicke diligently noted who he had invited over and who had invited him over for 

tea, drinks, or dinner.167 There were also important social rules about this informal world in 

interwar Berlin, and flaunting traditions surrounding these social events could itself send a 

message to other guests. For instance, when a number of generals and admirals from the First 

World War attended a large dinner engagement hosted by the conservative German 

President Paul von Hindenburg, the guests were all dressed in their finest tuxedos bedecked 

with their military medals. In this crowd, Grand Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz—who was then a 

DNVP parliamentarian—drew attention to himself: “Everyone noticed that at this event 

Tirpitz was the only one who showed up simply in evening attire, without all his medals, and 

his wife was the only lady not in a fancy evening gown.” This was read as “modesty and 

restraint” by the other guests.168  

                                                
167 List of Guests with Two Columns “ist eingeladen” and “hat eingeladen,” n.d., N 1135/58, Nachlass Wolfgang 
Jaenicke, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

168 Niederschrift von Otto von Keudell, 12 Jun 1967, N 1243/39, Nachlass Walter von Keudell, Bundesarchiv-
Koblenz. 
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In the late 1920s in Berlin, a run-of-the-mill parliamentarian from a centrist political 

party would receive a number of official invitations, just by virtue of his or her status as a 

member of the Reichstag. This parliamentarian’s inbox would likely include invitations for 

events like a reception for a German student charity held in Kroll’s Römersaal hosted by the 

Reich Interior Minister and Economics Minister.169 The Kroll complex was also used by the 

Transport Minister to honor the three aviators of the “Bremen”—the first fixed-wing aircraft 

to fly transatlanticallly from east to west—with a dinner that included politicians from across 

the political spectrum.170 The German Interior Minister was busy hosting two October 1926 

events that politicians attended, one opening an exhibition on “The Molding of German Art 

(the domain of the Reich Art Patron [Reichskunstwart])” and another for visiting a new 

Helmut von Moltke memorial room in the ministry.171 When the government’s scientific 

organization, the Kaiser Wilhelm Gesellschaft, put together an anniversary celebration in the 

Kaiserhof Hotel, politicians also were sent invites.172 Berlin’s official social-political calendar 

                                                
169 Wirtschaftshilfe der Deutschen Studentenschaft Invitation, 25 Oct 1928, FD 8, Nachlass Friedrich Dessauer, 
Kommission für Zeitgeschichte-Bonn. 

170 Reichsverkehrsminister Invitation to Müller, 20 Jun 1928, N 2200/1, Nachlass Hermann Müller, 
Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

171 Invitation to Exhibition Opening “Die künstlerische Formgebung des Reichs (Arbeitsgebiet des 
Reichskunstwarts),” 29 Oct 1926, N 1069/19, Nachlass Walther Lambach, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz; Invitation 
from Reichminister des Innern to visit the Moltke-Gedächtniszimmer, 31 Oct 1926, N 1069/19, Nachlass 
Walther Lambach, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

172 Invitation to 10-Year Anniversary Kaiser Wilhelm Gesellschaft, 18 Mar 1921, N 2178/100 Nachlass Paul 
Löbe, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 
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boasted a few recurring events including the speeches, lectures, or special parliamentary 

sessions held on the Weimar Republic’s national Verfassungstag holiday.173 

An everyday parliamentarian during the Weimar years was also inundated with 

invitations for various Bierabende, receptions, and dinners sponsored by private 

organizations or associations. A parliamentarian could choose to go to a “discussion 

evening” at the Hotel Continental sponsored by the Westphalian Agrarian League, to a 

Bierabend with stand-up comic speeches by the members of the German theater association, 

or to a boozy reception and film showing about the spa facilities in the Rhenish resort town of 

Bad Kreuznach.174 Visits to the German Jockey and Horse Breeder conference, the 75th 

anniversary celebration of the German Pursers’ League, meetings of the German Colonial 

Association, or a social gathering of the Agricultural League were also possibilities for a 

Reichstag member.175 Exhibits also seemed to open left and right in Berlin on topics ranging 

from the work of the Central Institute of Schooling and Teaching to the Märkische Scholle 

housing cooperative, and parliamentarians were encouraged to drop by.176 There were also 

                                                
173 Invitation to the Zehnjährige Verfassungsfeier, 11 Aug 1929, N 42/4, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, 
Bundesarchiv-Freiburg. 

174 Invitation to “Aussprache-Abend” des Westfälischen Bauernbundes, 22 Mar 1932, FD 12, Nachlass Friedrich 
Dessauer, Kommission für Zeitgeschichte-Bonn; Invitation to the Deutsche Bühnen-Klub, 12 May 1924, N 
2178/97, Nachlass Paul Löbe, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde; Invitation to the Stadt- und Kurverwaltung 
des Radium-Solbades Kreuznach, 13 Feb 1929, N 42/4, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, Bundesarchiv-Freiburg. 

175 Invitation to Deutschen Reiter- und Pferdzüchter-Tag, 20 Oct 1928, and Invitation Deutschen 
Kolonialgesellschaft und Frauenverein, 9 Nov 1929, N 42/4, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, Bundesarchiv-
Freiburg; Reichs-Landbund Invitation, 3 Nov 1926, N 1069/19, Nachlass Walther Lambach, Bundesarchiv-
Koblenz. 

176 “Ausstellungseröffnung: Was die Märkische Scholle bringt,” n.d., and Zentralinstitut für Erziehung und 
Unterricht Invitation, 6 Nov 1926, N 1069/19, Nachlass Walther Lambach, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 
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plenty of informative lectures or public talks in the city for politicians, whether at the 

Flakverein on civil air defense, a talk by a Munich professor on “The Current Extent of the 

Chinese Question as a Power and Economic Problem” given to foreign policy enthusiasts, or 

a Vossische Zeitung lecture by the Badenese minister Willy Hellpach on “The Moribund and 

Emergent Europe” in relation to German unity.177 

Among the welter of private social opportunities in the capital, some events stood out 

to Weimar-era parliamentarians because they were sponsored or endorsed by Reichstag 

colleagues. The long-serving and well-liked DNVP conservative Gottfried Treviranus 

sponsored a birthday celebration for the liberal journalist Rudolf Pechel, and invitations were 

sent out in Treviranus’ name.178 When representatives of rural Prussian localities met in 

Berlin for an annual congress, parliamentarians were invited to the conference itself. 

However, some politicians also received personalized invitations from the DNVP member of 

the Reichstag Günter Gereke to a Parlamentarischer Bierabend in the Hotel Adlon to mingle 

with the congress’ delegates.179 When the Arbeitsausschuss Deutscher Verbände celebrated 

its ten-year anniversary, its chairman Heinrich Schnee, a DVP member of the Reichstag, sent 

                                                
177 Flakverein e.V., Landesgruppe Brandenburg Invitation, 5 Dec 1929, N 42/4, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, 
Bundesarchiv-Freiburg; Einladung des außenpolitischen Komitees zum Vortrag von Herrn 

Dr. Karl Haushofer, 11 Nov 1926, N 1069/19, Nachlass Walther Lambach, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz; Verlag der 
Vossischen Zeitung, 11 Dec 1923 N 2178/97, Nachlass Paul Löbe, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

178 Rudolf Pechel’s 50th Birthday, n.d., N 2035/3, Nachlass Franz Bracht, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

179 Ehrenkarten 3. Preußischen Landgemeindetag, 13 Nov 1926, and Bierabend Invitation from Gereke to 
Lambach, 19 Nov 1926, N 1069/19, Nachlass Walther Lambach, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 
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out invitations to a special meal in the Reichstag restaurant marking the occasion.180 Finally, 

when the Association for European Rapprochement put together an event in 1926, they made 

sure there were five current and former parliamentarians (from parties ranging from the DVP 

to the SPD) on the agenda, and the organization held the event itself in the Reichstag building 

and encouraged as many politicians as possible to attend.181 

 In addition to public lectures and Bierabende hosted by private associations, high-

flying backbench members of parliament could even move into a world of private dinners and 

exclusive Stammtische. For example, the State Secretary in the Chancellery Hermann 

Pünder frequently invited guests to his home in Lichterfelde. Pünder usually hosted members 

of the cabinet and similarly high-ranking civil servants, however, regular members of the 

Reichstag, like the Catholic politician Christine Teusch, also made it onto his guest list.182 

The former minister and long-time SPD parliamentarian Eduard David had returned 

permanently to the backbenches by 1922, but he still recorded in his calendar that after a day 

of work in the Reichstag he went out for drinks with his socialist colleagues, Foreign Minister 

Rathenau, or President Ebert, who often brought in other parliamentary guests at these 

events.183 In 1930, backbench politicians wanted to formalize the ad hoc world of dinners and 

drinks in a regular interparty midday meal. The DDP liberal Theodor Heuss was invited to a 

                                                
180 Arbeitsausschuss Deutscher Verbände to Dessauer, n.d., FD 10, Nachlass Friedrich Dessauer, Kommission 
für Zeitgeschichte-Bonn. 

181 Verband für Europäische Verständigung Event in the Reichstag, 2 Nov 1926, N 1069/19, Nachlass Walther 
Lambach, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

182 See, table seatings and invitation lists, N 1005/166, Nachlass Hermann Pünder, Bundsearchiv-Koblenz. 

183 Calendar Entries, 1919-1922, N 1027/17, Nachlass Eduard David, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 
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lunch with a group that included various liberals and conservatives led by Gottfried 

Treviranus: “He wants to try to put together a standing lunch date for middle-aged 

parliamentarians from various parties.”184 Even in this polarized period when 

parliamentarians spent their work days engrossed in the nitty-gritty of politics, there were 

ample opportunities for backbench politicians of various political persuasions to mingle and 

grow close in the formal and informal social world surrounding the Reichstag. 

What is also clear from the archival evidence is that when politicians had risen above 

the rank of backbenchers to party leadership roles in the Reichstag or on to serving as 

ministers, they received far more invitations to even more elite social occasions. These 

prestigious official events included a receptions for ambassadors and delegates at the Reich 

Chancellery, a Bierabend marking the “First Meeting of the National Board for Youth 

Fitness [Reichskuratorium für Jugendertüchtigung],” and a special tour of newly constructed 

rooms in the Chancellery before a cabinet meeting.185 The Mayor of Cologne Konrad 

Adenauer also planned a small “Rhenish Evening” in Berlin in 1926 to bring together a group 

of about twelve men, primarily ministers and leading Catholic politicians. This was to be a 

“Gentlemen’s Evening” with “no women” allowed held in rooms at the Reich Chancellery.186 

Leading politicians also provided a carefully curated social experiences for guests who were to 

                                                
184 Heuss to Stolper, 16 Jun 1930, N 1221/487, Nachlass Theodor Heuss, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

185 Einladung anlässlich des Ersten Zusammentritts des Reichskuratoriums für Jugendertüchtigung, 27 Oct 
1932, N 2035/3, Nachlass Franz Bracht, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde; Pünder to Schleicher, 6 Jan 1931, N 
42/4, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, Bundesarchiv-Freiburg 

186 Memo “Betrifft: Rheinischer Abend am 9. 1926,” N 1005/506, Nachlass Hermann Pünder, Bundsearchiv-
Koblenz. 
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be wooed for political purposes. For example, when the American journalist son-in-law of the 

New York banker Thomas Lamont, came to Berlin for a few weeks to write a story on 

Germany about the Dawes plan, the President of the Reichsbank Hjalmar Schacht put 

together a breakfast “with a number of movers and shakers in German intellectual and 

economic life” to show this American VIP Berlin in its best light.187 Although these more elite 

opportunities for entertaining and meeting parliamentary and ministerial colleagues 

emerged the higher up a politician moved in Berlin’s political hierarchy, there was still a 

vibrant world of informal events, speeches, dinners, and receptions to which many 

parliamentarians were invited.  

 
CASE STUDY OF INTERWAR BERLIN: CLUB LIFE 

 One aspect of social life in interwar Berlin that was not replicated in smaller European 

countries like the Netherlands, Belgium, Austria, or Czechoslovakia was its variety of formal 

social clubs, especially those that appealed to bourgeois and conservative parliamentarians. 

Many of Berlin’s popular gentlemen’s clubs were modelled on similar elite social clubs in 

London. Club members in interwar Berlin would often lounge around a clubhouse, work in 

the club libraries, eat their meals, attend speeches and presentations, and meet friends in 

these spaces. Elite clubs remained an important anchor of Berlin’s social scene despite 

dramatic regime change; many Kaiserreich-era clubs and private associations survived into 

the interwar era. However, there also was a boom in the founding of new clubs after 1918, 

                                                
187 Hjalmar Schacht an Seeckt, 14 Jun 1928, N 247/182, Nachlass Hans von Seeckt, Bundesarchiv-Freiburg. 
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particularly those with explicit right-wing goals, and there was fierce competition among 

German nationalist clubs for members in this political niche. Although these clubs got behind 

the regime during the Third Reich, they remained the meeting place of Germany’s traditional 

conservative elite.188 

For a moderate bourgeois or conservative parliamentarian based in Berlin, there was a 

plethora of clubs to join and club events to attend. For instance, the Ressource zur 

Unterhaltung had a building on Oranienburger Straße and traced its history back to 1784. 

The organization had run into financial trouble and would sell its building to the Berlin 

students’ association in 1930, but during the 1920s it hosted events including a “Political 

Evening and Christmas Party (with women participating)” with the DNVP politician Walther 

Lambach as the speaker.189 The Club von Berlin also had a long history, tracing its roots to 

1864; it included leaders from politics, economics, science, and art among its ranks. 

Politicians like Walther Rathenau, Gustav Stresemann, and Karl Helfferich were all 

members, and the erstwhile Chancellor Hans Luther dropped by during the Weimar years.190 

In 1932, the club served as the location for meetings and dinners between members of Franz 

von Papen’s conservative cabinet and important industrialists and bankers.191  

                                                
188 André François-Poncet to Siegfried von Kardorff, 23 Oct 1938, N 1040/12, Nachlass Siegfried von Kardorff, 
Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

189 Invitation for Christmastime “Politischer Abend” from Ressource zur Unterhaltung, Nachlass Walther 
Lambach, N 1069/19, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz; Uta Motschmann, “Ressource zur Unterhaltung” in Handbuch 
der Berliner Vereine und Gesellschaften, 1786-1815, ed. Uta Motschmann (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2015), 713-717. 

190 See, Calendars with Daily Appointments, N 1009/426 and 427, Nachlass Hans Luther, Bundesarchiv-
Koblenz; “Geschichte des Clubs,” Club von Berlin, accessed 2 Jul 2018, 
http://www.clubvonberlin.de/index.php/ueber/geschichte 

191 Harbou to Schleicher, 16 Sep 1932, N 42/7, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, Bundesarchiv-Freiburg. 
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However, not all of these clubs were the sites of confidential meetings between 

conservative politicians and bankers or businessmen. Some of Berlin’s clubs brought 

together men (and in at least one case, women) who shared common interests. The Lawn-

Tennis-Turnier Club brought together tennis players, sometimes to play and other times for 

social events like their 1929 Christmas Ball in the Hotel Esplanade.192 Founded in 1867, the 

Union-Klub was made up of men interested in horse racing and breeding. Otto von Bismarck 

had been a member of this club, frequently joining his fellow members on the train ride to the 

racecourse at Hoppegarten outside Berlin.193 During the 1920s and early 1930s, the members 

of the Union-Klub spent quite a lot of time in the clubhouse; both Franz von Papen and 

Siegfried von Kardorff were members who frequently used the club’s stationary to send 

political letters.194 Like other clubs in the city, the Union-Klub hosted an annual banquet 

open to invited members of the wider community, and General Kurt von Schleicher was 

known to attend.195 The high society women in Berlin also organized their own club, the 

Damenclub 1930, and put together political and informative events for the group’s members. 

                                                
192 Invitation to Lawn-Tennis-Tunier-Club’s Weihnachtsball, 7 Dec 1929, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, N 
42/4, Bundesarchiv-Freiburg. 

193 Walther F. Kleffel, “Eine geschlossene Gesellschaft von Gentlemen,” Die Zeit (25 Aug 1967), 
http://www.zeit.de/1967/34/eine-geschlossene-gesellschaft-von-gentleman. 

194 See the Union-Klub letterhead used by Franz von Papen in N 1005/637, Nachlass Hermann Pünder, and in 
N 1040/13, Nachlass Siegfried von Kardorff, both in Bundsearchiv-Koblenz. 

195 Invitation to Festessen um 8 Uhr abends im Unionklub, 21 Oct 1928, N 42/4, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, 
Bundesarchiv-Freiburg.  
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For instance, the women’s club hosted a public talk on Chancellor “Bülow’s Morocco policy” 

and a discussion with a former DVP finance minister on the gold standard.196 

Two clubs were explicitly tied to political parties. The right-liberal DVP was 

associated with the Reichsklub, and the left-liberal DDP was associated with the 

Demokratische Klub. The Reichsklub often hosted public presentations on topics including 

“the economic preconditions for our competitiveness in the world market and for our 

rapprochement with France.”197 The Reichsklub’s events were not limited to DVP members; 

when a DVP parliamentarian spoke on Otto von Bismarck in 1925, for instance, he purposely 

invited a politician from the conservative Economic Party of the German Middle Classes 

(Wirtschaftspartei) and two DNVP politicians.198 These clubhouses could also serve as a 

home away from home for parliamentarians who did not live in Berlin. When the 

Demokratische Klub moved locations, it sent out a notice to the DDP members in the 

Reichstag appealing to them to use the clubhouse more often. In addition to a revamped 

series of talks and events and a restaurant, this letter noted: “The spaces for reading, library 

materials, and games have been expanded, and particular attention has been paid to 

furnishing them comfortably. A number of individual rooms serve as space to rest or change 

                                                
196 Damenclub Event with Maria von Bunsen “Aus der Bülow Zeit,” 13 Oct 1931, and Invitation from the 
Vorstand des Damenclubs 1930 to Schleicher to Event with Freiherr von der Lancken-Wakenitz, 5 Mar 1931, N 
42/4, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, Bundesarchiv-Freiburg.  

197 Reichsklub der deutschen Volkspartei Invitation, 7 Oct 1931, N 42/4, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, 
Bundesarchiv-Freiburg 

198 Kardorff to Stresemann, 1 May 1925, N 1040/13, Nachlass Siegfried von Kardorff, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 
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clothes.”199 These clubs could easily be the dining rooms and entertaining spaces for DDP 

and DVP politicians. However, predominantly single-party environments could also be 

ideological echo chambers that rarely promoted cross-party cooperation. 

A larger number of social clubs simply tended in a general conservative nationalist 

direction without an explicit party alliance, and the number of these more right-wing clubs 

grew dramatically after the First World War.200 For example, a generally nationalist 

intellectual crowd came out for a group created by the former general and DVP parliamentary 

Hans von Seeckt, independent former Foreign Minister Walter Simons, and the diplomat 

Wilhelm Solf. This club was never officially registered as an association but was referred to as 

the SeSiSo-Club by contemporaries, using the last names of its conveners. This informal 

group hosted a lecture and discussion series, usually with meetings taking place in the Hotel 

Kaiserhof, occasionally with one to two hundred people present. A dinner dedicated to 

“Germany’s European mission” kicked off with a presentation by the passionate Pan-

Europeanist Richard von Coudenhove-Kalergi followed by discussion. Other presentation 

topics included the “problems of the British Empire” by a German journalist who had been a 

correspondent in London, the current status of the Polish Corridor from an East Prussian 

official, and various approaches to economic questions by leading civil servants and former 

ministers. The SeSiSo-Club also hosted smaller lunches with expert presentations and 
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discussions on “Bureaucracy and Parliamentarism,” “the European agriculture problem,” 

and on colonial policy. The SeSiSo-Club had so many participants who were connected to the 

government that its presentation on “the agricultural program for East Prussia” had to be 

rescheduled because a mandatory government event conflicted with the talk.201 The SeSiSo-

Club has not been highlighted in the historiography. Solf’s biographer devoted only one page 

to the club, ultimately dismissing its members as “the intellectual elite in German political 

life, but definitely not the most active or important.”202 Nevertheless, the SeSiSo-Club 

provided a space for politicians to mingle and was one of many club events that appear on 

numerous politicians’ calendars. 

A formal club in Berlin that tended in a more conservative direction than SeSiSo was 

the Deutscher Herrenklub (DHK). The DHK was founded in 1924, bringing together 

conservative men from politics, business, administration, and the military. The club 

described its own goal in a contemporary publication: “The people joined together in this 

association see their special task as arousing and maintaining an understanding and 

involvement in pragmatic political issues among men, and future politicians, who are bound 

together by ethnicity and national responsibility, regardless of party politics or narrow 

economic interests.”203 Historians have focused on the DHK in relationship to Chancellor 

                                                
201 Invitations for all of these SeSiSo events are signed “v. Seekt Simons Solf,” and can be found in either N 
2035/3, Nachlass Franz Bracht, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde or N 42/4, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, 
Bundesarchiv-Freiburg; Eberhard von Vietsch, Wilhelm Solf: Botschafter Zwischen den Zeiten (Tübingen: Rainer 
Wunderlich Verlag Hermann Leins, 1961), 306. 

202 Eberhard von Vietsch, Wilhelm Solf: Botschafter Zwischen den Zeiten (Tübingen: Rainer Wunderlich Verlag 
Hermann Leins, 1961), 306. 

203 Small Book on the Deutscher Herrenklub, N 42/7, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, Bundesarchiv-Freiburg. 
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Papen’s “Cabinet of Barons,” which had strong ties with the club. Between 1930 and 1932, in 

part out of protest because of the direction of national politics, many of the centrist bourgeois 

members of the DHK left the club, leaving aristocrats in the majority. This aristocratic club 

that seemingly was allied with Papen’s un-democratic and un-representative cabinet was an 

easy target for Nazi and other radical propagandists as part of the system they hated.204 

During the 1920s, the annual DHK banquet was a high point of the social calendar, 

each year featuring a different speaker. In 1927, the former Catholic Center Party Reich 

Minister Andreas Hermes spoke on agricultural issues, and in 1929, the long-serving 

German diplomat Graf Bernstorff was the keynote speaker.205 In a letter to Kurt von 

Schleicher, a member of the club, a representative of the DHK talked up the 1929 annual 

banquet as the moment when representatives of “national ministries, the diplomatic corps, 

and the leaders of society” all came out for the club. The DHK also hosted special dinners for 

honoring men like the German explorer Wilhelm Filchner, who had traveled to Tibet.206  

Day-to-day membership in the DHK revolved around dropping by the clubhouse for 

lunch, where more than one hundred people were present. Members in the clubhouse for 

lunch often divided themselves up by occupation so that the bankers sat at one table and 

                                                
204 Manfred Schoeps, “Der Deutsche Herrenklub: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Jungkonservatismus in der 
Weimarer Republik,” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Friedrich-Alexander-Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg, 1974), 1-7, 48, 
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205 Heinrich Freiherr von Gleichen-Russwurm to Schleicher, 23 Nov 1927, N 42/7, Nachlass Kurt von 
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206 Deutscher Herrenklub Vorstandsmitglied to Schleicher, 16 Oct 1929, N 42/7, Nachlass Kurt von Schleicher, 
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parliamentarians were at another.207 In addition, “every Friday [there was] a political evening 

that usually is quite interesting and always stays away from party politics to focus on the 

objective side of issues.” These DHK events were similar to those hosted by the SeSiSo-Club; 

there were more talks on specific economic issues like “Bail Out Possibilities on the Berlin 

Exchange” or the financial crisis in London; the trade attaché from the American embassy 

also came out to speak on “the American evaluation of the German economic situation,” 

which would have undoubtedly been of interest to Berlin’s businessmen. However, the 

political topics that were discussed had a more conservative tilt. For instance, a presentation 

on “psychological impressions of the Russian youth” was designed to discredit Bolshevism, a 

stated goal of the club since the beginning. The former Reichsbank President Hjalmar 

Schacht provocatively titled a talk the “Young Plan and the Question of Tribute,” and even 

the Nazi party member Walther Funk spoke in a one-off speech on “National Socialism and 

the Economy.”208 

A final right-wing nationalist club in Berlin was the Nationaler Klub founded in 1919 

with specific anti-Bolshevik and nationalist goals. From its founding, the Nationaler Klub 

claimed to be “built on a non-partisan national foundation.” Nevertheless, the club became 

so tied to the DNVP that the leader of the DVP Gustav Stresemann joked that it should be 

                                                
207 Manfred Schoeps, “Der Deutsche Herrenklub: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Jungkonservatismus in der 
Weimarer Republik,” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Friedrich-Alexander-Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg, 1974), 56. 
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called the “Deutschnationaler Klub [German Nationalist Club].”209 Although the Nationaler 

Klub was associated during the waning years of the Weimar Republic with Alfred 

Hugenberg’s extremist DNVP party line and the Bad Harzburg movement, in the early 1930s 

the club’s president still hoped to reconcile right-wing movements: “Our goal is to bring the 

groups together that were almost at blows with each other during the election, but, because of 

their national German mindsets, still must have some unifying purposes.” The president 

wrote to ask Siegfried von Kardorff of the DVP to come present at the club about the 1930 

elections: “You would also serve the national spirit in an important way, if you could offer us 

an evening of your time which is already taken up by so many parliamentary deliberations.”210 

When Kardorff left the DVP, he wrote to the Nationaler Klub to resign his membership. The 

club’s president expressed disappointment—“Although I have not always been successful, I 

have always endeavored to accommodate and bridge political differences”—but the wind was 

blowing in a more extremist direction for the club.211 After Hitler’s debut speeches in the 

Berlin club in the early 1920s, Joseph Goebbels and radical Nazis returned to the club in the 

early 1930s, hoping to steer the club towards Hitler’s brand of right-wing extremism. 

Although these attempts failed until after the Nazi seizure of power, the Nationaler Klub was 

                                                
209 Gerhard Feldbauer, “Nationalklub, 1919-1943,” Die Bürgerlichen Partien in Deutschland: Handbuch der 
Geschichte der bürgerlichen Parteien und anderer bürgerlicher Interessenorganization vom Vormärz bis zum Jahre 1945, ed. 
Dieter Fricke (Leipzig: Bibliographisches Institut, 1968), 341. 

210 Kreth to Kardorff, 8 Oct 1930, N 1040/11, Nachlass Siegfried von Kardorff, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 
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one of the few that gave the Nazi speakers a regular platform to speak to Germany’s 

traditional conservative elite.212 

Most clubs had public membership lists, but some interwar associations valued their 

privacy. This included a subset of Deutscher Herrenklub members who formed a private club 

within the club called the Civil-Casino in April 1931. This group of no more than a hundred 

men “should not bring together society’s upper class but should be the somewhat 

conspiratorial place to exchange ideas among the functional elite in economic and political 

life.”213 The Civil-Casino was a smaller group, but invitations to their exclusive events still 

appear in politicians’ personal papers. 26 invitations went out for an event held in the Hotel 

Kaiserhof with conservative and bourgeois politicians mingling with a small group of bankers 

and businessmen, as well as with Horace Rumbold, the British ambassador in Berlin.214  

Another secretive association that brought together powerful political and economic 

actors was the Friedrich List Gesellschaft. Ostensibly, the List Gesellschaft was an 

organization founded by academics to publish and propagate the works of the nineteenth-

century German economist Friedrich List; however, the association soon aspired to more 

influence, including “occasionally creating the opportunity for personal conversations with 
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representatives of politics and academia.”215 Scholars tried to influence the direction of 

business and by bringing together the movers and shakers in economic theory and practice in 

Germany—bankers and businessmen, professors and theorists, central bankers and civil 

servants, and, of course, ministers and parliamentarians.216 The minutes and lists of 

participants at talks in Berlin or Bad Pyrmont were always marked confidential. One 

participant stands out: the erstwhile socialist finance minister and Marxist theorist Rudolf 

Hilferding.217 Hilferding, who was “at that time the financial and monetary theory advocate 

in the SPD,” actually took a conservative position on credit expansion, and agreed on 

economic theory with many of the political conservative List Gesellschaft participants.218 

All the clubs mentioned so far were unlikely places to find members of the moderate 

left, and most had a pronounced nationalist or conservative aristocratic bent. However, 

Berlin also had social clubs that did not fit into this right-wing camp. The Gesellschaft der 

Freunde, for example, was originally a Jewish learned and charitable association with its own 

clubhouse that hosted large non-sectarian social events in the city, including the congress of 

Prussian rural towns in November 1926, which convened in the clubhouse’s “grand hall.”219 

                                                
215 Hermann Brügelmann, Politische Ökonomie in Kritische Jahren: Die Friedrich List Gesellschaft e.V. von 1925-1935 
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However, the majority of references in politicians’ papers to a big-tent social club in interwar 

Berlin pointed to the Deutsche Gesellschaft 1914. This club was founded in 1915 by leading 

journalists, politicians, and cultural actors in 1915 with 900 members.220  

The group’s name did not refer to its date of founding but was chosen to invoke the 

image of Burgfrieden—or wartime national unity. The club’s invocation of Kaiser Wilhelm 

II’s 1914 line—“I no longer think in terms of parties or confessions; today we are all German 

brothers and only German brothers!”—was not mere lip service to an ideal.221 From the 

beginning, the club included socialists, who even served on the club’s executive boards. 

Wartime members ranged from former chief the German General Staff, Helmuth von 

Moltke, to the Catholic parliamentarian Matthias Erzberger and the moderate socialist 

Albert Südekum. Many conservatives were skeptical of the club’s bourgeois liberal leadership 

and left-wing members; interestingly, however, historians have read bringing reformist 

socialists into the club as a successful attempt “to bring moderate social democratic elements 

into the existing monarchical system.”222 This big-tent ethos persisted in the wake of the war 

when the club’s leadership voted to ask the Catholic Center Party President of the 

Nationalversammlung Constantin Fehrenbach to join its board. Thus, the club staked out a 
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position in the middle of German society, accepting the new German republic and its leading 

officials.223  

The clubhouse of the Deutsche Gesellschaft 1914 was frequently used by political 

groups, itinerant speakers, and for other association meetings throughout the 1920s and 

early 1930s. In the early years of the republic, the SPD’s “fortnightly convivial gatherings” 

were held in the clubhouse.224 In 1932, the Gesellschaft hosted a political meeting of the 

leaders of the moderate parties—everything “between the National Socialists and the Center 

Party”—trying to coordinate their election efforts to avoid a victory by either the radical right 

or the radical left.225 That same year—1932—when skepticism about democracy seemed to be 

on the rise, the pro-republican Walther-Rathenau-Gesellschaft hosted a “social gathering” 

after its annual meeting at the Deutsche Gesellschaft.226 These independent, often political, 

events tended to draw from the middle of society, from the moderate socialists through the 

progressive conservatives.  

Like other clubs in Berlin, the Deutsche Gesellschaft also hosted its own program of 

presentations and discussions for its membership, and these were also of a broader appeal 

than other clubs. Whereas economic topics dominated the speaker series in more 
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225 Deutschen Gesellschaft 1914 Invitation, 14 Juni 1932, N 1135/59, Nachlass Wolfgang Jaenicke, 
Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

226 Einladung zur Öffentlichen Hauptversammlung der Walther-Rathenau-Gesellschaft, 7 Dec 1932, N 2035/3, 
Nachlass Franz Bracht, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 



 

 96 

conservative clubs, at the Deutsche Gesellschaft a German delegate to the League of Nations 

spoke on international politics, an archivist from the national archives addressed 

“Annexationist Sentiment as the World War’s Key Issue,” and the famous political theorist 

and lawyer Carl Schmitt discussed a landmark legal case in Leipzig. The club also had a rich 

cultural and educational program; a former Prussian minister spoke on Bali, a naturalist 

lectured on “Noble and Odd Creatures from the Animal Kingdom,” and a French Jewish 

author spoke in French on “the poetry of modern life.” A Prussian museum director spoke on 

“The Past and Present of Prussian Culture Policies,” there was a “Tour of the State Porcelain 

Factory in Berlin,” and an up-and-coming pianist and violinist gave a concert to the club’s 

membership.227 

 In looking back at these clubs in Berlin, many of the German participants were 

consciously looking to emulate the culture of gentlemen’s clubs in London, which flourished 

in the late nineteenth-century. Exclusive London clubs formed for aristocratic or high-

ranking men in Victorian society. These clubs were marked by their luxurious clubhouses, 

decadent meals, and homosocial environments.228 Not only were the Germans looking to the 

British, but so were other continental Europeans, including the Dutch. The interwar Dutch 

publication Club Kroniek was a monthly newsletter on social clubs in the Netherlands and 

Dutch colonies. In addition to sections with tips on playing chess or billiards, there was the 
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regular column “Clubleven in Engeland [Club Life in England]” that included exposés on 

British clubs, descriptions of women’s clubs in London, and essays on British club concepts 

like “clubbability” or the elections of new members. London’s clubs were considered the gold 

standard for this world of social clubs in both the Netherlands and Germany.229 

In looking at British clubs, the historian Amy Milne-Smith argued for the concept of 

“clubland” in the St. James’s district in London. “Clubland was both an imagined community 

and a very real place” inhabited by the “clubmen” of the period.230 The importance of 

London’s gentlemen’s clubs had waned by 1914, as members sought out mixed-gender spaces 

and ate in restaurants rather than clubhouses. This was a broader phenomenon in Europe; 

for instance, The Hague was affected: “Around the turn of the century many traditional 

gentlemen’s clubs were struggling. Several already had close up shop, whereas others were 

able to hold on but their élan had faded.”231 London’s clublife, in particular, was dealt a sharp 

blow by the First World War.  

However, around the same time London’s clubs were waning, Berlin’s politicians 

turned en masse to the security of clublife. In the late nineteenth century, London had 

changed in “technological, political, demographic, sexual, social, racial, cultural, 
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architectural, and spatial” ways; it was in this moment that British “clubmen retreated into 

their bastions of luxury” to minimize the effect of these changes on their lives.232 London’s 

gentlemen’s clubs “were the ultimate expression of the dying moments of blatant elite, male 

privilege in a changing world. Clubmen, both inside the club and out, negotiated their lives 

through a world that was disappearing.”233 In 1918 and 1919, German conservatives and the 

traditional aristocracy felt similarly. The Kaiserreich, with its privileges for the traditional 

elites, had faded into a republic, dominated by working-class social democratic politicians. 

That the German conservative and bourgeois elite turned to clubs at this moment and is 

analogous to the change and loss of status British elites felt in the late nineteenth century 

when London’s clublife flourished. 

 
CASE STUDY OF INTERWAR BERLIN: AN INTERNATIONAL ELEMENT 

 Alongside parlamentarische Bierabende, evening talks at one of Berlin’s gentlemen’s 

clubs, and private dinners in ministers’ homes, there was a strong international element in 

the social milieu in which interwar German politicians thrived. Politicians’ personal papers 

are replete with the calligraphed, gold-bordered invitations on luxurious paper for a private 

dinner with an ambassador, consul, or other diplomatic official stationed in Berlin. The 

Soviet ambassador and his wife were particularly keen on inviting guests to their home or 
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table, although many of these invitations were also declined.234 Invitations from the Italian 

military attaché, the Austrian consul, the Dutch consul, the British ambassador, and the 

Polish consul are scattered throughout German politicians’ papers.235 When a foreign head of 

state or prime minister passed through Berlin, the German government would also roll out 

the red carpet with social receptions. When the King and Queen of Afghanistan arrived, the 

cabinet invited parliamentarians, including those of the opposition, to the dinner honoring 

them.236 In 1930, the Hungarian Prime Minister Count István Bethlen and his wife came to 

Berlin for a meticulously planned visit. Bethlen and various Hungarian officials called on the 

German Chancellor and ministers at their offices, and then the Germans paid a reciprocal 

visit to the Hungarians at their hotel. A VIP tour of the Pergamon Museum was followed by 

an evening reception presided over by the wife of the German Foreign Minister. 

Subsequently, Countess Bethlen and other women in the party departed for an evening at the 

theater, leaving the men for an international “Herrendiner [Gentlemen’s Dinner].” A 

number of male parliamentarians were invited and attended this event; the socialist 

opposition was especially well represented at the dinner. Interestingly, no Communist 

parliamentarian—the third largest party in the Reichstag, after the Nazi party—was invited 

                                                
234 In addition to the social democrats who rebuffed the Soviet ambassador who were cited earlier, for a Catholic 
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to the dinner. Only one Nazi parliamentarian was on the guest list, but he declined his 

invitation.237  

 In addition to formal diplomatic visits, foreign visitors were often in Berlin, 

participating in conferences or delivering speeches in the city. Sometimes these guests came 

for an organized event like the International Parliamentary Commercial Conference of 1929. 

However, these international congresses were also integrated into Berlin’s calendar as social 

gatherings were put together around them. For example, the Japanese ambassador invited 

numerous German parliamentarians to tea honoring the Japanese delegation to the 

International Parliamentary Commercial Conference of 1929.238 Berlin’s Chamber of 

Industry and Commerce marked the occasion by inviting delegates to mingle with local 

notables at a dinner held at the Zoological Garden’s Marmorsaal.239 The German League for 

Human Rights once brought French politicians to Berlin for an event on French-German 

cooperation that was held in the plenary chamber of the Reichstag. The French politicians 

Ferdinand Buisson and Joseph Paul-Boncour were to address the Assembly, along with 

Albert Einstein as well as Catholic and liberal members of the Reichstag.240 In 1929, another 

leading French politician of the interwar years, the once-and-future French Prime Minister 
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Édouard Herriot came to Berlin. The avid supporter of European integration Richard von 

Coudenhove-Kalergi put together an event at the Hotel Kaiserhof and invited a broad swath 

of Berlin’s social world to attend Herriot’s speech.241 

A final aspect of the international world in interwar Berlin’s social life was the 

presence of many foreign journalists in the city. The city’s Foreign Press Association—the 

Verein der Ausländischen Presse—hosted many events that German politicians were eager to 

attend. Much like an ambassador, the press association’s president Max Blokzijl wrote to 

leading German ministers and politicians asking them to join him and his wife for dinner at 

the Hotel Adlon.242 The Association also put together Parlamentarische Bierabende and 

lunches that were well attended “to which, in addition to leading governmental officials, 

important representatives of public, cultural, and academic life should be invited,” including 

diplomats. Foreign journalists mingled with the movers and shakers of German politics, 

following up on leads for news stories.243 The high point of the Association’s social calendar 

was its annual Foreign Press Ball that brought out the “pinnacle of Berlin society, the 

prominent international journalists, and over thirty ambassadors and consuls in comfortable 

ballrooms” for dinner, dancing, and drinks in the Hotel Adlon.244 The Association kept good 

records of its guest lists to this event in the late 1920s and 1930s; each year cabinet ministers, 
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leading bureaucrats, and key parliamentarians attended. The papal nuncio Eugenio Pacelli—

the later Pope Pius XII—was a frequent guest of honor. Until 1933, Communist and Nazi 

politicians declined to attend the ball; however, members of the German press were always 

invited, and these invites went to journalists from Communist and Nazi party newspapers. 

Although Nazi journalists did not attend, the Communist Rote Fahne publication sent a 

representative in 1932.245 

   

FIGURE 2: Two posters advertising the annual ball of Berlin’s Foreign Press Association246 

 
 The social world in which German members of the Reichstag moved included a 

pronounced international element of ambassadors, foreign guests, and journalists from the 
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world’s press. The most parliamentary of social events were the Parlamentarische Abende 

hosted by the President of the Reichstag. However, mingling around the crowd of German 

parliamentarians were also ambassadors, including the pesky Soviet ambassador Nikolay 

Krestinsky and the Apostolic Nuncio Eugenio Pacelli. The nuncio received special attention 

at these parliamentary events; Pacelli was first greeted with gestures of respect from the 

Catholic parliamentarians, but “he then joined in engaging conversation with Christians, 

Jews, and non-believers” until right before midnight when he needed to get home to sleep 

before Mass the next day. At a small round table at one of these events at which Pacelli had 

taken a seat, the conversation turned to the nuncio’s language skills. When one German 

privately suggested that Pacelli’s German was not that good, Chancellor Müller decided to 

put it to the test by recounting a joke from Upper Silesia. After the punch line, “[w]hen Pacelli 

joined in the hearty laughter, Müller won. The nuncio really did understand German.”247 

Parliamentarians and ministers mingled and joked alongside diplomats and foreign 

journalists until late in the night, a fitting indication of how international this social world 

was. 

 
CASE STUDY OF INTERWAR BERLIN: CROSS-PARTY EXTENT 

 As is now clear, Berlin had a robust informal social milieu surrounding the Reichstag, 

full of ambassadors, journalists, gentlemen’s clubs, standing lunch meetings, and state 

dinners that could bring interwar politicians together across party lines. However, the 

                                                
247 Paul Löbe, Der Weg war lang (Berlin: arani, 1954), 140-141. 
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lingering question is how politically broad this community really was. Which 

parliamentarians were considered too radical, and which were allowed the participate in this 

informal world? Alongside postwar and wartime memoirs, several examples of large private 

parties and formal parlamentarische Bierabende with extant contemporary guest lists cast 

light the extent of this informal culture. 

 On Buß- und Bettag in 1931, a Prussian state holiday, the former left-liberal DDP 

parliamentarian Georg Bernhard hosted a chamber music concert at his home and invited 

over 60 people to the event. The Greek, Belgian, Lithuanian, and Czechoslovak ambassadors 

and consuls mingled with a group that included several socialist and DDP lawmakers and 

their spouses. Journalists and art critics were seated alongside guests from Japan, in an 

international audience for a private concert. Among the politicians who attended, there were 

only liberals and social democrats, perhaps reflecting Bernhard’s own personal biography, 

starting as a revisionist member of the SPD during the Kaiserreich who migrated to the DDP 

at its founding in 1918. Bernhard had made inroads into Berlin’s journalistic community as 

the editor-in-chief of the Vossische Zeitung and was seen as so attached to republicanism and 

the Weimar system that he was among the first set of Germans deprived of citizenship in 

1933. Unsurprisingly, Bernhard’s guests skewed towards the moderate left and were 

ambassadors of democratic republics or constitutional monarchies in a period already 

trending towards authoritarianism.248  

                                                
248 Hausmusik Invitation List, 18 Nov 1931, N 2020/72, Nachlass Georg Bernhard, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-
Lichterfelde. 
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 Bernhard Dernburg was a colonial minister from the Kaiserreich who, like Georg 

Bernhard, joined the DDP during the Weimar Republic and served in the republican German 

parliament from 1919 until 1930. Dernburg also kept records of his guest lists to private 

dinners and tea at his home. He and his wife hosted a particularly large event in April 1928, 

with over a hundred invited guests, not all of whom could attend. Like Bernhard, Dernburg 

invited a number of sitting politicians, ranging from the Chancellor to parliamentarians 

representing parties from the conservative DNVP through the SPD. Although politicians 

were present, the majority of Dernburg’s guests were not his Reichstag colleagues but came 

from the wider international community in the city or were members of Berlin high society. 

This included everyone from an Italian opera singer and influential rabbi to diplomatic 

officials from the United States, Italy, and Japan.249 

The former socialist Chancellor of Germany Hermann Müller, who was particularly 

reviled on the right for having signed the Versailles Treaty, received several invitations to 

private events with political opponents on the German right. For instance, Jakob Riesser of 

the right liberal DVP and his wife invited the socialist leader “to enjoy an evening with then.” 

Since this invitation specified that “dark suit” was requested, it was likely a larger house party. 

For unknown reasons, Müller had to decline the invitation.250 Most surprisingly, Müller was 

invited to a white-tie formal dinner at the Schöneberg City Hall sponsored by the DNVP 

                                                
249 List of People Invited to Social Events, n.d., N 1130/4, Nachlass Bernhard Dernburg, Bundesarchiv-
Koblenz. 

250 Invitation Geheimrat Riesser to Müller, N 2200/1, Nachlass Hermann Müller, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-
Lichterfelde. 
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parliamentary group, avowed right-wing opponents of the socialists.251 The reasoning behind 

Müller’s invitation is impossible to reconstruct, but Müller politely declined the invitation: “I 

respectfully thank the DNVP Reichstag group for the kind dinner invitation […] 

Nevertheless, it is not possible for me to attend.”252 These invitations both stand out because 

of the political gulf between Müller and his dinner hosts. 

Thus far, the guest lists that have been studied have been from private social events, 

but there were also semi-official and official events hosted by the German president, cabinet, 

or the Reichstag’s leadership to which lawmakers were invited.. Hosting Bierabende was seen 

as part of leading politicians’ official duties. These social events, however, were considered a 

luxury and thus expendable in extreme circumstances, such as during the economic crisis in 

1930 when the President and Reich government cancelled their Bierabende and donated 

money to war invalids instead.253 In terms of how many guests attended, a reception with the 

chancellor in 1921 was for 300 people,254 and a Bierabende that focused on parliamentarians 

could attract up to 150 lawmakers.255 Since the Weimar-era Reichstag usually had around 500 

members and sometimes exceeded 600, just in terms of logistics, it was next to impossible to 

invite all the members to one social gathering. 

                                                
251 Deutschnationale Reichstagsfraktion Invitation for Dinner to Müller, 24 Mar 1927, N 2200/1, Nachlass 
Hermann Müller, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

252 Müller to Vorstand der Deutschnationalen Reichstagsfraktion, 19 Mar 1927, N 2200/1, Nachlass Hermann 
Müller, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

253 “Verzicht auf Repräsentationen,” Vossische Zeitung (7 Feb 1930), De Gruyter Vossische Zeitung Online. 

254 “Empfang bei Reichskanzler,” Vossische Zeitung (17 Jun 1921), De Gruyter Vossische Zeitung Online. 

255 “Bierabend bei Hindenburg,” Vossische Zeitung (16 Feb 1927), De Gruyter Vossische Zeitung Online. 
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Moreover, social invitations could be abused politically by guests. For instance, in the 

Prussian Landtag during a particularly intense debate in 1922, a Communist state 

parliamentarian from the working-class district of Neukölln in Berlin brought up the fact 

that the socialist President of the Landtag had invited him to a upcoming Bierabend. “[T]hen 

with the words—‘I will throw the invitation with contempt in his face’—he actually threw the 

crumpled-up invitation towards the president.”256 Far less theatrically, both DNVP and 

Communist local politicians from Berlin refused to attend a Bierabend with the socialist 

President Ebert in 1922.257 Thus, this bad press during the early years of the Weimar Republic 

soured German hosts on the idea of inviting a broad political spectrum to private events. 

There are, however, extant complete guest lists for two large Bierabende hosted by the 

Reich Chancellor in 1920 and in 1925. At the November 1920 Bierabend, alongside the 

government ministers and state secretaries, representatives of the German states, the 

national economic council, and the presidium of the Reichstag and Prussian Landtag were 

invited. Important people from the press, industry, business, and banking attended. Only 30 

members of the Reichstag came, six each from the SPD, Center Party, DDP, DVP, and 

DNVP, and one from the Bavarian BVP. This division meant that the SPD was slightly 

underrepresented, but there was obviously a conscious effort to include most of the larger 

parties in the Reichstag, even though they were not in government at the time. However, 
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parliamentarians from the more radical left-wing Unabhängige Sozialdemokratische Partei 

Deutschlands (German Independent Social Democratic Party, USPD) were completely 

excluded from the event. The fact the USPD party congress had voted only weeks before to 

join the Comintern likely played a role in the party being skipped over.258 Excluding radicals 

was often a feature of German social events and was repeated at another smaller Bierabend in 

the early 1920s, where the same six parties were represented, excluding the USPD.259 

On May 30, 1925, the cabinet put together a much larger parlamentarische Bierabend 

including representatives from a whole slew of Reich and Prussian agencies, representatives 

of cities, members of the art and cultural sector, and businessmen and bankers. Excluding the 

presidium of the Reichstag, 122 parliamentary guests attended, which was almost a fourth of 

the Reichstag’s membership. This event was attended by members of the SPD, DNVP, 

Center Party, DVP, DDP, BVP, Wirtschaftspartei, and even the National Socialist Freedom 

Party. The social democrats were slightly underrepresented again, but bourgeois and 

Catholic parties were extremely overrepresented. No Communists were invited, but the 

right-wing extreme National Socialist Freedom Party, the predecessor to the NSDAP in the 

Reichstag did receive three invitations. Interestingly, however, even among these radical 

right-wing guests, two—Albrecht von Graefe and Ernst Graf zu Reventlow—were former 

members of the DNVP and aristocrats who were not closely associated with Adolf Hitler’s 

                                                
258 Guests for Parlamentarischer Bierabend, 19 Nov 1920, R 43-I/1927, Reichskanzlei (“Neue Reichskanzlei”), 
Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

259 Guest List for Reichskanzler’s Bierabend, n.d., R 43-I/1927, Reichskanzlei (“Neue Reichskanzlei”), 
Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 
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radicalism.260 The practice of allowing one or two token members of the more radical parties 

to attend semi-official social events was repeated in the parlamentarische Bierabende hosted 

by the President of the Reichstag. The Communist Clara Zetkin and the Nazi Reichstag 

Member Franz Ritter von Epp were occasionally seen at these Bierabende, but both were 

some of the least radical members of their respective parties.261  

Summing up information from all of these guest lists, the acceptable political 

spectrum at private or party-political events in Berlin ranged from the social democratic SPD 

to the DNVP. How acceptable the socialist left wing or the radical conservative right-wing of 

the DNVP was at a given time depended on the event’s host or on the government in power. 

Socialists were more frequent guests at bourgeois and cross-party events during the early 

years of the republic. Nevertheless, in interwar Berlin there were more social spaces open to 

conservative and bourgeois politicians than radical left-wing socialists or right-wing 

extremists. Communists and Nazis were few and far between in this informal social world. 

Indeed, Joseph Goebbels once heaped criticism on his colleagues in the Nazi parliamentary 

party—especially Franz Ritter von Epp—as “already been really parliamentarized 

[verparlamentarisiert].” He condemned them as “reactionaries” who mingled with 

colleagues.262 As radicals like Goebbels gained more of a hold on Berlin’s politics with more 
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seats the parliament, the percentage of the Reichstag that was still clubbable and could move 

in these mixed, cross-party social circles declined precipitously. 

 
CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

 Reconstructing the world of private events and social obligations on an interwar 

politician’s time is difficult because so few sources have survived. Former politicians devoted 

their memoirs to justifying their public actions rather than discussing their private dinner 

parties. In the case of reconstructing interwar Berlin’s social world, a handful of politicians 

saved invitations to event, including the Catholic Center Party member of the Reichstag 

Friedrich Dessauer and the DDP parliamentarian and minister Hermann Dietrich. However, 

the most extensive collections of these invitations are in the papers of the Interior Minister 

Franz Bracht and the Reichswehr Minister and Chancellor Kurt von Schleicher. There is the 

drawback that these men did not actually sit in the Reichstag—although they moved in the 

same social circles—but their extensive collections are the result of the fact that they died in 

1933 and 1934, and did not have time to weed through their collections to destroy seemingly 

unimportant ephemera. 

 Ultimately, this chapter provides a first draft of a “thick description” of the social life 

of interwar parliamentarians. In terms of interwar Berlin, the importance of private 

Bierabende and receptions, social clubs, and international networks comes to the fore. 

Thomas Mergel warned that studies of political culture can end up analyzing “not politics 
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itself but politics’ décor [Wandschmuck].”263 The social world of parliamentarians might 

seem too much like the décor of politics, with little to do with actual decision-making. 

However, this chapter should be read alongside Chapter One’s analysis of mechanisms that 

brought politicians together across party lines to understand the environment in which cross-

party networks and connections could  formed during this polarized era. As later chapters 

will show, these networks could then eventually be called on for political favors and to 

influence political decision-making. In this way, these Bierabende, Stammtische, and 

parliamentary junkets are more than the “décor” of politics, since they set up relationships 

that undergird political decision-making and determine parliamentary action. 
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Chapter Three 
Women as Parliamentary Newcomers: 

The Cases of Interwar Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands 
 

Women’s political activity did not begin with the extension of the franchise. In early 

eighteenth-century Britain, aristocratic women would wear subtle pro-Jacobite ribbons or 

wave decorative fans, hand-painted with scenes from the life of William and Mary, to display 

their political views.264 Colonial American women baked boozy fruit-filled Election Day spice 

cakes to draw men out to the polls.265 Viennese stores, apartment buildings, and street 

corners were filled with women during the shortages of the First World War who experienced 

the political in the everyday struggle for food.266 These histories are an important corrective 

to the idea that woman only became political actors after they won suffrage rights. However, 

women’s entry into elected politics did mark a new political world for European women 

during the early twentieth century.267 This chapter considers women entering Europe’s 

parliaments for the first time. These pioneering women were newcomers both to formal 

                                                
264 See, Rosanne Waine, “Gender, Sartorial Politics and the Politics of Making in Eighteenth-century Britain” 
(Dissertation-in-progress, Bath Spa University, 2015). 
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political practice and to informal parliamentary culture. The parliamentary world that this 

select group of women encountered is the focus here. 

After introducing the historical moment that expanded women’s suffrage, this 

chapter explores three case studies from Austria, the Netherlands, and Germany. Rather than 

approaching each national case in its entirety, this chapter focuses on individual women in 

each country whose histories shed light on their larger national political cultures and the 

networks these women were able to create. The choice to delve into women’s political 

biographies should not be construed as advancing the claim that these women were somehow 

the best examples from their national cases. On the one hand, this decision is a practical one 

due to limited sources. Finding records that point to the behind-the-scenes activities of 

interwar parliamentarians is already difficult, and there were far fewer women than men 

serving in elected political life in Europe during the 1920s and 1930s. However, the task of 

finding sources becomes even more difficult because of the political upheaval of the period 

that drove both men and women to destroy their private papers. In Austria, for example, 

socialist female parliamentarians often destroyed papers during the 1934 Austrian Civil War 

after which the Austro-Fascist state was ascendant and socialists were imprisoned. After 

Anschluss with Nazi Germany in 1938, the conservative Christian Social Austrian female 

politicians destroyed their papers, since the Nazis were avowed enemies of both Christian 

Socials and Austro-Fascists. This leaves slim pickings among the papers that were not 

destroyed that still shed light on women in the parliamentary cultures of their countries. 

This chapter will first focus on the two Austrian socialists, Gabriele Proft and Anna 

Boschek, and the regional and international connections that tied them to socialists and trade 
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unionists in the wider world. Second, the chapter will move to the confessional Protestant 

Dutch parliamentarian Frida Katz and explore her work as a legal expert in the Dutch 

Tweede Kamer. In this section, a comparison will be drawn to the type of political work and 

collaboration among women in all three countries. Finally, this chapter will look at the 

German DVP parliamentarian Katharina von Kardorff-Oheimb, considering her political 

engagement in the social world surrounding the Reichstag. The historian is always limited by 

archival sources and trustworthy memoirs, and the decision to focus on individual women is 

largely practical rather than any backdoor cherry picking to rig an argument. These women 

and their stories serve as glimpses of how their national parliamentary cultures incorporated 

newcomers and dealt with the political upheaval that brought many European women into 

elected political life. 

 
WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE COMES TO EUROPE 

The 1907 Finnish parliamentary election marked the first time women in Europe 

voted for their representatives on a national level, a feat not diminished by the fact that the 

Grand Duchy of Finland was then an autonomous part of the Russian Empire. Nineteen 

women won parliamentary seats in the election, making history as the world’s first elected 

female legislators.268 This development was followed in European history in 1911 when Anna 

Rogstad took her seat in the Norwegian parliament as a deputy representative; in 1913, 

universal suffrage was extended to all women in Norway by the unanimous vote of the 
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Storting.269 Denmark followed suit in 1915, extending suffrage rights to women, who voted at 

the national level for the first time in 1918.270 

Europe’s Scandinavian experiment in women’s suffrage and parliamentary 

representation moved into Central and Eastern Europe after the First World War. Many of 

the countries on the losing side of the conflict and those most directly affected by the war 

were buffeted by political turmoil in the war’s aftermath, and their revolutionary 

governments often attempted to curry favor with the populace by quickly extending suffrage 

to women. For instance, during the Russian Revolution after the Czar’s abdication, the non-

Bolshevik provisional government was pressured to extend the franchise to women, which it 

initially resisted. After a march in favor of women’s suffrage in Petrograd in March 1917, 

women won the right to vote in the free elections to the ultimately short-lived Russian 

Constituent Assembly.271  

In addition to Russia during the topsy-turvy days of its revolution, women’s suffrage 

in national elections was also introduced between 1917 and 1920 in Albania, Austria, 

Czechoslovakia, Estonia, Germany, Hungary, Latvia, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and 

Poland.272 However, not all of these states introduced full suffrage from day one; women’s 
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rights to vote often came with barriers or strings attached. For instance, the Netherlands first 

permitted women to stand for parliamentary seats in 1917 but only extended the franchise to 

women in 1919. This meant that the socialist Suze Groeneweg, the first female Dutch 

parliamentarian, was elected in 1918 to the Dutch parliament without actually being able to 

go to the polls to vote for herself.273 Similarly, Belgium and the United Kingdom reformed 

their suffrage system in this period to allow only some women to vote. From 1921, Belgium 

permitted war widows to vote in national elections—essentially as stand-ins for their 

deceased spouses—but most Belgian women would have to wait until after the Second World 

War for the unrestricted franchise. The United Kingdom and Ireland permitted women over 

30 who met property restrictions to vote starting in 1918, and in November 1918, British 

women were permitted to stand for elections as MPs. However, it took a few more years—

until 1928—when British women were given voting rights on par with those of men.274 

The more radical jump from no suffrage rights to full political rights for women was 

often among a package of revolutionary reforms that materialized in the postwar political 

chaos in the losing Central Powers. In Germany, for example, a seemingly entrenched 

conservative imperial system was brushed aside with the abdication of the Kaiser and the 

declaration of a new German Republic on November 9, 1918. The first regulations of this new 

transitional government ended the state of siege, banned censorship, granted amnesty for 

                                                
273 De invoering van het vrouwenkiesrecht, Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, accessed 26 Nov 2016, 
https://www.tweedekamer.nl/hoe_werkt_het/tweede_kamer_door_de_eeuwen_heen/1848-
1922_strijd_voor_rechten/vernieuwing 

274 Women Suffrage and Beyond: Confronting the Democratic Deficit, accessed 26 Nov 2016, 
http://womensuffrage.org/?page_id=97; Parliament (Qualification of Women) Act, 1918, 8 and 9, Geo 5, c. 47. 



 

 117 

political crimes, and pledged to guarantee food and housing. The final provision in this list of 

radical changes guaranteed women the right to vote:275 “All elections to public bodies shall 

henceforth take place according to equal, secret, direct, and universal suffrage following a 

proportional electoral system open to all men and women at least 20 years of age.”276 

To Germany’s south, its Habsburg-ruled wartime ally, Austria-Hungary, also 

disintegrated, and the rump Austrian state quickly elected for women’s suffrage. In Germany 

this radical suffrage change was promulgated by the six-man socialist-controlled Council of 

People’s Deputies who ordered the regulations published in the government gazette. In 

Austria, however, the Reichsrat (Imperial Council) was in session when revolution swept the 

country and the successor states were declaring their independence from the empire. The 

German-speaking deputies in the Reichsrat refashioned themselves into a Provisional 

National Assembly for German Austria, and they acted to guarantee women’s suffrage 

through legislation. Article 9 of the law remaking Austria as a republic stipulated that a 

constituent assembly would be elected under a system that “is founded on […] the universal, 

equal, direct, and secret right to vote of all citizens without regard to gender.”277  

This law that ushered out the old imperial system in German Austria set the goal of 

women’s suffrage, but the details were only debated in December 1918 when the Provisional 
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National Assembly approved a specific election law. Bourgeois and German nationalist 

parliamentarians used this opportunity to try to push back on the principle of women’s 

suffrage. One German nationalist deputy said: “I cannot suppress my deep reservations that 

this law aims to pull women into the political area—into that busy wasteland of politics.”278 

When it became clear that women’s suffrage would be impossible to roll back, the bourgeois 

parties in the rump Austrian state changed their strategy to make voting compulsory. 

Another German nationalist representative challenged the social democrats who had 

advocated for women’s suffrage: “You want to gain an advantage because you know that 

social democratic women, influenced by their politically well-organized men and fathers, will 

march to the ballot box.”279 The conservative hope was that, if voting was made compulsory, 

more bourgeois and Catholic votes could be found to outvote the already organized and 

active socialist women. However, in the end, suffrage rights were neither rolled back nor was 

voting made compulsory in 1919. 

Extending the vote to women throughout Europe brought some uncertainty into the 

traditional centers of political power; no one was entirely sure how women would vote. In 

late 1918, the venerable Viennese newspaper Neue Freie Presse posed a question of women 

voters: “Will she be liberal, clerical, or socialist: will a new element of passion be carried into 

politics by her, does she want the consolidation of democracy or relentless upheaval?”280 
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Generally, however, women fell into similar voting blocs as men, rarely shifting a 

parliament’s political makeup.281 

Even if the uncertainty about women’s voting behavior was resolved in favor of 

traditional political alignments, there was also uncertainty about women as elected 

politicians: what issues would they tackle in parliament, how would they wield influence, 

would they participate in the social life surrounding the parliament, and, of course, how many 

women would be elected? Sometimes women trickled into parliamentary seats, as in the case 

of the Dutch socialist Suze Groeneweg who was the only female politician among her 99 male 

colleagues.282 However, in Austria over 5% of the Nationalrat—8 of 159 members—were 

women after the 1919 elections, the first in which women could stand.283 In fact, even the 

conservative Catholic Christian Socials, who had opposed extending suffrage to women, 

even had one female member of the Nationalrat; the rest of the women in the 1919 

parliament were socialists. In Germany during the 1920s and 1930s, women served as 

parliamentarians in most parties across the political spectrum—from the far-left 

independent socialists and Communists to the right-wing DNVP. Perhaps most shocking 

was the percentage of women in Germany’s 1919 Nationalversammlung. 9.6% of the 

membership was female, a percentage of elected female parliamentarians that would not be 
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surpassed at the opening of a democratic German parliament until the election of the 1983 

Bundestag.284 Nevertheless, the percentage of women serving as parliamentarians in Weimar 

Republic declined from its high in 1919, but until 1932, there were always between 27 and 39 

women in the Reichstag.285 

The first women entering Europe’s parliaments attracted the attention of the press 

and other parliamentarians. For instance, Anton David, who as the oldest member of the 

newly elected Austrian Nationalrat in 1919 was tasked with calling the parliament to order, 

used his opening speech to mark the achievement of women’s suffrage: “The epic times 

through which we have just lived have also extended universal, equal, [and] direct suffrage to 

women. I see it as my duty to warmly welcome the women who are now here ([there 

followed:] spirited acclaim and applause) and entrust to them this fruitful and exceptionally 

weighty task, for which they will have to devote all their powers.”286 In addition to these 

public words of welcome to new female colleagues, the first speeches given by women in 

parliaments were well publicized. In Germany, the socialist Marie Juchacz was the first 

woman to speak from the parliamentary lectern. Juchacz had joined the German SPD the 

moment she was legally able to do so in 1908, and she traveled around speaking for the party 
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in the prewar and war years.287 Juchacz’s speech was conscious of her historical role. To grab 

everyone’s attention, she began with the unconventional “Meine Herren und Damen! [Dear 

Gentlemen and Ladies!]” which prompted laughter and excitement that the parliamentary 

stenographers dutifully recorded. Juchacz continued to praise the socialist government for 

effecting this revolutionary change: “Our duty is to state plainly here—that which will always 

be recorded in the annals of history—that it was the first social democratic government that 

brought an end to the political voicelessness [politische Unmündigkeit] of German 

women.”288  

The minutes of the parliamentary session record the reactions of the audience to 

Marie Juchacz’s speech, and it was met with interest and no pushback until she turned to 

attack a leading German conservative for his defense of the old “Junkerherrschaft,” or 

favoring the traditional ruling classes, and his desire to continue fighting the First World 

War. Juchacz strayed from traditional women’s issues, which parliamentarians were more 

willing to accept a woman speaking about, into a larger ideological thicket, chastising the 

conservatives for their stance on war and peace. Conservative politicians challenged and 

interrupted her and the commotion in the hall was so great that the presiding officer had to 

call the parliament to order so Juchacz could be heard.289 Here was where the honeymoon 
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period cordially welcoming women into German parliamentary politics ended. This is true in 

all of the national cases that will be explored in this chapter; female newcomers to European 

parliaments came up against two sets of expectations. First, there were general ideas about 

how women should act as unexperienced parliamentarians. This was true of all 

parliamentary newcomers; there is always a process of learning the parliamentary ropes. 

Second, women had to deal with the gendered expectations about what women should do in 

elected political life when they got there. These issues will be considered, and national 

differences related to them will be explored in greater depth. 

 
ANNA BOSCHEK, GABRIELE PROFT, AND AUSTRIA’S INTERNATIONAL 

SOCIALIST CONNECTIONS 

 This chapter now turns to case studies of individual women in three countries in order 

to better understand the political cultures Europe’s first female parliamentarians 

encountered and the networks they were able to create. This section on Austria focuses not 

on one female politician but on two: Anna Boschek and Gabriele Proft. Both Boschek and 

Proft were socialists who served in the Austrian Nationalrat from 1919 through 1934. They 

had been leaders in the social democratic movement before and during the First World War. 

Boschek had begun working as a child, passing through stints in textile, metal, and even 

harmonica factories. She became an active trade unionist and later the first woman elected to 

the executive committee of the Austrian half of the Habsburg Empire’s preeminent socialist 

party, the Austrian Sozialdemokratische Arbeiterpartei (Social Democratic Workers’ Party, 

SDAP). Boschek remained a towering figure within the moderate wing of the Austrian 
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socialist movement throughout the interwar years. Gabriele Proft did not have the same 

background in the factories or in the trade unions as Boschek. Proft had primarily worked at 

home and as a socialist journalist in the prewar years, and she came from the more left-

leaning intellectual faction of the party.290 

Anna Boschek and Gabriele Proft’s personal papers shed light on the international 

outlook and European networks of Austrian socialist political culture in the interwar period. 

Internationalism had been embedded in the global workers’ movement since at least the days 

of Karl Marx. The famous quote “Workers of the world, unite!” was nothing if not a call to 

build an international proletarian movement. Under the leadership of Victor Adler, the 

Habsburg-era SDAP had tried to keep together moderates, radicals, and even different 

nationalities in one big-tent socialist family without contentious ideological schisms. This 

meant that when the Habsburg Empire collapsed, the German-speaking socialists had grown 

up in a party that had almost always included members from Bohemia, Moravia, Silesia, 

Bukovina, Trieste, and South Tyrol, which were parts of different countries in the interwar 

period.291  

Both Proft and Boschek had come of age in this large imperial SDAP, and after the 

collapse of the Habsburg Empire, they maintained connections with their former colleagues. 

                                                
290 “Gabriele Proft,” Republik Österreich Parlament, accessed 16 Nov 2016, 
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For instance, Ludwig Czech, the leader of the German Social Democrats in Czechoslovakia 

and a minister in the Czechoslovak cabinet, wrote to Proft in 1929 to mark her birthday. 

Specifically, he thanked her for her “rich decades-long activity serving the entire German 

labor movement.” His friendly letter revealed that he had learned of her birthday from the 

Arbeiter-Zeitung, the Vienna-based newspaper of the Austrian Social Democratic party, which 

Czech still read daily.292 It might seem strange that the leader of a socialist party in a different 

country would keep up with the birthday announcements in the neighboring state’s socialist 

press, but this makes perfect sense for Ludwig Czech who, like Boschek and Proft, always saw 

himself as a member of the Central European German-speaking labor movement and Vienna 

as that movement’s capital. 

These former Habsburg socialist connections became a lifeline for Austrian socialists 

imprisoned in the wake of the February 1934 socialist uprising against the authoritarian 

Austro-Fascist state. As a political prisoner, Gabriele Proft was visited by a German-speaking 

Czechoslovak parliamentarian, whose picture Proft saved and can still be found in her papers 

in Vienna.293 In 1935, Anna Boschek also hoped to meet with German-speaking socialists 

from Bohemia and rekindle old connections when she traveled to the Netherlands. Boschek 

had been imprisoned in 1934 but was released under police supervision; however, she was 

freer to mingle with socialists outside Austria. Unfortunately, Boschek missed her friend 
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Anton Schäfer, a member of the Czechoslovak parliament for the German-speaking social 

democrats, who had passed through the Netherlands when she was there. Schäfer, however, 

sent Boschek an uncensored letter while she was in Amsterdam: “The Austrian days in 

February 1934 weigh on all of us. That such a magnificent trade union movement and such a 

spirited party as Austrian social democracy could be obliterated by the clerical scoundrels is 

truly difficult to bear, especially for those who contributed to the Austrian labor movement.” 

Schäfer also sent along greetings from Franz Macoun, another German trade unionist in 

Czechoslovakia who knew Boschek well. Like Ludwig Czech, Schäfer and Macoun felt close 

to the Austrian socialists because of their own connections to the movement and family 

connections to Vienna. In part because of the protections Schäfer would enjoy as a foreign 

parliamentarian, he planned a trip to Vienna to visit his family and hoped to pay Boschek a 

visit when he was there.294  

These strong socialist friendships stretched from the left wing to the right wing of the 

old imperial social democratic party and tied German-speaking socialists from the former 

Habsburg lands together during the interwar years. This phenomenon will be explored in 

greater depth in Chapter Eight; however, here it is important to note that women were 

embedded in these Central European international networks, even though they could not 

vote or serve as elected politicians before the end of the First World War. Strong friendships 

also linked the older generation of German socialists who had grown up in a united German 
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socialist party during the Kaiserreich, but who had ended up in different leftist political 

groups during the interwar years. They maintained friendships like those we see in the 

interwar Austrian case.  

Among this older generation, Clara Zetkin and Adolf Geck stand out. Both Geck and 

Zetkin emerged from the social democratic movement in southwest Germany, but they 

ended up as members of the SPD and KPD during the Weimar years.295 However, they 

remained close friends, fondly reflecting on their shared past. When Zetkin was writing 

about the SPD’s early history with the anti-socialist laws, she wrote to Geck’s wife to help jog 

her memory.296 Zetkin sent an even more reflective letter several years later, after the death of 

two socialists she and Geck knew well: “Wilhelm’s death increased my desire to spend a few 

weeks in your company. To exchange and relive memories, ask and answer questions of each 

other: Do you still think about that? How exactly was this or that? It would be a big important 

bit of historical work that we could get through this way.” With a nod to her far-left 

sympathies, Zetkin concluded her letter: “In steadfast thankful friendship, with a handshake, 

your old unreformed ‘Radikalinski.’”297 The close relationship between Zetkin and Geck that 

these letters point towards stands out in Germany because relationships across political and 

ideological divides among the left were so rare during the 1920s and 1930s. However, in 

many ways, Zetkin and Geck’s experiences growing up in an oppressed, ideologically more 
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diverse Marxist movement in Germany mirrored Proft and Boschek’s experiences in the 

geographically more expansive SDAP of the Habsburg years. Both the older Germans and the 

Austrian socialists maintained strong friendships across national borders that included a 

broader range of leftist ideologies. 

Although Proft and Boschek had a number of socialist friends, a key difference that 

sets their experiences apart from women in the German Reichstag was their noticeable lack 

of cross-party relationships with other politicians. This was highlighted in a letter Proft wrote 

to her socialist colleague Oskar Helmer when both were in an Austrian jail after the February 

1934 uprising. Proft wrote after the murder of the authoritarian Chancellor Engelbert 

Dollfuß by Austrian Nazis: “I also thought that the tragic fate of Dr. Dollfuß must have 

especially shaken you up, because you knew him personally much better […] Once again a 

part of history fades! […] A world has disappeared.”298 Prison authorities read letters from 

one prisoner to another, so Proft’s note must be taken with a grain of salt, but Helmer had 

always been known as a moderate socialist, willing to cooperate with the authoritarian 

government even after the February 1934 crisis began. Proft’s letter points out that Dollfuß 

and Helmer had known each other and that Helmer had connections with the ruling 

Christian Socials, which is interesting because it was rare among Austrian politicians.299 
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 Helmer’s relationship with Dollfuß is the example that proves the rule that these 

cross-party connections were so rare for both women and men in Austria. Instead, party-

specific work and party relationships dominated the social milieu around the Nationalrat. 

Proft, Boschek, and their Austrian socialist colleagues dedicated themselves to party-specific 

projects like the municipal socialism of Red Vienna. This political-social segregation in 

Austria was even evident in Proft’s 1930 study trip to the United States which was run by a 

socialist educational center in Vienna. The tour was led by two male socialist politicians—one 

from the Nationalrat and one active in local Viennese politics. In the United States, Proft and 

her travel companions made sure to visit trade union offices and their affiliated 

organizations, as well as meet government officials from the US Labor Department in 

Washington, DC, but they also took in typical tourist sites in New York, Philadelphia, 

Washington, Chicago, Detroit, and the Niagara Falls.300  

In addition to socialist traveling parties, the Austrian women were also particularly 

involved with the SDAP’s women’s organizations.301 In fact, there seems to have been the 

expectation that female parliamentarians would serve as widely as possible at the top levels of 

the Austrian socialist party. When the SDAP’s central women’s committee elected nine 

members to the editorial committee overseeing the socialist women’s publication Die Frau, all 

but three of the women were members of the Nationalrat or the Bundesrat, including 
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Boschek and Proft.302 Both women, along with other male and female parliamentary 

colleagues, also took up teaching and leadership roles in the Arbeiterinnenschule (Working 

Women’s School) program. Proft taught the series of classes on “Austria, as it is – A Picture of 

its Politics and Economy,” and Boschek co-taught the courses on “The proletarian woman in 

a bourgeois society,” which included discussions ranging from the pre-capitalistic 

development of marriage to proletarian women’s engagement in marriage reform 

movements.303 Female parliamentarians’ work in party organizations was, of course, true in 

other national contexts as well; Dutch female parliamentarians often founded or led their 

political party’s women’s organizations. However, in Austria, party work dominated the 

women’s political activities.  

In addition to Boschek and Proft’s regional socialist connections that dated back to 

the Habsburg period, Anna Boschek had additional international experience through her 

work with the International Labour Organization. Connections to the ILO are not 

something we see with female parliamentarians in other countries, but it makes sense for 

women who were so immersed in their own party’s working-class culture and organizations. 

Boschek had long served as a functionary within Austria’s socialist trade unions, even 

founding and leading a women’s section in the unions in 1929. She also had an international 

platform within the ILO as the permanent Austrian representative to the ILO’s women’s 
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committee starting in 1919.304 Boschek’s biggest break on the international stage was when 

she was recommended by the socialist trade unions in Austria to be their representative to the 

International Labour Conference in 1931. The structure of these conferences brought 

together government officials, employees, and employers, and socialists had dominated the 

ILO’s leadership for some time. Even the conservative Christian Social national government 

in Austria acquiesced to Boschek’s appointment and sent her formal accreditation to 

Geneva.305 The 1931 conference was attended by 141 delegates representing 46 states. Along 

with experts and assistants, 370 people were at the conference, of whom only 28 were women. 

Boschek was the first woman attending as a full independent delegate, representing her 

union, rather than as a substitute delegate or a designated expert.306 

Along with a female German trade unionist, at the 1931 conference Boschek advocated 

for a corresponding committee on women in the workplace, which the ILO agreed to 

create.307 Boschek’s role in forming this expert ILO committee earned her a seat on it. 

Despite the crackdown on the socialists in Austria after 1934, the new authoritarian Austrian 

state could not remove Boschek from her committee seat in Geneva, and her term was 
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renewed in 1935.308 When Boschek was released from prison after 1934, she looked forward 

to continuing to advocate for women workers on this committee despite the dramatic 

political changes in her home country. Indeed, Boschek remained internationally active on 

this low-key ILO committee until Anschluss with Nazi Germany in 1938, after which 

Boschek was required to resign.309  

In looking back at Boschek and Proft in First Republic Austrian politics, their 

experiences were those of women closely tied to the SDAP, to its organizations, and to a 

wider Central European, former Habsburg socialist network. Neither Proft nor Boschek 

were members of a vibrant national cross-party social or political community in Vienna. This 

was a marked difference from the politically expansive social environments in both Berlin 

and The Hague that were explored in Chapters One and Two. A striking lack of cross-party 

cooperation among parliamentarians characterized interwar Austria, and this stemmed, in 

part, from the fact that mathematically cross-party cooperation was not needed to achieve 

political ends. Austria’s party system was not splintered into entrenched national and 

ideological camps as in Czechoslovakia, smaller confessional and ideological spheres as in 

the Netherlands, or into large, mid-sized, and small parties as in Germany. Austria essentially 

had two competing large parties—the Socialists and the conservative Christian Socials—and 

the much smaller pan-German nationalists and agrarians were distant third and fourth 
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parties. Because the blocs were large and coalitions did not need to be remade every election, 

there was little political expediency in developing cross-party connections.310 Proft and 

Boschek’s power and influence, thus, stemmed from their positions within the SDAP and 

their shaping of socialist policies and goals rather than befriending their male or female 

colleagues on the other side of the aisle. 

 
A TECHNOCRATIC VOCATION? FRIDA KATZ IN THE NETHERLANDS 

 Unlike Germany, Austria, and other countries that extended full political rights to 

women in one revolutionary swoop, the Netherlands only gradually introduced women’s 

suffrage, with the passive right for women to stand for election granted first in 1917. The 

following national elections in 1918 brought the first woman—the socialist Suze 

Groeneweg—into the lower house of the Dutch parliament, the Tweede Kamer.311 Shortly 

thereafter, a 1919 law guaranteed universal suffrage, and Groeneweg was joined by six female 

colleagues after the 1922 elections. One of these 1922 parliamentary newcomers is the focus 

of this case study: Frida Katz of the conservative Protestant Christelijk-Historische Unie 

(Christian Historical Union, CHU), who was the only women in her party’s 11-person 

parliamentary group.312 
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Katz had first become politically active in the early 1900s working with organizations 

dedicated to promoting women’s suffrage. She blazed her own career path, studying law and 

joining a legal practice in 1917, before breaking a glass ceiling in the Dutch legal profession 

with her appointment as the country’s first female clerk of court. In the early interwar years, 

Katz became more active in Christian women’s organizations and won election in 1921 to 

represent the CHU on the Amsterdam city council. One year later, she was elected to the 

Tweede Kamer for the same party.313 

 Unlike Anna Boschek and Gabriele Proft in Austria, Frida Katz maintained friendly, 

personal connections with colleagues from other parties. Perhaps the most unexpected note 

in her papers is an undated letter from David Wijnkoop, a member of the Tweede Kamer for 

the Dutch Communist Party. Wijnkoop was notorious in The Hague for not participating in 

the informal culture surrounding the Tweede Kamer. Generally speaking, he did not attend 

dinners, go on junkets, or make small talk with colleagues. Instead, he used his parliamentary 

seat to further his Communist agenda and revolutionary ideals. One might expect this from 

all the Communist members of the parliament, but the Dutch Communist parliamentary 

leader Lou de Visser actually interacted with colleagues of different political parties, attended 

events in The Hague with colleagues, and was even caught once on camera in friendly 

conversation with the conservative Calvinist Prime Minister Hendrik Colijn.314  
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However, in Wijnkoop’s handwritten letter in Katz’s papers, the notoriously reticent 

Communist followed up on a conversation with Katz. In addition to serving together in the 

Tweede Kamer in The Hague, both Wijnkoop and Katz were on Amsterdam’s city council, 

and apparently after a meeting there, Katz had approached Wijnkoop with a family history 

question. Although Katz was a Protestant confessional politician, Wijnkoop had known her 

father, since the elder Katz had been active in the socialist movement. Wijnkoop shared what 

he knew with Frida Katz: “The first thing I know relating to the workers’ movement and your 

father is that he gave one or more popular speeches during the winter of 1876-7 in the 

Amsterdamsche Werkmansbond [a union hall].” Wijnkoop then gave Katz suggestions about 

places where copies of her father’s speeches might have been published and which socialist 

printers might know more. He encouraged her to share her findings with him as well: “If you 

could tell me more about it, especially if you could share documents with me, I would be in 

your debt.”315 This cordial letter helping a parliamentary opponent reconstruct a bit of family 

history seems out of character for Wijnkoop, but the time he took to check his files and then 

write a long letter demonstrated his sincerity. In this regard, Katz made one friend in the 

Tweede Kamer who no one else in The Hague could win over. 

 Wijnkoop was not the only left-wing politician who sent Katz kind letters. The leader 

of the more moderate Dutch socialist party Willem Albarda wrote to Katz after a speech she 

gave in 1939 related to a series of scandals, including sexual scandals involving Catholic 
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priests, in the town of Oss. Albarda wrote to Katz: “In the Catholic press there were a few 

unfriendly and particularly inappropriate remarks […] related to your speeches in the Tweede 

Kamer about the Oss issue. I felt that I should tell you that I especially admired your 

speeches. They were both intelligent and courageous, and you deserve respect rather than 

condemnation for them.”316 Gestures like Albarda’s comforting letter after Katz’s speeches 

were not unheard of in the informal life of politics surrounding the Tweede Kamer. For 

example, after particularly pointed criticism by the leader of the Catholic party directed 

towards the then-Prime Minister Hendrik Colijn in a parliamentary debate, the Catholic 

leader dropped by the prime minister’s home to apologize and assure the prime minister that 

he had only spoken because he believed “my conscience required me to do so in the interests 

of the country.”317 Albarda’s letter to Katz indicates that this friendly cross-party 

correspondence that critiqued and praised speeches extended beyond the parliamentary 

elite—like Colijn and the Catholic politician—and even included women. 

Like Anna Boschek in Austria with the ILO, Frida Katz was also active on the 

international stage, attending a number of conferences of the Inter-Parliamentary Union. 

The IPU was an organization that brought parliamentarians from around the world together 

to meet one another and discuss the political issues of the day. Katz traveled to inter-

parliamentary conferences in 1924 in Bern, 1927 in Paris, and 1928 in Berlin, and she 
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carefully saved photographs, menus, invitations, and other ephemera from these events in 

scrapbooks. Particularly helpful for the historian was Katz’s habit of asking fellow 

participants she met or dined with to sign her dinner menus or programs; these are an 

excellent record of who she came in contact with at these international meetings. We see, for 

instance, that at the 1927 Paris conference she met with the French Foreign Minister Aristide 

Briand, the Swedish IPU leader Theodor Adelswaerd, and the German President of the 

Reichstag Paul Löbe because they all signed her program. She also accumulated the visiting 

cards and signatures of parliamentarians from Serbia, Poland, Britain, Czechoslovakia, and 

the United States.318 Republican Senator Selden Spencer of Missouri even wrote down his 

home and Washington addresses for Katz.319 

However, most of Frida Katz’s trips and interactions with this international world 

focused more on her professional area of expertise—law. Katz attended meetings of the 

International Prison Conference several times, including in London in 1925 and in Prague in 

1930. The 1925 prison conference participants went on study trips to Bournemouth, 

Aberdeen, and Edinburgh, fêted in every town they passed through. Because of this busy 

social schedule, Katz had the chance to meet a number of the other delegates, who were 

themselves not politicians but actively involved in the legal system as bureaucrats or judges. 
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For instance, at a dinner in the Royal Bath Hotel in Bournemouth, Katz sat with the German 

Erwin Bumke, the American Hastings Hart, and the Japanese delegate Shinguma Motoji.320 

Unlike Katz who was an elected politician, these men sitting with her were technocrats 

interested in the prison system: Erwin Bumke was an official in the German Justice Ministry 

who worked on criminal law.321 Hart had a background on commissions overseeing prisons 

in Minnesota and Illinois,322 and Motoji was a prosecutor and later judge in Japan.323 The 

conference’s organizers made a big deal about the presence of the Viscountess Astor, who was 

the first woman to take her seat in the British parliament, but she was more of a guest of 

honor than an active participant in the conference.324 Frida Katz, however, was there to 

network with practitioners and build up a knowledge base she could take back to her work 

legislating in the Netherlands.  

Katz also attended a gathering of the Union Internationale des Avocats, an 

international organization formed in the 1920s to bring together lawyers and bar 

associations. Katz did not need to venture too far from her workplace for the group’s 1932 

                                                
320 Everything here is found on various pieces of ephemera available in Inv. 80, 2.21.190, Nachlass C. Frida Katz 
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meeting which was held in the Peace Palace in The Hague, but at the event she encountered 

the wider world of international jurists. Katz saved a photo of this event, which shows her as 

one of only a handful of women in judicial robes in a crowd of around one hundred people.325 

This gendered environment is not only glaringly evident in the photograph’s dearth of 

women but in the fact that Frida Katz even attended this technocratic gathering in the first 

place. Katz’s male Dutch colleagues jockeyed for spots at general international gatherings 

hosted by organizations like the League of Nations.326 Male politicians were seen as 

generalists who could learn anything and did not first have to prove their worth at subject-

specific conferences. The belief that men could easily adapt to new political themes is shown 

in the fact that Dutch cabinet reshuffling could move a politician from being minister of labor 

and trade to social affairs and then to education, from finance minister to agriculture, or from 

minister of defense to agriculture.327 On the other hand, women like Katz were expected to 

excel in a specific field to advance further. Since Katz’s field was law, she served on 

parliamentary legal committees and was sent to legal conferences. This pigeonholing of 

women into a subject-specific area of expertise helps explain why over a month before the 

election that won Katz a seat in the Tweede Kamer, her political party’s executive reached out 
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to her to serve on a party-internal committee to answer the question: “Considering the 

position and the fundamental principles of the CHU, is it necessary that changes in the 

provisions of our civil code related to marriage be advocated—if so, which should the changes 

be?”328 This party role set Katz up for her parliamentary job using her expertise serving on the 

“permanent committee on private and criminal law” and speaking on justice issues for the 

CHU.329 

 

FIGURE 3: Union Internationale des Avocats Meeting in The Hague, July 1932.  
Katz is in the middle with a black X above her head.330 
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Katz reflected on her role and the larger role of women in politics in a 1933 radio 

address entitled “De roeping der vrouw in de Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal” (The 

vocation of women in the Tweede Kamer). She presented it on a radio a program geared 

towards Christian women and thus used Christian language and imagery to make her point. 

She anticipated the conservative religious objection that women should never serve in 

political office: “I always kept in mind, that we are shown again and again in the Bible—the 

Old and New Testaments—that in difficult moments God called women to responsible 

positions in public life.” Katz also used the theological language of vocation to argue that 

some women are called by God to careers beyond the family: “not all women marry, and these 

days women feel called to all kinds of duties in the world. Many professions are open to her, 

lots of social work calls for her dedication, her serving compassion.”331 

 Katz’s argument in this radio address for why women should serve in parliament had 

two prongs, both grounded in traditional ideas about women’s roles. First and foremost, 

“God created humans: man and woman. With their own talents and their own needs. […] her 

insight shall […] thus sometimes be different than that of her male colleagues.” The idea is 

that women have a different perspective that has been ordained by God but is valuable to 

include in parliamentary discussions. The second prong of Katz’s argument is related to first 

but is more forceful: “[a woman’s] special insight is apparent in everything in which the 
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woman is involved as a spouse and mother.”332 Essentially, Katz argues that women are better 

able to understand what it means to be a mother and a wife and should have influence over 

decisions made for them in these roles. 

This belief in women’s unique insights in certain spheres of life could lead women to 

be assigned to stereotypical gendered subjects. Katz did this herself in her address, 

highlighting “education, spiritual and moral, and also economic and social questions that the 

woman’s instinct speaks to.” She listed the women from all parties serving in the Tweede 

Kamer to show how each woman focused her energy on topics about which they had 

expertise. She pointed out which women focused on health, education, labor, or general 

social issues. Katz and her liberal colleague Betsy Bakker-Nort had the only non-stereotypical 

focuses on legal issues, but both had previously trained as lawyers. However, even Katz and 

Bakker-Nort were still supposed to express their views on legislation primarily in 

committees.333 “Just like their male colleagues, female members of parliament can not only 

demonstrate their perspectives in the public sessions of the Tweede Kamer […] but also in the 

committees, even if these ideas are not apparent to the public.”334 Committees—a private 

forum for the technocratic shaping of legislation—were seen as the parliamentary domain 
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most suited for women’s activity. Despite this modest proposal for women’s work in the 

Tweede Kamer, Katz was not afraid to take a stand in plenary sessions as well. Along with her 

liberal female colleagues, Katz co-sponsored an amendment to the tax law in 1926 that would 

have given widows the same tax benefits as widowers for domestic servants, and Katz voted 

against her CHU colleagues in 1930 on a motion to allow women to be appointed as mayors 

and municipal officials. That said, these public breaks with the men in her party were rare, 

and her philosophy pointed her towards focusing on committee work and her expertise in the 

law.335 

 Although Katz laid out a perspective on women in politics that can only be called 

progressive for her Christian milieu in the interwar years, she still accepted the premise: “Of 

course, the woman’s vocation shall remain primarily in the family, whether in her own family, 

in the family of her parents or another family.”336 This belief was heartfelt; when Katz 

married in 1937, she planned on resigning her seat in the Tweede Kamer. Only a last-minute 

intervention by her party’s leader convinced her to continue to serve. However, at least one 

colleague in the CHU opposed married women in politics and prevented the married Katz 

from rejoining the postwar Dutch parliament.337 One might assume that this belief that 

marriage and children were a disqualification for women in political life was a religious issue, 
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limited to the Dutch parliament’s confessional parties, but that was not the case. Of the seven 

women who served in the Tweede Kamer in 1922, three were married, and four were 

unmarried. Moreover, none of them ever had children.338 Thus, at least an unspoken rule for 

women in Dutch politics was that marriage and children could not be combined with political 

life. 

*  *  * 

Looking beyond the Netherlands, the idea that women should stick to speaking about 

and advocating for topics and laws that related to mothers, children, and women was 

widespread. The Austrian case differed from the Netherlands in that women took a more 

active role in the legislative process and in speaking on the floor of the Nationalrat. For 

instance, the first draft law prepared by Austria’s female legislators was the Female Domestic 

Servants Law (Hausgehilfinnengesetz). Austria’s first female parliamentarians also took on 

specific legislative projects that they then tried to shepherd through parliament. For example, 

Hildegard Burjan, the one Christian Social female parliamentarian, proposed creating a 

state-run intermediate girl’s school and expanding the network of home economics schools. 

Socialist women spoke on topics including women’s rights in civil court cases and protecting 

female civil servants from being fired when they were pregnant or married. Like the Dutch 

case, within Austria’s political culture there was an acceptance that these topics were 

appropriate for female lawmakers, but the boundaries of what was proper were policed as 

well. When the socialist Emmy Freundlich took to the Nationalrat’s podium to speak about 
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the postwar economy—not a typical issue for women—the parliamentarians in the audience 

frequently interrupted her speech, arguing with the points she was making.339 These 

interruptions were highly usual for women’s speeches. Freundlich had a serious interest in 

the economy and was later sent as the only woman to a League of Nations economic meeting, 

but during the Nationalrat session, there was obvious pushback against her challenge to 

parliamentary norms on the topics of women’s speeches.340  

 In Germany, there was a concerted effort by leading feminists and women’s 

organizations to encourage new female parliamentarians to cooperate in advocating for 

women’s issues. These leaders in the women’s movement argued that “[w]omen’s interests 

should be explicitly presented to ‘the parliamentary delegations as a whole.’”341 On the 

surface, this looks similar to the Dutch and Austrian cases with female legislators focusing on 

women’s issues—or those seen to be appropriate for women—but the difference was that 

German cross-party collaboration and cooperation built a united front on these topics. The 

Federation of German Women’s Associations (Bund Deutscher Frauenvereine) pushed for 

cooperation even organizing cross-party committees outside the Reichstag for putting 

together draft laws. The association’s committee “for the compilation of a draft law on 

illegitimate children” included female members of the Reichstag from the socialist SPD, 

right-liberal DVP, German nationalist DNVP, and the Catholic Center Party, as well as 
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technical experts who were not members of the parliament.342 For all intents and purposes, 

this extra-parliamentary committee became a de facto legislation-writing committee that 

presented a ready-made draft law to the Reichstag as a fait accompli, with the support of the 

leading women in a majority of the parliament’s political parties ready for a final vote. 

Germany’s female politicians cooperated in drafting laws for maternity protection, on 

regulating obscene film content, and for youth welfare. These are all subject areas that relate 

to motherhood and protecting children, which fits into the same gendered stereotypes we saw 

in Austria and the Netherlands.343 Of course, not all German female parliamentarians only 

championed women’s causes; the SPD parliamentarian Toni Sender was particularly active in 

foreign and economic policy, but there was not as much strong cross-party cooperation 

among German female politicians in these areas.344 However, Germany’s female 

parliamentarians did work together in trying to guarantee equal rights and opportunities for 

women even outside a strict focus on motherhood and child-rearing. Women from all parties 

submitted a proposal asking the government to present plans “that arranged that women 

were admitted (to legal exams) under the same rules as men” in order to open up the legal 

profession to women.345 In Austria, this type of issue would have involved a partisan fight 
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between the conservative Christian Socials and the socialists, and in the Netherlands, this 

kind of proposal would not be the product of cross-party female collaboration, as it was in 

Germany.346 

This cross-party bloc of women in the German parliament can even be seen in voting 

records, where German female parliamentarians tended to vote together or politely absent 

themselves from votes where they would have had to take a stand against their party. For 

example, in a vote in June 1919 to ban the death penalty—which ultimately failed—all the 

women present voted to ban capital punishment, including the Catholic Center Party 

member Hedwig Dransfeld, who voted against her party.347 During the debate on the article 

of the Weimar Constitution regarding women’s equality, the parliamentarians were 

presented with the draft text: “Men and women essentially [grundsätzlich] have the same civil 

rights and duties”348 The socialist Toni Pfülf then proposed striking the word 

“grundsätzlich,” but another leading politician, Christine Teusch of the Center Party, 

opposed this amendment on principled and religious grounds. The debate between Pfülf and 

Teusch was decided by the whole assembly in favor of keeping “grundsätzlich,” although 

                                                
346 See, for example, the debate over taking credit for the Hausgehilfinnengesetz between Burjan and Popp: Eva 
Rossmann, Unter Männern: Frauen im österreichischen Parlament (Wien: Folio Verlag, 1995), 25. 

347 Christl Wickert, Unsere Erwählten: Sozialdemokratische Frauen im Deutschen Reichstag und im Preußischen 
Landtag, 1919 bis 1933, 1 (Göttingen: Sovec, 1986), 170. 

348 Hermann Mosler, ed., Die Verfassung der Weimarer Republik (Stuttgart, Reclam, 2009), 39. 



 

 147 

when the vote was taken many of the female parliamentarians simply were not present, so 

they would not have to vote against their conscience or against their party.349 

 In looking at Germany’s parliamentary culture, historians have noted that female 

lawmakers met informally for coffee and tea to talk about the issues of the day.350 However, 

this was not simply a political ritual for German parliamentarians; it was a space to cooperate 

on political issues and build relationships among female politicians across party divisions. 

Here is where we see women’s influence and power in the interwar German parliament. 

These three countries in interwar Europe could not escape gendered notions of what topics 

and issues women were expected to take on as legislators. When a woman delivered a speech 

in parliament on the economy or foreign policy, the jeers and interruptions from men were 

louder everywhere. However, these three countries show three different paths forward in a 

world of sexist expectations. In Germany, women recognized they were expected to work on 

women’s issues and built coalitions and consensus across party lines. In Austria, individual 

women championed specific causes, with socialists and Christian Social women not 

cooperating with each other, even bickering over which party should get credit for advances 

for women. Finally, in the Netherlands, Frida Katz’s world was one in which she and her 

female colleagues became experts on specific topics, excelling and influencing quietly in 

committees to shape the future of her country. 
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A SOCIAL STRATEGY? KATHINKA VON OHEIMB AND POLITICAL BERLIN 

 In the final case study focusing on Germany, we turn to Katharina von Kardorff-

Oheimb.351 For a study of parliamentary culture, Oheimb might seem like a strange choice, 

since she was not in the 1919 National Assembly that drafted Weimar Germany’s constitution 

and only served as a member of the Reichstag for the right-liberal DVP for one term from 

1920 to 1924.352 However, Oheimb was an important presence in Berlin’s social world 

throughout the Weimar years, and she illustrates the crucial role political women played in 

Berlin’s informal social milieu surrounding the Reichstag.353 

Katharina von Kardorff-Oheimb, or Kathinka as everyone knew her, was a 

trailblazing woman of the interwar period. She married four times and divorced in a period 

when that was exceeding rare. She ran factories, inherited a fortune, qualified as a hunter, set 

up training courses for middle-class women, and entered the Reichstag in 1920. Newspapers 

of the Weimar era called her the “uncrowned queen of Germany” because of her and her 

salon’s central position in the political networks of Weimar Berlin. Today, Oheimb is also 

praised for writing in opposition to the Nazis, which banned her from publishing during the 

Third Reich. Oheimb took a clear political stand in the social world of Nazi Berlin when she 

hosted an opulent reception in 1937. She invited the diplomatic corps as well as the city’s 
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prominent Jewish residents with last names like Mendelsohn, Schwabach, Arnhold, and 

Dreyfuß. “For every person wearing the Star of David, [] I always ostentatiously shook their 

hands.” Germany’s Nazi overlords were enraged, but for this resistance and for her 

pioneering yet idiosyncratic biography, Katharina von Kardorff-Oheimb earned herself a 

place in Germany’s feminist pantheon.354 

However, in 1920, Katharina von Oheimb was just a newcomer in the Reichstag. She 

was confronted with both the gendered expectations of her colleagues and the belief that 

inexperienced parliamentarians should sit back and learn rather than actively participate in 

debates. These expectations came to the fore during a speech by a leading socialist, Rudolf 

Breitscheid, who had served as a minister in the revolutionary days of 1918 and 1919. 

Breitscheid was speaking about his time as a minister and denigrating Prussian nobles in his 

speech. Oheimb later recounted the incident in her memoirs: 

[Breitscheid: A]t that time, Prussian Junkers like Graf Mirbach-Sorquitten came 
wistfully with hat in hand seeking to secure special assistance or benefits [from the 
government]. 
[Oheimb] called aloud: “That’s a lie!” 
A roar of indignation burst from the left side of the chamber. 
The good Center Party politician Bell pleadingly looked down from the president’s 
chair hoping for calm. 
Calling me out of order would have been appropriate.355 
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http://www.zeit.de/2014/05/katharina-von-oheimb-abgeordnete; Katharina von Kardorff-Oheimb, Politik 
und Lebensbeichte (Tübingen: Hopfer Verlag, 1962), 209; Raffael Scheck, Mothers of the Nation: Right-Wing 
Women in Weimar Germany (Oxford: Berg, 2004), 34-35. 

355 Katharina von Kardorff-Oheimb, Politik und Lebensbeichte (Tübingen: Hopfer Verlag, 1962), 136. 



 

 150 

The newcomer Oheimb had disregarded traditional parliamentary practice of not insulting 

fellow members of parliament. She continued: 

In the dead silence, Breitscheid stood up and directed a question to me: “Frau 
Abgeordnete von Oheimb, what could have prompted you to call me a liar?” 
“Because Graf Mirbach was my pal [Freund]!” I blurted out, which prompted cheerful 
laughter from all sides of the house[.] 
 

The German word “Freund” could imply a more intimate connection between Oheimb and 

the aristocrat, something that was seen as funny for the then twice-divorced Oheimb. Her 

sense of humor defused the situation. At the next meeting of the Reichstag, Oheimb “found 

an orchid and a note with unfamiliar handwriting: ‘Ich möchte Ihr Freund sein’ [I want to be 

your pal]”.356 This orchid was more than a funny gift referring back to her response to 

Breitscheid. The flower also welcomed Oheimb into the informal world surrounding the 

Reichstag. 

As we saw in Chapter Two, smoked-filled rooms in posh gentlemen’s clubs, the homes 

of aristocrats, and in private ministerial offices had long played a role in Berlin’s behind-the-

scenes political culture.357 Women were not always welcome in these spaces, so some leading 

female politicians moved meetings to spaces they could more effectively control. For 

instance, the left-liberal DDP politician Marie-Elisabeth Lüders wrote to her Center Party 

colleague Friedrich Dessauer at least twice to invite him to small meetings at her home on 
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Uhlandstraße.358 Oheimb took a different approach. Similar to bold statements on the 

Reichstag floor, she confidently barged into male-dominated social environments. She was 

the only woman invited to Walther Rathenau’s political dinners, and after she spent a whole 

day turning down her boring political colleagues’ invitations to drop by for tea, she “went in 

the evening to the Reichsklub. […] We played the card game Skat, I won 3 Marks 80.”359 

Clubs, card games, betting, and politics—Oheimb tossed her period’s gendered stereotypes 

and expectations aside, thriving in this male-dominated social world. 

 Katharina von Oheimb and her fellow female parliamentarians were not the first 

women in Berlin to build social and political networks surrounding the Reichstag. The wives 

of German politicians had long run social salons, advised their husbands, and were fixtures at 

formal events in the imperial capital. Indeed, during the interwar years, politicians’ spouses 

still participated in this informal world in ways that were similar to their predecessors of the 

Kaiserreich.360 Politicians’ wives could call on the same networks, as Rose Hilferding, the 

wife of the socialist finance minister, did in April 1929, when she successfully appealed for a 

Hungarian friend who had been denied a spot at the Berlin’s Technical University to the 

Prussian education minister.361 However, there was also a link between the pre-existing 
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networks of political wives and the newly elected female politicians. For example, a 1923 

appeal entitled “Das deutsche Volk hungert” (The German People Are Starving) called for 

money and donations to support those who were in need during the economic chaos of 

hyperinflation. This charitable drive had the support of the wives of the German President, 

Chancellor, and a German nationalist leader. However, in addition, liberal and Catholic 

women sitting in the Reichstag also signed this request. Oheimb both signed onto and even 

hosted a reception to support the charitable appeal.362 This example demonstrates a mingling 

of the older networks of the wives of powerful men and the new network of women who were 

elected to public office in their own right. 

 The link between the social world surrounding the Reichstag and the customs within 

the parliament are humorously illustrated by an account from Oheimb’s memoirs, compiled 

from interviews she gave later in life. As Oheimb’s most recent biographer has shown, these 

memoirs are not always a perfect source for dates and factual details, with Oheimb often 

misremembering things like her Reichstag committee assignment.363 Nevertheless, the social 

atmosphere of parties and private gatherings that Oheimb describes in her memoirs are 

largely corroborated by postwar autobiographies and contemporary correspondence, dinner 

invitations, and diaries entries. 

Oheimb recalled once hosting a small dinner in a luxury hotel on Unter den Linden, 

just the other side of the Brandenburg Gate from the Reichstag building. Luminaries from 
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Berlin society, bankers, and one of her Reichstag colleagues had joined her for a meal and 

conversation. “Just in the middle of the nicest conversation around the table there was a 

summons from the Reichstag: ‘Return immediately for voting in the Reichstag! Tax bill, 

exceptionally important! Every vote counts! You must vote with the party 

[Fraktionszwang]!’” Despite misgivings about leaving her guests behind and her indifference 

to the tax law being debated, Oheimb rushed to the Reichstag with her colleague, but not 

before using a knife on the table to pry the tiara of pearls and diamonds from her hair and 

entrusting it to a banker friend.  

When Oheimb arrived at the Reichstag and realized that in addition to the fashionable 

evening dress revealing her bare arms, she was wearing only a fur cape, which would be a faux 

pas to wear in the plenary chamber. She imagined the humiliation that would be heaped upon 

her, especially by the proletarian press, mocking her as a rich reactionary lavishly displaying 

wealth in the parliament, so she frantically sought another solution. “I was on especially good 

terms with the people working the Reichstag’s cloakrooms, they were always polite, 

regardless of the party of which they were members […] I loudly begged: “Give me a man’s 

coat—doesn't matter if it’s from the right or left—I just need to cover up!” After hurriedly 

throwing the coat of a short socialist over her arms, she ran into the Reichstag chamber, ready 

to vote. “The Reichstag was abuzz […] The right-wing women who walked by all looked me 

up and down, almost contemptuous at my misfortune.” To Oheimb’s chagrin, she learned 

that she had rushed back too quickly. Many of her other parliamentary colleagues had not 



 

 154 

shown up yet and the debate was nowhere near over; voting would not take place until much 

later in the evening.364 

 Distressed by the scorn of her fellow parliamentarians, Oheimb felt ashamed and 

rushed to be alone in the women’s bathroom. However, she was not by herself there for too 

long: “The doors opened and closed, and I heard women’s voices—in the end I was standing 

among all my left-wing female colleagues!” Likely braced for the onslaught of her leftist 

colleagues’ criticism and probably thankful that she had left her pearl-and-diamond tiara 

behind, Oheimb waited for their reaction. She was surprised: “Everyone was kind and gentle 

and wanted to see my dress in the right light. They kept repeating: ‘This dress is so pretty!’ 

and ‘It’s so dumb that they called you away.’ Since I was so distraught, they pat my bare arms, 

and I regained my composure, thankful for their respect for my appearance and their 

compassion for my distress.” This unexpectedly friendly reaction might have been out of 

place in a more polarized environment like the Austrian Nationalrat’s women’s bathroom, 

but it fit in nicely with the idea of cross-party cooperation among Germany’s female 

politicians. The leading socialist Luise Zietz who saw Oheimb in the Reichstag bathroom 

that day had a witty response to the whole situation: “Don’t work yourself up so much, men 

aren’t even worth it.”365 

Although Oheimb’s budding role as Berlin’s most important hostess of the interwar 

years was hinted towards in this episode, she was also a shrewd political strategist in the 
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Reichstag. Well aware that Germany’s female politicians cooperated across party lines, 

Oheimb and other leading female lawmakers tried to parlay women’s influence with specific 

men to accomplish even more. The most stunning item in Oheimb’s personal papers is a list 

of all the women in the Reichstag from all different parties who she rated for their 

intelligence, power, and influence. Oheimb likely collaborated with Marie-Elisabeth Lüders 

from the left-liberal DDP on this ranked list, and a key explaining this document is in Lüders’ 

handwriting. It reads: “Those with ‘0’ are complete blank slates, those with ‘-’ irrelevant 

nobodies. Only those with ‘+’ have obvious influence, of these the especially smart ones are 

marked ‘!’”366 The collaborators on this list had identified influential and intelligent women 

in every political party, which was a far cry from the polarized and blinkered political 

groupings we expect in interwar Europe. Lüders and Oheimb gave top marks to Paula 

Müller-Otfried from the conservative DNVP, Hedwig Dransfeld and Helene Weber of the 

Center Party, Marie Juchacz, Mathilde Wurm, Antonie Pfülf, and Toni Sender from the 

SPD, and even Clara Zetkin from the KPD.367 

Oheimb’s ranked list of female legislators included additional notes explaining the 

power of the various women. Some of the bourgeois and Catholic women active in external 

women’s groups were seen to have those organizations’ goals as “an agenda often separate 

from that of the party.” The implication was that these women would not be loyal servants of 

their party programs but could be worked with on projects that met goals their women’s 
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organizations supported. One of the Center Party’s parliamentarians’ influence was 

described as tending “more in a confessional than in a political direction,” and a socialist was 

seen as having power over Paul Löbe, the President of the Reichstag. The bourgeois bias of 

this list’s authors comes through in a comment disparaging the uneducated women in the 

working-class parties: “In the SPD, only T. Pfülf and M. Wurm are from educated homes. 

The smartest of them was Klara Zetkin. She possessed a marvelously sharp mind, great 

reasoning, and brilliant ability as a speaker. [She was] earlier very radical but personally 

friendly.”368 This list served as a blueprint for any woman trying to build a cross-party united 

front among her colleagues. The list and the strategic political thinking behind it represent 

the kind of social infrastructure that supported cross-party collaboration among female 

colleagues. This list could easily be understood through Volker Köhler’s idea of 

“micropolitics” that ties the personal and the political together.369 

Marie-Elisabeth Lüders, who had played a role in putting together this ranked list of 

women in the Reichstag, also shared more intimate personal and political advice with 

Oheimb. From her sickbed in 1924, Lüders sent handwritten notes to Oheimb that counseled 

her on fostering social and political connections to men in the Reichstag. Lüders used 

intriguing zero-sum language of “winning” or “losing the game” to refer to political and 

social success specifically in relation to men. Referring to Oheimb’s close relationship with 

her fellow DVP parliamentarian Siegfried von Kardorff, Lüders wrote: “As long as you 
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noticeably favor [Kardorff] socially & personally, you will not win the game. And he is 

counting on that[.]” Lüders was referring to the gossip circling in Berlin about Oheimb’s 

relationship to Kardorff. Lüders was concerned of the damage this kind of chatter could do to 

women. If rumors got out of hand, “all the opposing or jealous gossips—both men and 

women—would have won the game.” Lüders counseled Oheimb to distance herself from 

Kardorff in order to gain political standing: “Only after this speculation is no longer accurate, 

others will see the situation & and only then will you have won.”370 Lüders understood that 

politically active women needed to be hyperaware of these social settings and personal 

relationships, so as not to lose the political “game.” In fact, Lüders was writing from personal 

experience. As an unmarried woman, she had a child with a former justice minister and 

colleague in her political party. Lüders wrote to Oheimb of how she lost control of that 

relationship until her partner “had completely lost a considerable portion of his social and 

political standing [and was] vulnerable.”371 The picture of the social life around the Reichstag 

that Lüders painted was of a dark, dangerous political minefield, where a close friendship, 

intimate rendezvous, or slanderous gossip involving the wrong man could ruin a woman’s 

career. However, this letter was also evidence that Lüders and Oheimb strategically thought 

about this social world in terms of winning, losing, and gaining influence. 
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 Ranked lists of colleagues and strategizing about personal relationships with Marie-

Elisabeth Lüders notwithstanding, Oheimb’s political influence as a newcomer in the 

Reichstag can still be hard to measure. On the one hand, she obviously had very little power 

within her own DVP party because she was booted from office after only one term. As a 

member of the left-leaning, socially oriented wing in the DVP who voted against her own 

party a few too many times, Oheimb alienated the leadership and her own electorate.372 Even 

her sympathetic biographer discounted the idea that she developed any central position 

within “the parliamentary game [im parlamentarischen Spiel].”373 However, this sharp 

distinction between the kind of parliamentary politics that yielded legislative successes and 

amassing the private parliamentary network that also achieved desired results is a limited way 

of thinking about politics. Oheimb excelled in the latter. 

Oheimb’s political influence can be inferred from the strong attack on her by Paul 

Moldenhauer, a right-wing DVP colleague. After a cabinet crisis that toppled Gustav 

Stresemann as Chancellor, the German President Friedrich Ebert asked Siegfried von 

Kardorff, then Oheimb’s secret lover, to try to form a government. Moldenhauer mocked the 

idea that anyone would have supported Kardorff as Chancellor: “For Ebert’s decision there is 

just one possible explanation: Frau von Oheimb, who can strongly influence Ebert, pushed 

him to this action and Ebert ultimately gave in, strongly confident that the task [of forming a 
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cabinet] would fail and would contribute to the weakening of the perception of the German 

People’s Party. At least he would have given into the desire of an ambitious and loving 

woman, and Kardorff became homo regius for twenty-four hours.”374 Kardorff failed at putting 

together a cabinet, and Moldenhauer cast Oheimb as a crafty woman out for her own glory, 

who was ultimately played by the puppet-master Ebert. The sexist notions behind 

Moldenhauer’s tale are evident. Instead, we should read Oheimb’s consultations with Ebert 

as evidence that they trusted and benefitted from working with one another. 

Oheimb’s own recollections about Friedrich Ebert strengthen the argument that she 

used her connections to him for her political ends, including gaining Kardorff a chance at 

high political office, one she believed he squandered.375 Oheimb had grown close to Ebert in 

part because her hunting grounds bordered the hunting grounds formerly set aside for the 

Kaiser that was now used by President Ebert. Essentially, the two were hunting neighbors, 

and Oheimb was often a guest at his hunting lodge.376 Oheimb’s well-known connections to 

Ebert even prompted a friend to implore Oheimb to convince the president to attend a film 

premiere: “For my part, I would like to sincerely ask you to use your skills [daß Sie Ihre 

Künste spielen lassen] and pull off convincing the Reich President to come to the premiere, 

even if it’s just for half an hour. Please do all you can.”377 Oheimb’s close relationship and 
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political connection to Ebert were not naïve as Moldenhauer had argued. Instead, it was 

rooted in her belief that Ebert was a conservative at heart. She praised him for putting the 

“organized millions [of the trade union movement] against the Spartacists’ and soldiers 

councils’ wild hordes” which allowed the Nationalversammlung to meet and draft a 

constitution that Oheimb saw as based “on a Bismarckian foundation.”378 In the socialist 

Ebert, Oheimb found a strategic political ally from another party, who happened to be the 

German president; she built a social relationship with him and collaborated effectively with 

Ebert until his death in 1925. 

Katharina von Kardorff-Oheimb’s skill as a networker did not fade when she left the 

Reichstag in 1924. Out of office, she saw herself as “a free politician, without a party whip or 

obligation to vote a certain way [ohne Parteizwang und Fraktionsbindung],” and she was free 

to further develop her networks. As we saw in the case of Friedrich Ebert, Oheimb had always 

fostered close relationships with the socialists, and these connections deepened after she left 

office. Although Oheimb had always been pegged as being on the left of the German People’s 

Party, particularly open friendships with socialists seemed unwise. At least the socialist Paul 

Löbe was concerned that it might be a problem when he sent her a note in 1921: “Dear Frau 

Abgeordnete, I send my greetings in a closed envelope, since I do not think it is advisable to 

send along my New Year’s wishes on an open postcard.” This annual tradition of New Year’s 
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cards continued through the Weimar years demonstrating how close she and Löbe became 

personally.379  

Oheimb was also particularly close to Hermann Müller, a long-time leader within the 

SPD who twice served as chancellor. When, as a private citizen, Oheimb gave a speech in 1928 

to a Liberal Association in the Reichstag that was misquoted in the press in a way that seemed 

to attack the social democrats, she wrote to Müller with excerpts from her original speech 

pointing out what she actually said.380 Even more touching was Oheimb’s letter upon 

learning about Müller’s departure from the Chancellery: “I only want to express my deep 

disappointment that developments drove you off Wilhelmstraße [where the Chancellery was 

located]. When I learned even more details, I thought about the saying: ‘May God protect me 

from my friends (especially friends in the same political party), I can protect myself from my 

enemies.’” At the end of the letter, Oheimb made sure to invite Müller to visit her in the near 

future.381 

 Oheimb was not only a friend of the socialists. The breadth of her social connections 

appeared most plainly at the announcement of her engagement to her colleague Siegfried von 

Kardorff. Congratulations poured in from friends, colleagues, and the diplomatic corps. She 

even heard from the conservative British MP Philipp Dawson: “I beg to write and express to 

you my sincere congratulations and good wishes on your engagement to Dr. Kardorff. I 
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always remember the very pleasant time I spent at your house in Berlin and the very 

interesting people you were good enough to invite to meet me.”382 Colleagues, particularly 

women, from the DVP, DNVP, and Bavarian BVP wrote in to congratulate the new couple. 

Most surprising was a note from Wilhelm Kube: “I have already wished my best on the 

engagement to Herr von Kardorff, who I have known since my work in Silesia. Since I had 

the good fortune of being introduced to you at [a political event] at the Kaiserhof Hotel, 

please permit me, madam, to wish you the best on your engagement.”383 This letter seems 

innocuous, but Kube was actually far-right member of a völkisch party in the Reichstag who 

would later join the Nazi Party.384 That Kube, a rabid right-winger, as well as socialists, felt 

close enough Kardorff and Oheimb to write to them celebrating their engagement was a mark 

of just how expansive Oheimb’s connections were. 

 Oheimb developed into Berlin’s leading socialite not when she was a parliamentarian 

but after her departure from the Reichstag. One could argue that this disqualifies Oheimb 

from this case study, since she was no longer formally a politician at the time. However, she 

entertained hundreds at hotels, invited politicians, diplomats, and leading women to her 

home for tea, and kept herself in the limelight at all events she attended—all expanding the 

rolodex she built up as a parliamentarian. Her busy social calendar sometimes even got in the 
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way of keeping up her connections with the movers and shakers in Berlin. When she missed a 

call from Prussia’s Culture Minister in July 1928, she wrote to him to apologize and point out 

how busy she was: “I especially regret that I missed your call by telephone and I am 

unfortunately unable to return your call between 8 and 10 o’clock because the president and 

vice presidents of the Reichstag will be visiting then.”385 She gave after-hours speeches to 

groups in the Reichstag and hosted events around town, such as a public “Parlamentarischer 

Nachmittag” (Parliamentary Afternoon) supporting a women’s organization.386 Oheimb 

even maintained close connections with General Kurt von Schleicher, the mastermind of 

toppling cabinets and building new ones he preferred. Oheimb wanted Schleicher to serve as 

the keynote speaker at a meeting of the Damenclub 1930, which she had founded. She 

playfully wrote to him: “The Damenclub 1930, which I founded, has no more avid desire than 

a speech from you on April 30 at the Garde-Kavallerie-Club.”387 Reflecting back on her bubbly 

social life during the interwar years, Oheimb wistfully wrote to Paul Löbe that she was lonely 

in the postwar world and missed the “all the wonderful days of the damned era of the system 

[verfluchten Systemzeit], as our Führer liked saying.”388 

 Since political history is fundamentally about power and contesting power, one 

important question is how Oheimb concretely wielded her influence and shaped decision-
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making in this social world. We are confronted with the same problems we had with pinning 

down her influence in the Reichstag, and again it makes sense to turn to her opponents to 

gain some sense of Oheimb’s power. Extremists on völkisch right, led by the Nazi Joseph 

Goebbels, despised the political and social duo Siegfried von Kardorff and Katharina von 

Oheimb. Goebbels caustically referred to Oheimb’s husband as “Kathinkus der Vierte,” 

mockingly referencing the fact he was her fourth husband. The famous German historian 

Friedrich Meinecke once praised Oheimb when he was invited to her house for dinner: “You 

are the first women who earned your man a name in politics!”389 Goebbels’ attack on Oheimb 

challenged her for stepping outside traditional gender roles and amassing influence. For her 

part, Oheimb returned the disdain of the Nazis, presciently warning Germany’s women: 

“Under Hitler’s leadership you will sink back into your unutterably helpless and unimportant 

position from earlier. These men do not want you as comrades, they want you as servants.”390 

 If the criticism of Oheimb had been centered in the right-wing Nazi Party, one could 

read that as personal animosity, political friction, or one-off hatred that revealed little of 

Oheimb’s influence. However, the noted leftist satirist and social critic Kurt Tucholsky also 

took aim at Oheimb and her social events in his poem “An Frau von Oheimb” including the 

line: “a homey parlor is not yet a salon / moreover you know nothing about politics [ne gute 

Stube ist noch kein Salon / Du weißt von Politik auch nicht die Bohne].” Tucholsky couched 
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his criticism as an attack on the world of politics behind closed doors where the forces of 

reaction amassed and no real reform took place: 

Die Republik gibt sich in deinen Räumen  The Republic all comes together at your place. 
ein Stelldichein. O stell sie wieder weg!  Oh, just banish it! 
 
Schlafwandler sind sie, die regierend träumen… They’re sleepwalkers, dreaming of power… 
und die Reformen sind wie Teegebäck.  Reformist ideas are mere scones. 
 Und blickte Salomo auf diese Scheitel,  If King Solomon glanced down at this, 
 er spräche: Hier ist alles eitel.    he would say: here all is vanity. 
 Auf hundert rechte Gäste kommt ein linker… A hundred right-wing guests, one leftist… 
   Kathinka–!391      Kathinka–! 
 
Tucholsky was wrong that Oheimb did not engage figures from the left and the right, as her 

extensive connections to social democrats and her wedding congratulations from a völkisch 

colleague demonstrated. Goebbels and Tucholsky attacked Oheimb because they hated what 

she represented: a world of politics and deal-making centered in backrooms with elite guests. 

Oheimb’s power was that she was the networker-in-chief in this world, and right and left 

hated her for it. 

 Returning again to national comparisons, Oheimb’s Berlin seems vastly different 

from the socially polarized Vienna or the sleepy, provincial atmosphere of The Hague. To 

some extent, Oheimb is an outlier among her female colleagues in the Reichstag. In a 1923 

reflection on the parliamentary successes of women in German politics, the author flagged 

Oheimb as unique: “She can be described as an outsider, since she had neither been a teacher, 

dedicated herself to social welfare work, nor worked her way up in the women’s movement. 
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Yet, [Oheimb] has political talent, and she often goes her own way within her party.”392 In 

fact, according to Oheimb’s memoirs, Friedrich Ebert thought that she was far more 

dangerous as a politician that he was. Of himself, Ebert said, “I am not a revolutionary like 

you, who are a revolutionary by nature.”393 Despite her outsider status or penchant for 

overturning social norms, Oheimb still fit into Weimar Berlin in a way that she could not have 

in either The Hague or Vienna. This extra-parliamentary social world was so important to 

political decision-making and compromises in Berlin that salonnières could function as 

politicians even if they no longer held seats in the Reichstag. 

 

FIGURE 4: Katharina von Kardorff-Oheimb (left) in conversation with other women at a 
social function in interwar Berlin.394 

                                                
392 Regine Deutsch, Zwei Jahre Parlamentarischer Frauenarbeit: Aus dem ersten Reichstag der deutschen Republik 
(Stuttgart: Verlag Friedrich Andreas Perthes, 1923), 77. 

393 Katharina von Kardorff-Oheimb, Politik und Lebensbeichte (Tübingen: Hopfer Verlag, 1962), 104. 

394 Erich Salomon, 1930, bpk Bildagentur, accessed 20 Jul 2018, www.bpk-bildagentur.de. 



 

 167 

CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

 In reflecting back on her time in the Reichstag, the socialist Toni Sender wrote: “A 

woman must make a greater effort, must show more efficiency than a man in order to be 

recognized as an equal.” Sender’s claim was true in all the countries studied here. In the 

Netherlands, Frida Katz and her female colleagues were expected to excel under the radar in 

committees to effect policy. In Austria, women debated women’s issues on the floor of the 

Nationalrat, but their vocation was seen to be within their political movements rather than as 

professional parliamentarians. In Germany, Sender herself wrote about her struggle in 

proving she understood foreign policy well enough to be taken seriously as an interlocutor for 

men on these issues. However, Sender continued: “Once, however, [a woman’s] ability is 

recognized and acknowledged, one can forget about difference of sex.”395 This claim might 

reflect the respect Sender received from her foreign policy colleagues in the Reichstag, but it 

was less true across the board. Women’s influence in the social world surrounding the 

parliament, something at which Katharina von Oheimb excelled, was not accepted as proper 

politics by her opponents and attacked by men like the poet Tucholsky. Frida Katz might have 

been the most gifted legislator on legal issues in the Netherlands, but when she married, 

many of her colleagues wanted her to leave elected political life. Different treatment for 

female parliamentarians did not always come to an end when they put in the “greater effort” 

Sender advocated. In the end, all new interwar female parliamentarians were confronted with 
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two burdens: that normal burden on all parliamentary newcomers and the burden of sexism 

and gendered expectations. 
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Chapter Four 
Anti-Parliamentary Parliamentarians? 

Right-Wing Radical Parties in Germany, the Netherlands, and Czechoslovakia 
 
One would not anticipate finding many positive reports of parliamentary activities 

among the tracts, pamphlets, and books published by the fascist, authoritarian, or avowedly 

anti-democratic European political parties of the 1920s and 1930s. Heinrich Himmler’s 1931 

screed against parliamentarism, Der Reichstag 1930: Das sterbende System und der 

Nationalsozialismus (The Reichstag 1930: The Dying System and National Socialism), 

published in the Nationalsozialistische Bibliothek book series is more in line with what we would 

expect. The lengthy portrayal of the Nazi parliamentarians in the 1932 Die Braunhemden im 

Reichstag and NSDAP Reichstag leader Wilhelm Frick’s two reports on Nazi parliamentary 

activities seem out of place for an anti-parliamentary party. Frick’s books, in particular, 

would have made dreadful reading; they included lists of the resolutions, questions, and votes 

put forward by Nazi parliamentarians, without an index, table of contents, or 

commentary.396 Nevertheless, the Nazi party press spent time and money on printing these 

compendia of the NSDAP’s parliamentary activities, essentially as proof that the Nazi 

parliamentarians could play and win at the democratic game they despised. 

In the Netherlands, Dutch Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging (National Socialist 

Movement, NSB) also tried to highlight parliamentary success in the hopes of winning 

support from the voters. A lightweight pamphlet dramatically titled Het Stelsel Colijn Gevonnist 
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(The Colijn System Condemned) was a reproduction of a speech of the NSB member of 

Dutch upper house of parliament, the Eerste Kamer. This was a conventional parliamentary 

speech and wandered from political platitudes—“We look not to the past but towards the 

future”—to a discussion of the Dutch military, unemployment, Christianity, and a 

government minister who was a free mason. The printer attempted to help the reader make 

sense of this jumbled speech by including capitalized headings and printing lines in bold, but 

it was still a parliamentary production that made for strange election propaganda. The NSB, 

nevertheless, published half a million copies to show that the NSB could play the 

parliamentary game.397 

In Czechoslovakia in 1937, there were dueling pamphlets about the parliamentary 

work of the right-wing German nationalist Sudetendeutsche Partei (Sudeten German Party, 

SdP). When the SdP’s proposed Nationality Protection Laws (Volkschutzgesetze) designed to 

enshrine nationality rules in Czechoslovak law were not acted on by the Czechoslovak 

parliament, the Národní shromáždění/Nationalversammlung, the SdP took them directly to 

the German speakers in the country in a 58-page booklet that laid out the text and the 

rationales for these six proposed laws.398 An even longer 310-page book Die SdP im Parlament 

depicted the work of the SdP parliamentary group in 1935 and 1936. This book included 

everything from descriptions of how a bill became a law to a floor plan of the SdP’s 

parliamentary offices. Excerpts of speeches, photos of parliamentarians at work, and 
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descriptions of SdP legislators intervening with the government for constituents were all 

there to woo a potential SdP supporter.399 

These pamphlets’ image of an industrious and productive SdP parliamentary party 

was challenged by competing presses in Czechoslovakia. The Orbis press in Prague, which 

was closely associated with the Czechoslovak presidency, published a 1937 pamphlet entitled 

Sind die Deutschen in der Tschechoslowakei Unterdruckt? (Are the Germans in Czechoslovakia 

Oppressed?) The pamphlet juxtaposed a needling complaint by an SdP parliamentarian—

“You do not care about the national question!”—with the long and well-reasoned remarks of 

a minister from the Czechoslovak cabinet. The reader was left with the distinct impression 

that SdP parliamentarians only protested and made no constructive suggestions.400 The SdP 

also came under fire in the 1937 pamphlet Die wahre Ziele der SdP (The SdP’s True Goals) 

printed by the social democratic “Graphia” press in Karlsbad/Karlovy Vary. This pamphlet 

went even further than the Orbis pamphlet arguing that the SdP was truly fascist and had 

hoodwinked German speakers in Czechoslovakia to support its radical right-wing agenda.401 

The energy of all these pamphlet writers and the cash spent by party presses in 

publishing materials on these three radical right-wing parties’ work in their parliaments 

indicate that contemporaries evaluated these parties alongside their parliamentary records. 
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In retrospect this seems baffling, since these movements were committed to and known for 

opposing parliamentary democracy. This chapter, however, will comparatively examine the 

frequently overlooked parliamentary work of the German NSDAP, the Dutch NSB, and the 

German-speaking Czechoslovak SdP. Specifically, these comparisons will focus on the 

practical set-up of parliamentary parties, their day-to-day activities, and connections with 

colleagues in other parties. Through comparison, this analysis will demonstrate that the 

German NSDAP was actually an outlier with its well-disciplined approach to parliamentary 

politics and total shunning of the informal social and political world surrounding the 

Reichstag. Moreover, this chapter will bolster claims in the historiography that the entire 

Dutch NSB was in disarray by shedding light on the chaos inside the NSB group in Tweede 

Kamer. Finally, this chapter’s analysis of the SdP’s behind-the-scenes parliamentary and 

political activities in Prague will lay out the case that the SdP should be considered more of a 

big-tent party that cooperated with the Czechoslovak state than a rabid anti-parliamentary 

movement at least insofar as its legislators were concerned. 

 
“HECHTE IM KARPFENTEICH:” THE NSDAP IN THE REICHSTAG402 

In 1936, the German Nazi party functionary and state bureaucrat Hans Fabricius 

wrote a 59-page history of the National Socialist movement. Fabricius’ pamphlet challenged 

unnamed “superficial and malicious critics of recent history” who believed Nazi political 

success had been the product of “general desperation and its manipulation through shrewd 
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and demagogic propaganda.”403 Fabricius instead laid out an account of what he saw as the 

world-historical Nazi movement that had ushered in a new age for the German people. 

Fabricius’ paean to Nazism explored everything from Hitler’s boyhood anti-Semitism to the 

movement’s setbacks during the Weimar years, and it devoted several pages to Nazi 

parliamentarians during the Weimar Republic. Reflections on Nazi legislators were never the 

staple of the Third Reich’s propaganda, so Fabricius’ thoughts stand out. In fact, Fabricius 

makes the case that Nazi parliamentarians played a key role in the Nazi rise to power.404 

Perhaps unsurprisingly for a man who highlighted the influence of Nazi 

parliamentarians, Hans Fabricius had been an NSDAP member of the Reichstag starting in 

1930 and rose to be the Parlamentarischer Geschäftsführer (Chief Whip) in 1932.405 

Fabricius’ emphasis on the Nazi Party’s parliamentary work was ignored both by his 

contemporaries during the Third Reich and has been overlooked by most later historians. 

Scholars working on the Nazi Party during the Weimar Republic have tended to focus on 

topics including propaganda, Hitler’s mystique, paramilitary organizations, or party 

structures. However, the German scholar Martin Döring elected for a different path when he 
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took Fabricius’ insistence of the importance of the NSDAP in the Reichstag seriously.406 

Döring’s 2001 monograph “Parlamentarischer Arm der Bewegung:” Die Nationalsozialisten im 

Reichstag der Weimarer Republik tackled the NSDAP as a parliamentary party. The Nazis were, 

of course, an avowed undemocratic force, hell bent on destroying Germany’s parliament; 

nevertheless, Döring showed that NSDAP parliamentarians were seen as the 

“parlamentarische Arm der Bewegung,” a necessary cadre doing its part for the glorious 

fascist Endsieg. In fact, NSDAP Reichstag members were entitled to wear a special form of the 

Nazi armband that included two gold stripes denoting their status in the movement and in 

the parliament. In 2001, Döring rediscovered what Fabricius had known firsthand, namely 

the high position and status that NSDAP parliamentarians enjoyed within the Nazi 

movement before 1933.407  

Döring filled a scholarly lacuna in studying the Nazi parliamentary party, but his 

examination also treated the NSDAP as one party among many in the Reichstag. Döring 

examined the parliamentary party’s organization, speeches, participation, and proposed 

legislation, much as thorough German historians might do in dedicating themselves to 

comprehensively chronicling the parliamentary work of the Catholic Center Party, the right 

liberal DVP, or even the tiny Christlich-Nationale Bauern- und Landvolkpartei (Christian 

National Peasants’ and Farmers’ Party, Landvolk or CNBL). Döring implicitly argued that 
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the NSDAP should be considered alongside these parties as a peer, deserving the same 

attention for the resolutions it put forward and the work its parliamentarians did.  

Fabricius’ 1936 description of the NSDAP parliamentary party also focused on how 

radically anti-system the Nazi legislators were. Indeed, according to Fabricius, the guiding 

principle of any Nazi member of parliament was that he—and they were all men—“may never 

become a ‘parliamentarian.’ He was to remain a fighter and to understand his main purpose 

was still in arousing the people.”408 Since at least 1928, Adolf Hitler had called on his 

parliamentarians to be “troublemakers [Hechte im Karpfenteich],” subverting the system 

from within; this phrase was echoed in parliamentarians’ contemporary diaries and in 

Fabricius’ later book.409 

 For Fabricius, serving as an anti-democratic parliamentarian offered both benefits 

and risks. He wrote that a Nazi parliamentarian must “with calculating expediency, exploit 

all advantages that parliamentarism offers for the movement but systematically avoid or 

steadfastly resist all the pitfalls of the parliamentary system.”410 From the perspective of the 

NSDAP leadership, the primary danger for Nazis serving in parliaments was that they might 

become complacent in a parliamentary role. Joseph Goebbels scornfully derided those Nazi 

politicians as “parliamentarized,” happy to mingle with colleagues, temper their incendiary 
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language, and draft constructive legislation rather than take cheap political shots.411 To avoid 

this danger, Fabricius emphasized that Nazis were “to strictly isolate themselves from 

parliamentarians from other parties even in private situations, to consider the parliamentary 

stage solely as a place for propaganda, and to make it difficult for all the other parties 

whenever the possibility presents itself.” Moreover, Nazi parliamentarians were to physically 

avoid the Reichstag as much as possible, and “to linger in the parliamentary complex only 

when it seems to be absolutely necessary in a given situation.”412 

Despite the temptations of parliamentary life, Fabricius highlighted three major 

benefits of German parliamentary service for the Nazis: “parliamentary salaries [Diäten], the 

free train pass, [and] immunity.”413 Joseph Goebbels wrote about his new role as a M.d.R.—

member of the Reichstag—in the Nazi newspaper Der Angriff in 1928, instead using the 

abbreviations  “I.d.F.” (Inhaber der Freifahrkarte – Bearer of a Free Train Pass) and “I.d.I.” 

(Inhaber der Immunität – Bearer of Legal Immunity).414 Turning to the first of Fabricius’ 

benefits, “parliamentary salaries,” these were seen as a source of income by parties across the 

political spectrum.  It was common for German parties to take a cut of their parliamentarians’ 

salaries.415 Rather than conceptualizing of this percentage as party dues, Fabricius made clear 
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that NSDAP parliamentarians should never think of this money as personal income, instead 

they were merely “a trustee of the Nazi party [Treuhänder der Bewegung],” destined to pass 

the money on to the party for use. This perspective reveals both a disdain that parliamentary 

work as worthy of wages, and it shows the Nazi Party’s need for an influx of cash.416 

Fabricius’ second benefit for Nazi parliamentarians was the ability to access free train 

travel. Since 1873, German Reichstag members enjoyed at least some access to free 

transportation. Until 1906, salaries for German parliamentarians were constitutionally 

prohibited, so free train travel to and from the sessions of the Reichstag amounted to meager 

in-kind compensation for legislators.417 Both salaries and free train travel throughout 

Germany for parliamentarians were enshrined in article 40 of the Weimar Constitution.418 

Fabricius pointed out that NSDAP members were expected to use this train travel for 

propaganda purposes, traveling across the Reich “on the republic’s dime” spreading the Nazi 

gospel.419 All parliamentarians used their free train travel rights for political advantage, but 

the radical anti-parliamentary parties saw free transportation as the big plus of serving in 

parliament. In fact, a German Communist recalled that KPD parliamentarians “were put on 

the [electoral] list, in order to be able to use the free train pass and thus be better able to carry 
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out their work outside the parliament” campaigning for the party.420 Selecting potential 

parliamentarians not based on their qualities as future lawmakers but because of their skill as 

on-the-ground campaigners reveals a distain for the parliamentary process by anti-

parliamentary parties on both the left and right. 

 Fabricius’ final benefit for NSDAP parliamentarians was immunity. Three articles of 

the Weimar Constitution regulated parliamentary immunity: one banning “judicial or 

official” reprisals for votes or statements in national and state parliaments, one protecting 

parliamentary premises from search and seizure, and one limiting all prosecutions or 

investigations of legislators without the consent of the parliaments themselves. Politicians 

whose campaigning might run afoul of libel or treason laws were happy to take advantage of 

these layers of parliamentary immunity. For instance, the Communist trade unionist Hans 

Stetter remembered gaming the immunity rules, both as a member of the Württemberg 

Landtag and of the Reichstag. Stetter was imprisoned in investigative custody in Stuttgart 

until early 1924, when the KPD announced he was a candidate for the Reichstag. He was 

released for the election, and despite being elected to the Reichstag, police investigations 

continued against him. “Since the Reichstag convened only at the end of May and my 

immunity as a Landtag member expired on May 15, I was arrested just after midnight on May 

16[.]” Stetter was only freed after his wife’s doctor asked that he be allowed to care for her 

after a nervous breakdown. A trial against Stetter and his comrades continued in Leipzig, but 
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before a verdict could be reached he went into hiding in Berlin until the Reichstag met and his 

new parliamentary immunity began. Sure enough the police came knocking at his apartment 

only to discovered “the bird had flown.”421  

The Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels also gamed the immunity system to avoid 

prosecution for libel as an editor of the Berlin Nazi newspaper Der Angriff. When Goebbels 

was first elected to the Reichstag in 1928 he wrote in his diary “So now I’m an M.d.R. […]  

Immune, that’s the main thing.” Goebbels still had to face trial for earlier libel allegations, but 

his immunity prevented him from being as easily imprisoned.422 Like the Communist Hans 

Stetter, parliamentary immunity was often on Goebbels’ mind, and he worried that the 

dissolution of the Reichstag in 1930 would prompt the police to immediately arrest him.423 In 

1931, Reichstag moved to limit Goebbels parliamentary immunity after he ignored several 

legal summonses.424 However, in the public debate over lifting parliamentary immunity, 

anti-system parties like the NSDAP were able to hypocritically position themselves as the true 

defenders of the rights and privileges of democratically elected parliamentarians: “If a 

democracy attempts to curtail the rights of national socialist parliamentarians, it would only 
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deny its own raison d’être which would diminish it in the eyes of its own proponents.”425 

Championing the destruction of democracy yet calling on democratic rights for protection 

was a common trope among radical parties that we will also see in the Netherlands 

Czechoslovakia. 

 
THE NSDAP IN THE REICHSTAG: OBSTRUCTION AND CHALLENGING NORMS 

 Nazi politicians worked to push back against parliamentary conventions in the 

Reichstag’s plenary chamber. They appeared in brown stormtrooper uniforms for 

parliamentary sessions, turned their backs on speakers they did not like, and boycotted the 

Reichstag for an extended period of time.426 An obstructionist strategy was not completely 

new. The Nazis shared many of these tactics with their Communist enemies in the Reichstag: 

“National Socialists and Communists sometimes sought out opportunities to shout each 

other down, although in other cases they worked together to throw up obstacles to challenge 

the parliamentary work of the chancellor the parties supporting him.”427  

 The obstructionist tactics that NSDAP parliamentarians employed evolved over time 

based on the number of Reichstag members the party had. In the wake of the Beer Hall 

Putsch in 1923 that sent Hitler to jail, the Nationalsozialistische Freiheitsbewegung 
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(National Socialist Freedom Movement) was formed as an alliance between Hitler’s party 

and the wartime hero Erich Ludendorff’s Deutschvölkische Freiheitspartei (German 

Völkisch Freedom Party). This völkisch electoral alliance entered the Reichstag with 32 seats 

and 6.5% of the vote after the May 1924 elections, but it lost all but 14 seats in the subsequent 

December 1924 elections. Infighting among völkisch and Nazi politicians hampered the work 

of this early parliamentary group, but the radical politicians were not averse to delivering 

incendiary speeches attacking the German republican system or introducing legislation for 

propagandistic purposes. For instance, in 1924, völkisch parliamentarians presented a draft 

law to exclude Jews from all public offices. In a January 1928 speech, Wilhelm Frick called for 

the destruction of the democratic parliamentary system, which he characterized as under the 

yoke of “inferior folks, the lower races, Jews, and moneybags.” Other members of the 

Reichstag repeatedly shouted Frick down, and the Reichstag president called him to order for 

his language, but he was undeterred.428 

The Nazis brought their obstructionist and anti-parliamentary approach to 

parliamentary committees with new vigor after the party skyrocketed to second place in the 

1930 Reichstag elections. In addition to having representatives on parliamentary 

committees, the NSDAP was able to appoint the chairs several leading committees. In the 

first wave of sugarcoated memoirs and sympathetic scholarship after 1945, there was an 

insistence that the NSDAP had “properly worked [ordentlich gearbeitet]” in the day-to-day 
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parliamentary tasks of committees, but recent research has debunked this myth. After 1930, 

the Nazi committee chairmen tried to sabotage their own committees’ work and brought 

disrespect for political opponents into private committee rooms. In the budget committee, 

for instance, the Nazi vice chair of the committee refused to call to order one of his NSDAP 

comrades who slandered a socialist committee member saying “‘a Marxist Jew’ has ‘no right 

to have a say in Germany.”429 In 1932, the Nazi Gregor Strasser used his role as chair of the 

one committee that could exercise the Reichstag’s powers between parliamentary sessions to 

ignore requests from members to convene the committee. Since Strasser refused to call the 

committee into session, the President of the Reichstag ordered another member to do so, but 

Strasser challenged him for “having egregiously violated parliamentary procedures and thus 

the constitution.”430 Strasser borrowed from the tried-and-trust radical playbook of calling 

out democrats for not playing by the democratic rules, while Strasser himself tried to subvert 

German democracy.  

One DDP parliamentarian remembered that Nazi parliamentarians “had no interest 

in any type of real cooperation [sachlichen Mitarbeit],” and since committee work was about 

the finer points of legislating, the Nazis were particularly uninterested in these details.431 

Instead, Nazi politicians seemed keen on using committees to embarrass opponents and 

practice talking points. The social democratic parliamentarian Gerhart Seger recalled his 
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experiences with his Nazi colleagues in the Reichstag’s Foreign Affairs Committee. The Nazi 

party theorist and notorious anti-Semite Alfred Rosenberg was a member of the committee, 

and Seger remembered challenging him there, once saying: “Facts are facts. You can evaluate 

them differently, you can place your own emphasis on a particular selection of facts, and you 

can draw your own conclusions from the facts. But to dispute the facts themselves is 

obviously nonsensical.” Rosenberg nonchalantly responded: “We National Socialists are not 

here to recognize facts but to alter them.” In another episode during a committee debate on 

the Foreign Office’s budget, Rosenberg condemned Germany’s foreign service for employing 

too many foreigners at  diplomatic postings abroad. When pressed to give an example, 

Rosenberg cited the legation at Kaunas, the capital of interwar Lithuania. At the next 

committee meeting, the chancellor reported back that he had investigated the legation at 

Kaunas and determined that only the maid was a foreigner, underhandedly attacking 

Rosenberg in pointing out: “This woman was born in the same city as Mr. Rosenberg 

himself: Riga.” Despite debunking these Nazi talking points, when the budget reached the 

floor of the Reichstag, “Rosenberg got up and made exactly the same speech the same 

complaints – that German legations did not employ enough German nationals – as if nothing 

had happened in the committee.” Seger concluded: “You might just as well have talked to the 

wall as debate with the Nazis and that of course made the work in the national legislature 
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absolutely futile.”432 Ultimately, the committee only served as a dry run for Rosenberg’s 

public plenary speech. 

The Nazis were also notoriously bad colleagues for their habit for revealing 

confidential information to the press and misusing material in their own party newspapers. 

In democratic parliaments, secret meetings and private negotiations are often necessary to 

reach political compromises. Attempts had been made since 1924 to bring völkisch and Nazi 

politicians into the confidence of their colleagues. For example, in July 1925, the new German 

president and former military field marshal Paul von Hindenburg reached out to the völkisch 

parliamentarian and his former military colleague Erich Ludendorff to set up a private 

meeting.433 Ludendorff accepted the invitation, but then publicized the event in the right-

wing press. President Hindenburg elected not to visit: “I would have happily visited you as a 

friend and messmate [Kamerad], but an article in a völkisch newspaper has given this planned 

visit a political complexion and greatly excited everyone’s passions. Considering this 

situation, what I would very much happily do as a friend and messmate, I sadly am unable to 

do as President. It is with the greatest regret that I must cancel our plans.”434  

Ludendorff’s indiscretion was only the tip of the iceberg for Nazi and völkisch 

politicians. For example, when Hitler met Chancellor Heinrich Brüning about a 

parliamentary extension of President Hindenburg’s term of office, a report of the meeting 
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was immediately published by the Nazis to discredit the government.435 The Nazi leadership 

felt that this misuse of information was acceptable in the zero-sum game of politics. Even 

Hitler’s conservative DNVP ally Alfred Hugenberg called him out for not putting things 

down in writing because of his morbid fear it would be used against him: “Your principle of 

not answering letters—to prevent them from falling into the wrong hands or being 

misused—makes cooperation very hard.”436 This phobia about producing a paper trail of 

political agreements reflected the anti-parliamentary Nazi belief that politics was not about 

compromise or collaboration, but discrediting enemies and winning at all costs. 

When Germans went to the polls for snap national elections in late July 1932, a 

staggering 13.7 million of them cast their votes for the Nazi Party. The NSDAP doubled its 

vote share from the 1930 elections, captured 37% of the total vote, and won 230 of 605 seats in 

the Reichstag. This was almost a hundred seats more than the second-largest party, the 

SPD.437 According to German parliamentary tradition, as the largest parliamentary party, the 

NSDAP was entitled to select the parliament’s president. Hitler passed over candidates with 

previous experience in the Reichstag’s leadership and instead tapped the famous fighter ace 

Hermann Göring. Parties on the left recoiled at electing the Göring to the legislature’s 

highest office, especially since the Nazis had flaunted parliamentary tradition so often in the 
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past. However, enough moderate parties supported Göring, and he was elected. The role of 

the president of the Reichstag was to be an impartial presiding officer representing the 

interests of the entire body, but Göring’s decision to take his presidential seat still dressed in 

his Nazi party uniform hinted that neutrality would not be the hallmark of his presidency.438 

Through Göring’s position, the NSDAP had cover for its obstructive, aggressive, and even 

violent parliamentary tactics.  

 The dignity of the Reichstag was never on Göring’s mind; he brought Nazi political 

gamesmanship to his presidential duties. When a DVP politician was “repeatedly physically 

assaulted” by a Nazi colleague, Göring did not even acknowledge the DVP’s protest 

telegram.439 On September 12, 1932, two weeks after Göring’s election as the parliament’s 

president, the Reichstag was set to debate a motion of no confidence in the cabinet of the 

conservative Catholic aristocrat Franz von Papen. Chancellor Papen led a presidentially 

backed government that ran roughshod over the parliament and ruled by decree. He had 

earned enemies on both the left and right, and the Communist party had submitted a motion 

of no confidence in the government that was on the Reichstag’s agenda. When the unpopular 

chancellor realized that his government was set to lose the parliamentary vote, he rushed to 

the presidential palace to get a decree from the aging President Hindenburg averting the 

crisis by dissolving the parliament and calling fresh elections.  
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According to established parliamentary procedure, the president of the Reichstag 

should have called on the chancellor to address the parliament when he requested the floor, 

but when Papen arrived, ready to read the dissolution decree, Göring intentionally 

overlooked Papen’s request to speak and instead called for a vote on the Communist motion 

of no confidence. An iconic picture of the interaction shows Papen’s desperate attempts to get 

the Reichstag president’s attention with Göring deliberately looking the other way.440 The 

official parliamentary minutes do not record Papen’s demand to speak, but stenographers 

recorded that when Göring called for the vote on the motion of no confidence there was 

“persisting great turmoil.” Göring called for silence and moved into the vote despite “lots of 

constant movement in the hall.” Papen cropped up in the minutes at this juncture: 

“Chancellor von Papen puts a document on the president’s table and departs the hall with the 

cabinet ministers.”441  

Göring insisted on carrying out the vote, which Papen’s government lost 512 to 42, the 

worst parliamentary defeat for a German government in history.442 As if to spite Papen’s 

government, Göring then read the presidential decree dissolving the Reichstag. However, 

Göring declared the cabinet deposed since it “was just toppled by the parliament by an 
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overwhelming majority,” so he determined it was legally unable to dissolve the parliament.443 

Backroom maneuvering by more moderate parties eventually meant that the decree was 

recognized and the parties geared up for new elections, but Göring remained proud of his 

theatrical outmaneuvering of Papen even into his imprisonment by the Allies during the 

Nuremberg Trials.444 On the one hand, Göring flaunted parliamentary practice by refusing 

to recognize Papen. On the other hand, he claimed to be the better democrat because he 

called for a vote and accepted the will of the majority. The Nazi tactics of rejecting tradition 

and a faux claim to be the better democrats were on full display in Göring’s Reichstag. 
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FIGURE 5: Reichstag President Göring Ignoring Chancellor Papen, 1932445 

 
THE NSDAP IN THE REICHSTAG: PARTY UNITY 

From the Nazis’ fractious early alliance with völkisch parliamentarians starting in 

1924, there was always tension in corralling NSDAP parliamentarians into a party group that 

could function collectively. Intrigue and jockeying for power occurred among the handful of 

Nazis in the Reichstag, especially before the sea-change 1930 election that brought almost a 

hundred Nazi newcomers to the parliament. For instance, Joseph Goebbels wrote 

disparagingly of the avowed monarchist, long-time soldier, and fellow NSDAP lawmaker 

Franz Ritter von Epp calling him “still bourgeois” and warning that Nazis must “pay special 
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attention to him.” Epp’s willfulness prompted him to challenge Nazi party unity in a dramatic 

fashion when Epp abstained once on a vote on a Communist resolution on financial policy. 

The other members of the party supported the motion, and Epp’s solitary abstention 

prompted the party to deploy disciplinary measures to ensure future parliamentarians 

followed the party line.446 Epp was chastised, but he did not fall from grace; this was used as 

learning experience to build a more united NSDAP parliamentary party for the future. 

Like any parliamentary party, for the NSDAP there were meetings to attend and staff 

to manage. Official leaders had to be appointed, and in Hitler’s selection of Wilhelm Frick as 

the party’s Reichstag leader, there was a concession made to parliamentary expectations. 

Frick was not a firebrand whose incendiary speeches would bring the most attention to the 

Nazi cause. Instead, Frick was a Bavarian civil servant who was seen as a technically-minded 

“expert in the mastery of the tools of parliamentary procedure.”447 In this day-to-day work of 

being a Nazi parliamentarian, men could forge closer friendships with NSDAP 

parliamentary leaders. For instance, the long-serving Nazi member of the Reichstag Wilhelm 

Kube reached out to then-Reich Interior Minister Wilhelm Frick in 1936 prefacing his annual 

birthday wishes that he was thinking back on their “twelve-year-long companionship that 

began in the Reichstag in 1924.”448  
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When the Nazi parliamentary party exploded to 230 members after the July 1932 

elections, the NSDAP had to teach the newcomers the ropes of life in the Reichstag. The 

party sent a long list of instructions to parliamentarians reminding them that the “plenary 

chamber is only there for parliamentarians,” asking them to not invite guests to the 

Reichstag’s restaurant during meal times and informing them they were allowed to tip the 

two official Reichstag staff members assigned to the party. The NSDAP’s parliamentary 

processes reflected a more disciplined approach than in other parliamentary parties. For 

instance, the Nazi parliamentary leadership divided its 230-member party into four seating 

blocs for plenary sessions, each with an appointed bloc leader. These seating blocs were 

further subdivided into groups of ten, each with their own sub-leader.449 There was no 

equivalent in the other Reichstag parties. 

The NSDAP’s insistence on order and obedience was also reflected in the 

correspondence of the party leadership to average NSDAP parliamentarians. A dress code— 

“brown shirt with armband (no coat)”—was spelled out explicitly for parliamentary and 

committee meetings, 450 and notices that mandated attendance made clear “only serious 

illness when one is completely bedridden is an acceptable reason to be excused.”451 This 

regimented NSDAP parliamentary life limited Nazi parliamentarians’ ability to mingle with 

colleagues from other parties. The leadership explicitly wrote: “It is especially undesirable 
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that members of the party who do not have some official business in the Reichstag to sit or 

stand around pointlessly the halls when the parliament is in session.”452 Instead 

parliamentarians were supposed to keep as far away from the parliament as possible, 

preferably traveling around Germany in the service of the movement. 

A striking feature of the NSDAP’s regimented parliamentary practice was an oath that 

all Nazi parliamentarians were obligated to take. Wilhelm Frick put together a declaration 

that was edited over the years to eventually include five points. The first three points reflected 

the anti-Semitism and anti-capitalism of the NSDAP; the parliamentarians affirmed they had 

“no ties or connections to Jews,” served in “no supervisory board positions in banks or other 

enterprises,” and would not take up these positions in the future. The fourth and fifth points 

related more to party unity and discipline. NSDAP parliamentarians promised they would “at 

all times consider the party’s interests,” recognize the NSDAP party program, and 

“subordinate [themselves] to Adolf Hitler and his commands.” The final point made clear 

that the party thought of the parliamentary seats as the property of the party in that it required 

Nazi legislators who left the party to resign from the Reichstag rather than keep a 

parliamentary seat and join another party.453  
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One of the most defining features of the parliamentary NSDAP was its leader Adolf 

Hitler, a man who himself was not a member of the Reichstag. As a former Austrian citizen 

who renounced that citizenship in 1925, Hitler was actually stateless and thus ineligible to 

serve in any German parliament until 1932.454 Although these practical considerations barred 

Hitler from taking up a seat in the Reichstag, the model of having a political leader of an anti-

democratic movement remain outside the parliament was copied in both the Netherlands 

and Czechoslovakia.  

Although Hitler was not officially in the Reichstag and did not live in Berlin, when he 

came from Munich to the German capital, he led meetings of the parliamentary party. For 

instance, in August 1932, the 230-man NSDAP parliamentary group assembled at the 

Kaiserhof Hotel to commit itself publicly to the Führer in a festive ceremony.455 Hitler’s 

control of the parliamentary party had not always been absolute; after the 1924 elections 

when Hitler was in prison, he had to share power with the völkisch party with which the 

NSDAP was then aligned.456 After 1928, however, the NSDAP no longer had this ally, so 

Hitler consolidated his power over his legislators, making all determinations about the party 

leadership and candidates put forward for higher office. As the party grew in size and 

importance, the red carpet was rolled out for Hitler when he visited Berlin. In addition to his 

work chairing the parliamentary party, Hitler mingled with aristocratic guests in Hermann 
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Göring’s apartment.457 The Führer frequented Berlin so often that a middle box at the opera 

was always reserved for him when he was in town.458 

Adolf Hitler served as the ultimate arbiter of party and parliamentary disputes. In the 

conflict between Gregor Strasser and Hitler, the NSDAP parliamentary group played a role 

that ultimately demonstrated its powerlessness as an autonomous center of authority in the 

Nazi party. Gregor Strasser and his brother Otto had advanced a more anti-capitalist brand of 

National Socialism, and contemporaries saw an insurgent leftist Strasserian wing in the 

NSDAP that could challenge Hitler. Historians have since debunked the myth of a truly 

viable Strasserian opposition; nevertheless, by 1932, Strasser had still amassed significant 

power in the NSDAP as the Reich Organizational Leader (Reichsorganisationsleiter).459 In 

this role, Strasser had particular influence in putting together the NSDAP candidate lists for 

the Reichstag elections. Although Wilhelm Frick, as the parliamentary leader had formal 

control of these electoral lists, Strasser had a larger supervisory role in the candidate selection 

process. Nazi election candidates ended up sending one brief declaration of interest to Frick 

and a longer, more detailed application to Strasser.460 Strasser’s power in the party, 

particularly in approving election candidates, led to him having party comrades indebted to 

him among the Nazi Reichstag members. 
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The Hitler-Strasser crisis came to a head near the end of 1932. After the Nazis’ 

electoral losses in the November elections, Strasser advocated entering a coalition with more 

traditional right-wing parties without insisting on the chancellorship, which was vehemently 

rejected by Hitler. When the new Chancellor Kurt von Schleicher secretly offered Strasser the 

vice chancellorship, Strasser privately mulled it over, which enraged Hitler. A series of 

meetings between Hitler and the NSDAP parliamentarians revealed that although Strasser 

lacked support among the run-of-the-mill party members, up to one-third of the NSDAP 

parliamentarians were sympathetic to Strasser. Nevertheless, when confronted by Hitler, 

none of them came to Strasser’s defense. Gregor Strasser resigned all his offices in the party 

in early December 1932, and eventually he met a grisly end on the Night of the Long Knives in 

1934. Ultimately, support within the Nazi Reichstag party was not enough to defend Strasser 

from Hitler’s wrath.461 This example points to the relative weakness of NSDAP 

parliamentarians in the Nazi party structure, but it also shows that Strasser used his years in 

the Reichstag to build up connections to his Nazi colleagues.462 Strasser’s work came to 

naught, however, since, his colleagues’ sympathies, buckled under direct pressure from the 

Führer. 
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THE NSDAP IN THE REICHSTAG: LIMITED CROSS-PARTY OUTREACH 

 Party unity and discipline was a key preoccupation of the Nazis in the Reichstag, and 

isolation for Nazi parliamentarians was seen as a virtue. Thus, it is impossible to find the 

same vibrant networks of cross-party collaboration that we have seen budding in a private 

clubhouses in The Hague or among Berlin’s female politicians. Nevertheless, the historian 

Martin Döring does muse about the NSDAP’s cross-party ties, particular between 1928 and 

1930. The Nazis captured only 2.6% of the 1928 vote which gave them only 12 

parliamentarians. This fell below the 15 members required to officially form a parliamentary 

group, which would have given the party rights to bring motions forward, have members in 

committees, and speak for longer periods in plenary debates. The small number of Nazi 

parliamentarians meant the NSDAP members were treated almost as an afterthought in the 

Reichstag’s seating chart, jammed into seats at the very back of the plenary hall. In 1929, the 

parliamentary newcomers Göring and Goebbels had to make do with assigned seats on an 

extra sofa in the far-right corner.463 

Because of the Nazis’ weak presence in the 1928 Reichstag, they needed to reach out to 

parliamentary colleagues from another party to act more effectively in the parliament. The 

Nazis found receptive colleagues in the Landvolkpartei. The Landvolk had broken with the 

DNVP over agricultural issues, but their nine parliamentarians were also too few to reach 

parliamentary group status. The Landvolk and the Nazis decided to cooperate to sponsor 
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proposals, including an amnesty law, in order to get these issues on the Reichstag’s agenda. 

Attempts to fuse the two parliamentary groups were opposed on both sides, but they still 

cooperated on practical issues. Döring was especially puzzled by this cooperation: “Without 

stronger evidence, whether the Landvolk and National Socialists cooperated with each other 

from the convening of the Reichstag onwards and submitted a number of proposals together 

because of an identical tactical calculation or ideological affinity must remain an open 

question.”464 A comprehensive study of the Landvolk party also only glossed its temporary 

alliance with the NSDAP: “As a last result, one retreated into occasional cooperation with the 

NSDAP which at least made presenting motions easier.”465 This cross-party practical alliance 

might have been a political necessity for the Nazis, and it also brought Landvolk and NSDAP 

members together personally, despite the Nazi parliamentary groups efforts to prevent this. 

There is evidence that cross-party NSDAP parliamentary ties were politically 

important in the 1931 project to unite right-wing forces in Germany as a national opposition. 

A rally was scheduled in Bad Harzburg, and the NSDAP Reichstag leader Wilhelm Frick 

worked to convince colleagues in other parliamentary parties to attend the gathering. 

Historians tend to focus on the alliance of the DNVP and NSDAP at this event, spotlighting 

Adolf Hitler and Alfred Hugenberg’s alliance, but Reichstag members from the Landvolk, 

Wirtschaftspartei, and right-liberal DVP all traveled to Bad Harzburg as. The relatively high 
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number of Landvolk parliamentarians who went to the rally could be seen as an aftereffect of 

the Nazis’ strategic alliance with them between 1928 and 1930.466 

There were also several limited personal connections between Nazis and their 

colleagues in other parties. For instance, the DVP lawmaker Heinrich Schnee and Franz 

Ritter von Epp were connected because they knew each other from their previous work. 

Schnee was a former imperial colonial governor who was president of the Arbeitsausschuss 

deutscher Verbände; he knew Epp from their common service in the German colonies, as 

well as their work through the Arbeitsausschuss.467 In another attempted personal 

connection, the right-liberal DVP leader Eduard Dingeldey sent a condolence letter to 

Hermann Göring after the death of his wife in 1931.468 With this, Dingeldey attempted to pull 

Göring into a collegial world around the Reichstag, but Göring’s  lack of response reflected 

the Nazis’ resistance to joining the informal culture of respectful, collegial correspondence. 

One of the most surprising examples of cross-party informal contact between the NSDAP 

and another party also involved Göring. An SPD lawmaker recalled that after the infamous 

Reichstag vote on the Enabling Act in 1933, Göring conferred with the socialist leadership 
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and warned them “to not yet leave the building, since the excited crowds of people outside 

might not treat us especially kindly.”469  

 Because the NSDAP’s structure had Hitler at the apex, substantial cross-party 

conversations and negotiations always had to involve Hitler. Other political parties’ leaders 

were members of the parliament, conducting party business and negotiations from their 

Berlin parliamentary offices, but Hitler neither lived in Berlin nor was a member of the 

Reichstag. Nevertheless, the NSDAP parliamentary party often served as a conduit to get 

messages to and send messages from Hitler to politicians in other parties. The NSDAP 

parliamentary group staff went into overdrive supporting Hitler’s presidential run in 1932, 

setting up meetings with the parliamentary leader of a smaller conservative splinter party 

with an invitation to meet with presidential candidate Hitler about an endorsement.470 

Parliamentarians from other reached out to their Nazi colleagues as a way to contact Hitler 

and negotiate with the German political kingmaker. For instance, a Vice President of the 

Reichstag from the Center Party reached out to a leading NSDAP parliamentarian asking to 

set up a meeting between leading members of the Center Party and Hitler. Only as an 

afterthought “Esser also urgently requested […] an conversation with Dr. Frick,” the Nazis’ 

parliamentary leader.471 Hitler was the preferred conversation partner and the only 
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negotiator for his highly regimented parliamentary party. This party structure dominated by 

Hitler meant that cross-party relationships between Nazis and their colleagues in the 

Reichstag never had the potential to transform into political partnerships in the way other 

friendships among parliamentarians could. 

 
THE DUTCH NSB: ENTERING THE TWEEDE KAMER 

In 1937, four new members arrived in the Dutch Tweede Kamer as the first popularly 

elected representatives of the Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging (National Socialist 

Movement, NSB): Max graaf de Marchant et d’Ansembourg was an aristocratic, Roman 

Catholic Germanophile from southern Limburg who chaired the NSB parliamentary party, 

Meinoud Marinus Rost van Tonningen was a radicalized erstwhile League of Nations 

economics official, Jan Woudenberg was a former socialist—turned national socialist—trade 

unionist, and Gerhardus Dieters was a modest farmer from rural Drenthe.472 Despite their 

small number, the radical Dutch national socialist press exhorted these new parliamentarians 

to challenge the country’s democratic institutions.  

The party newspaper Volk en Vaderland called on the NSB politicians to serve “as 

undercover agents [dwarskijkers] who foul up the game of the gentlemen politicians.” 

Moreover, they “will have the job of debunking the political parties’ slogans and creating a 

robust foundation in their movement that will take over everything during the coming 

economic and moral collapse.”473 One of the newly elected NSB parliamentarians spoke of 
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them as “parliamentarians against our wishes and without gratitude [parlamentariërs tegen 

wil en dank]” who were “to announce the coming apocalypse” and “to speak as prosecutors of 

a system.”474 These proclamations could have been lifted from Hans Fabricius’ own writings 

on the tactics and goals of a Nazi parliamentarian in the German Reichstag: “He was to 

remain a fighter and to understand his main purpose was still in arousing the people.”475 

Indeed, Anton Mussert, the Dutch national socialist leader, wrote of his hopes to rid the 

Netherlands of democratic traditions, as the Nazis had done in Germany: “We are only going 

to the Tweede Kamer to post a guard for the Dutch people! As soon as we seize power in the 

state, we will abolish parliamentarism […] and all of its excesses!!!”476 

When parliamentarians from the NSB arrived in the Tweede Kamer, they engaged in 

provocative parliamentary behavior like that we saw in Germany. Seemingly, following 

Fabricius’ advice “to make it difficult for all the other parties whenever the possibility presents 

itself,”477 the new NSB parliamentarians decided to support a Dutch Communist proposal to 

institute a state pension for people older than 65. The Communists introduced this 
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legislation every year, but since their own party never had five parliamentarians, the 

minimum to advance a parliamentary proposal to a floor debate, the legislation always died 

without discussion. When the NSB arrived in the Tweede Kamer, they opportunistically 

supported the Communist proposal, setting it up for public debate. “In the parliament there 

was significant commotion and the Communists’ parliamentary leader derisively called to the 

Dutch socialists ‘this is your disgrace.’”478 Unlike the NSDAP actively conferring with 

Landvolk parliamentarians between 1928 and 1930 to advance proposals they both could 

support by helping the Dutch Communists’ legislative proposal, the NSB simply threw a 

wrench in the parliamentary process to intensify divisions on the left. 

However, the NSB’s parliamentary maneuvering to gin up conflict among other 

parties was limited by the party’s poor showing in the 1937 Dutch national elections. These 

were the first parliamentary elections in which the party participated, and it won only 4.2% of 

the vote, sending four parliamentarians to the hundred-person Tweede Kamer. Of course, 

this is a higher percentage of the vote than the NSDAP and its völkisch allies won in either the 

December 1924 or the 1928 German elections, but the Dutch NSB was deeply disappointed 

with its 1937 result. The NSB’s leader, Anton Mussert, declined to take up his parliamentary 

seat despite being first on the NSB’s electoral list. Like both Adolf Hitler and Konrad Henlein 
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of the Sudetendeutsche Partei (Sudeten German Party) in Czechoslovakia, Mussert 

committed himself to building his political movement from outside parliament.479 

Although the NSB had not contested elections for the Tweede Kamer before 1937, it 

had burst onto the Dutch political stage in 1933, the year of the previous national election. In 

Dutch political history, 1933 was a year marked by numerous crises: there were wildcat strikes 

in companies across the country and demonstrations by far left-wing parties, as well as by a 

populist farmer’s movement, in the run-up to the April 1933 election. Perhaps most notably, 

in February 1933, there was a mutiny onboard De Zeven Provinciën, a Dutch warship off the 

coast of the Dutch East Indies. The mixed Dutch and Indonesian crew seized control of the 

ship to protest pay cuts, and the Dutch authorities ended the mutiny militarily, ordering an 

airplane to bomb the ship, killing 19 sailors. Many on the Dutch left were sympathetic to the 

striking sailors, while the more bourgeois and right-wing parties argued there was an erosion 

of respect for hierarchies in Dutch society. Of course, 1933 also marked the advent of the 

Third Reich in the country next door, and it was in this context that the NSB grew to be a 

formidable political force on the right side of the Dutch political spectrum. At the party’s first 

national meeting in January 1933, there were only about a thousand party members, but by 

the end of the year, more than 20,000 had joined, and there was a waiting list for new 

members.480  
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Mussert’s Dutch brand of national socialism had copied the NSDAP’s party program 

without the passages on racial science or the Führer principle, and the NSB itself tended at 

first in a more Italian Fascist direction, allowed Jews to join the party, and tried to remain 

bourgeois enough to appeal to the middle of Dutch society. The NSB was first seen as non-

threatening by the existing political parties, but in 1934, parliamentary pressure from the 

socialists helped force the government’s hand to prohibit civil servants from being members 

of the NSB. The NSB used this prohibition to attack the government as being undemocratic 

for clamping down on a legitimate political party. In the provincial elections of 1935, the NSB 

won a respectable 7.94% of the vote, winning over 11% in both Limburg and Drenthe where 

residents felt particularly distant from politics in The Hague. The NSB worked for a better 

result in the national elections of 1937, but that was when their early political momentum 

evaporated to only 4.21% of the vote.481 

Like the NSDAP in Germany, the NSB had to organize its legislators to function as a 

unified force to be reckoned with in the halls of power. NSB parliamentarians first entered 

Dutch provincial legislatures after the 1935 elections. Dutch provincial parliaments indirectly 

selected the members of the Dutch upper house, the Eerste Kamer, so NSB national 

parliamentarians first appeared in The Hague in 1935. At this juncture, the NSB leadership 

approved guidelines regulating the behavior of its provincial parliamentarians, and, on the 

surface, these rules seem similar to the practices of the German NSDAP. First and foremost, 
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the NSB parliamentary groups were “directed by the parliamentary group leader.” The rules 

also outlined a clear chain of command with the parliamentary group leader (fractieleider) 

subject to the national leader (landelijk leider), and all of these leaders were “appointed and 

removed by the General Leader [Mussert].” Decision-making in the parliamentary NSB 

groups was also laid out clearly: “Differences of opinion would be dealt with in the 

parliamentary group and afterwards decisions would be made by the group leader.” Appeals 

of these decisions were possible to the national leader. This clear hierarchy with designated 

decision-makers differed from the early days of the NSDAP in the Reichstag when, for 

example, Franz Ritter von Epp was allowed to cast his vote differently than his colleagues. 

Like the NSDAP, the NSB called on its parliamentarians to ensure that “[e]ach parliamentary 

group presents itself publicly as a unified front.”482 

To aid its parliamentarians’ work in The Hague, the NSB purchased and outfitted a 

residential and office building in the so-called Willem de Zwijgerhuis on Zeestraat, several 

minutes walking north of the Binnenhof parliamentary complex. The Willem de Zwijgerhuis 

was set up with bedrooms for parliamentarians to use during their stays in the city.483 The 

NSB lawmakers were required to pay 2,500 guilders annually for the upkeep of these NSB 

facilities in The Hague. This mandatory contribution shows that the NSB, like the NSDAP, 
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saw the salaries of parliamentarians as a crucial source of party income.484 Although the NSB 

was headquartered in Utrecht, the Willem de Zwijgerhuis hosted several NSB offices 

including the party departments for economics, housing, and agricultural issues. These 

offices took receipt of the parliamentary reference materials that were sent to NSB legislators 

at the Zeestraat address. In practice, official Tweede Kamer documents often did not even 

reach the NSB parliamentarians but instead formed the research basis for party 

publications.485 NSB lawmakers could reach out to these party departments in The Hague for 

statistics to use in parliamentary speeches, but these departments were not seen as 

parliamentary support staff as much as a political think tank for the NSB’s general political 

work.486 

Although there was not a formal set of rules for the Tweede Kamer group, the official 

rules laid down for the NSB provincial parliamentary parties suggest the parliamentarians 

would meet, the leader of the group would divide up tasks and speeches for a plenary session, 

and there would be a planned and well-choreographed parliamentary performance. 

However, the NSB Tweede Kamer parliamentary party met infrequently. Between 1937 and 

1940, there were only about five meetings.487 Rather than taking marching orders from the 
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parliamentary leader or coordinating plans through joint meetings, the NSB parliamentary 

party divided subject areas up among the four parliamentarians. For example, d’Ansembourg 

had internal affairs, defense, engineering/water management, and trade/commerce, while 

Rost van Tonningen covered finances, the Dutch East Indies, justice, and foreign affairs.488 

The individual parliamentarian assigned to a given subject area was chief in his own domain 

and had little support and no guidance from the party. No NSB official ever stepped in to alter 

speeches. This meant that the position an NSB parliamentarian would take on a given issue 

might be a surprise: “No one ever knew what anyone else would say. Moreover, the party was 

only marginally interested in the work of the Tweede Kamer group.”489 

In 1932, 230 German Nazi parliamentarians filed into the Reichstag clad in 

stormtrooper uniforms, divided into seating blocs and subdivided smaller groups each with 

bloc leaders to maintain group discipline.490 In the run up to the 1937 Dutch elections, there 

were fears that the Dutch national socialists would win such a large percentage of the seats in 

the Tweede Kamer that they would be able to muster a similar show. However, when 

d’Ansembourg delivered the first NSB speech to the Tweede Kamer and declared that the 
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NSB stood for freedom, a Protestant confessional parliamentarian theatrically coughed in 

bemusement. The speaker recalled in his diary: “I beckoned to him and offered him a cough 

drop to soothe his throat. This worked, and the tense situation was diffused.”491 Humor, 

rather than fear and theatrics, greeted the NSB in the Tweede Kamer. Despite rhetoric and 

rules calling for a regimented parliamentary party dedicated to overturning democratic 

norms, the NSB’s parliamentary practice was far less coordinated than that of the German 

NSDAP. 

 
A RADICAL VISION FOR THE NSB: ROST VAN TONNINGEN 

Meinoud Marinus Rost van Tonningen is today remembered as the quintessential 

“fout,” a Dutch collaborator with Nazi Germany during the Second World War. During the 

German occupation of the Netherlands, the underground Dutch press developed a binary 

classification of people as “goed of fout”—good or wrong. Collaborators were tarred as being 

wrong—“fout.” In the postwar period, the Dutch adjective “fout” became a noun, denoting 

all collaborators and implying some permanent moral failing.492 Despite the obvious 

problem with linguistically foreclosing possibilities of nuance or rehabilitation, M.M. Rost 

van Tonningen always seemed to fit the rigid definition of a “fout.” In addition to being one 

of the most ardent prewar fans of Nazi Germany, hoping to import Hitler’s rabid anti-
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Semitism and introduce a hatred of political Catholicism to the less radicalized Dutch NSB, 

during the war, Rost van Tonningen first liquidated the Dutch socialist parties and then took 

control of De Nederlandse Bank, financing the German occupation. Captured after the 

liberation of the Netherlands, Rost van Tonningen died in the Scheveningen prison, likely 

having committed suicide.493 Rost van Tonningen’s widow, Florrie Heubel, also helped 

cement his legacy as an unrepentant “fout.” She had joined the NSB’s youth movement and 

studied in Nazi Germany, advocating Nazi race hygiene science. Heubel never renounced the 

family’s rabid national socialism, treasuring a ring kissed by Hitler, being prosecuted for 

spreading fascist literature, publicly campaigning for her husband’s rehabilitation, and 

encouraging the publication of Nazi apologist literature until her death in 2007.494 Heubel 

was seen as a fitting inheritor of the dark legacy of the “fout” M.M. Rost van Tonningen. 

Rost van Tonningen was born on Java in the Dutch East Indies as the son of a Dutch 

noblewoman and colonial military general. After studying law in Leiden, Rost worked in 

Vienna as an economic and financial expert for the League of Nations. In Austria, he imbibed 

the anti-Semitism and anti-Bolshevism of the country’s dominant Christian Social party; 

however, by the 1930s, he was drawn more to the radicalism of the Austrian Nazis. Instead of 
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working with the dictatorial Austro-Fascist Chancellor Kurt Schuschnigg, Rost van 

Tonningen befriended Franz von Papen, then the ambassador of Nazi Germany in Vienna. 

When Rost van Tonningen returned the Netherlands in 1936, he turned his back on the work 

of the League of Nations and joined the NSB. Rost became the editor of the NSB newspaper 

Het Nationale Dagblad, where he used the platform to spread his more radical, anti-Semitic, 

pro-German version of national socialism. The NSB’s leadership was more moderate than 

Rost; nevertheless, he joined the NSB’s four-person delegation in the parliament in 1937.495 

In the Tweede Kamer, Rost van Tonningen represented the most radical faction of 

the NSB, constantly challenging parliamentary norms. His speeches were laced with 

offensive and unparliamentary language. The Tweede Kamer’s speaker repeatedly exercised 

his prerogative to strike problematic passages from Rost van Tonningen’s parliamentary 

contributions. 34 excerpts of Rost’s speeches were struck from the record, as opposed to only 

25 of Rost’s NSB colleague d’Ansembourg’s who spoke for the party more frequently.496 Rost 

van Tonningen’s offending speeches were also more often directed at individuals than at the 

democratic system as a whole, like those of his NSB and Communist colleagues. Rost’s 

offensive remarks included personal anti-Semitic attacks on his parliamentary colleagues. In 

a foreign policy debate that had been called by the Communist parliamentarian David 

Wijnkoop whose father was Jewish, Rost van Tonningen spoke of a conspiracy involving a 
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“racial comrade [rasgenoot] of Mr. Wijnkoop;” Rost saw conspiracies of the “international 

Jewry” everywhere. This incendiary and personalized language set Rost van Tonningen apart 

from his colleagues, even within the NSB, although it was similar to the NSDAP’s ad 

hominem attacks and pointed language in the Reichstag.497 

The apex of Rost van Tonningen’s public parliamentary career were his incendiary 

speeches on the 1938 Oss affair that led to the first—and so far only—fist fight in the Dutch 

parliament. Because of the high crime rate in the predominantly Catholic town of Oss in 

North Brabant, gendarmes from the Dutch Koninklijke Marechaussee (Royal Gendarmerie) 

were sent to assist the local police. From the beginning of this collaborative policing project, 

there was friction between the predominantly Protestant gendarmes and the Catholic local 

policemen. This tension exploded when the gendarmes uncovered a series of sex scandals, 

arresting a Jewish businessman on suspicion of “lewd acts with his female staff” and 

detaining two Catholic priests for sexual crimes with both men and women. As the situation 

on the ground became even more strained, the Dutch Justice Minister, who was from the 

Catholic political party, revoked the authority of the gendarmes to conduct investigations and 

tried to withdraw them completely.498 This scandal seemed like the perfect political moment 

both for anti-Semites and radical Protestants hoping to attack the Catholic Church and 

further polarize Dutch society. 
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Rost van Tonningen was captivated by this scandal and used his position as editor of 

Het Nationale Dagblad to focus the attention of the NSB on the topic. Within the upper 

echelons of the party’s leadership, “Everyone agreed that ‘there was something there [in the 

Oss scandal].’ On the one hand, people wanted to avoid too much sensationalism, but on the 

other hand, they wanted to exploit the issue.” Rost’s approach, however, was to dive right in 

and immerse himself exclusively in questions related to Oss. He traveled to the town and 

“became friends with the so-called ‘zware jongens’ [tough guys], folks who had already 

accumulated several convictions for brawling.” Rost mingled with residents to put together a 

dossier of alleged crimes in the city. The NSB decided collectively to avoid irritating the 

Catholic Church, but for Rost “[t]his issue captivated him, and he was convinced that the 

stories in the dossier that he had been told were completely true, so his indignation was 

understandable. Of course, he also saw political capital in the issue and he wanted to cash 

in.”499 Rost van Tonningen opted for a no-holds-barred political strategy. 

Stewing on the scandal and disregarding the pushback by the NSB leadership, Rost 

van Tonningen spoke on the Oss affair in the Tweede Kamer with as many fireworks as 

possible. He saw it as his personal quest to challenge “political Catholicism,” and his 

flamboyant speeches prompted such raucous applause from the parliament’s balconies that 

the speaker had to order the public out of the chamber.500 In one speech on the Oss affair, 
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Rost attacked two Catholic priests by name and the parliamentary speaker ordered Rost to 

stop speaking and leave the chamber. Rost tried to continue, but Catholic parliamentarians 

shouted him down. One even yelled Rost was a “traitor [landverrader].” Although a 

parliamentary employee directed Rost van Tonningen to the door, Rost and a Catholic 

parliamentarian ended up exchanging blows.501 Rost’s NSB colleague “Woudenberg, who 

was standing in the middle of the plenary chamber, quickly rushed to get between the two and 

to help Rost out if he needed it. This ‘quick’ rush was more of a ‘frantic dash’ during which he 

ran over [another lawmaker].” The parliamentary staff jumped on Woudenberg and also 

ushered him to the door to break up the fight. In reflecting back on Rost’s approach to Oss, 

Woudenberg remembered: “He presented his allegations crudely. In a manner that was 

uncommon in the parliament.”502 Coming to blows with a colleague was also “uncommon,” 

but it demonstrated the disdain in which Rost held the parliament and his commitment to use 

the Tweede Kamer as a stage for propaganda purposes. 

Although Rost van Tonningen poured himself into his work on Oss, he had very little 

interest in the minutiae of his work as a parliamentarian. In fact, Rost was not averse to 

shirking his duties altogether. Jan Woudenberg remembered one day when he received “a big 

envelope with hard-to-read handwritten notes, many typed pages of work, and a series of 

appendices” from the parliamentary staff. Rost van Tonningen had sent the material along 
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with a note saying that he was not able to be in the Tweede Kamer that day, so he wanted 

Woudenberg to deliver his speech on the Dutch East Indies’ budget. Woudenberg was 

shocked to learn that he was next on the speakers’ list, so before he could glance over Rost’s 

speech or order his notes, he was called to speak: “It was a pitiful presentation. The pages 

were already or got mixed up, and Woudenberg read in a monotone voice, page after page, 

full of numbers and statistics, jumping from tobacco to domestic governance and from 

rubber to warships.” After hours of giving a meandering and dreadfully dull speech, 

Woudenberg realized he was speaking to an empty parliament and the minister—who was 

obliged to stay and listen—was ignoring him, so he just gave up and stopped speaking.503 

Woudenberg’s disaster of a speech was the product of Rost’s disinterest in the day-to-day 

work of the Tweede Kamer that had no propagandistic value. 

 Rost van Tonningen was of the bourgeois social class that was readily accepted in the 

Tweede Kamer, and he had experience mingling with dignitaries from around the world 

serving for the League of Nations. Nevertheless, Rost recoiled at connecting with his 

parliamentary colleagues; he was remembered as speaking “basically with no one, he always 

walked contemptuously through the chamber.”504 Rost van Tonningen’s intelligence 

nevertheless caught the eye of one of his colleagues—Hendrik Tilanus of the confessional 

Protestant CHU—but Tilanus’ experiences also explain why Rost ultimately was on such bad 
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terms with most of his colleagues. Tilanus recalled: “The only [NSB parliamentarian] who I 

thought was smart was M.M. Rost van Tonningen. I liked him at first. […] But for my part, I 

broke off all contact when he brought up something that I had told him in a private 

conversation in the discussion of the defense budget.”505 Rost’s misuse of Tilanus’ words was 

similar to Nazi parliamentary practices in Germany. In the end, other than Woudenberg, 

Rost seemed to have squandered the respect of as many of his parliamentary colleagues as 

possible. Ultimately, Rost van Tonningen represented one wing of the NSB that was radical, 

only wanted to provoke, and would have been at home using the NSDAP playbook in the 

Netherlands. Making friends or abiding by parliamentary rules was not part of his game. 

 
D’ANSEMBOURG AND A MORE MODERATE NSB? 

Although the NSB’s stated goal was that its parliamentary group was to “present itself 

publicly as a unified front,” M.M. Rost van Tonningen’s political and personal approach to 

parliamentary life was not the only one put forward by the Dutch national socialists in the 

Tweede Kamer. There was also a more moderate and less radical attitude represented by the 

Limburg nobleman M.V.E.H.J.M. graaf de Marchant et d’Ansembourg. D’Ansembourg was 

more conciliatory behind the scenes and was respectful of the parliament’s work despite his 

strong—and unwavering—opposition to democracy. Even in 1974, only a year before his 

death, d’Ansembourg still questioned any government based on majority rule: “Democracy 

has only one measure— numbers—and it cannot have any other benchmark! What a weak 
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foundation! Since the French Revolution, numbers or the majority, have determined what 

happens in the world.”506  

D’Ansembourg’s anti-democratic sentiment permeated his speeches in the Tweede 

Kamer in the late 1930s, but he did not ostentatiously challenge all norms of Dutch political 

life during the period. The difference between the approaches of d’Ansembourg and Rost van 

Tonningen was illustrated in d’Ansembourg’s response to the fight in the plenary chamber 

that Rost had provoked with Catholic lawmakers over the Oss affair. Rost and Woudenberg 

entered the fracas with fists flying, but d’Ansembourg prevented the fourth NSB 

parliamentarian from joining the fray: “Dieters, who reacted a little slowly, was stopped by 

d’Ansembourg, who ordered—or asked—him not to get involved.”507 The patrician 

d’Ansembourg aimed to replace Dutch democracy with the strong institutions of a fascist, 

corporatist state, but he did not want to sully himself by brawling to achieve that goal. For 

Rost, on the other hand, no stunt or tactic was off the table which could discredit the 

democrats or boost support for the national socialists. 

 Max graaf de Marchant et d’Ansembourg was the eighth of eleven children born to 

Iwan graaf de Marchant et d’Ansembourg and his wife, an Austrian countess. The family was 

a wealthy and powerful aristocratic family that had historic links to the Dutch royal family 
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and whose members had long served as mayors and provincial officials in Limburg.508 The 

elder d’Ansembourg helped found the Roman Catholic political party in the Netherlands and 

had been elected to the Tweede Kamer.509 The younger d’Ansembourg remembered that 

Amsterdam and The Hague felt far more distant from Limburg than large cities in Belgium 

like Liège or towns in Germany like Aachen. Just in terms of distance, when the elder 

d’Ansembourg wrapped up a parliamentary workday in The Hague around five o’clock, he 

had to travel by train through Belgium—first to Antwerp and then via Hasselt—to make it 

home before midnight.510  

The younger d’Ansembourg was brought up in a home environment that was suffused 

with aristocratic traditions and pronounced Prussian influences. D’Ansembourg’s first 

language was French, which was only the language he ever spoke to his father, and he 

attended German-language Jesuit schools, speaking German to his mother.511 During the 

First World War, d’Ansembourg enlisted in the Kaiser’s army, fighting for Germany, earning 

an Iron Cross first class, and was naturalized as a Prussian citizen in the process.512 After the 
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First World War, d’Ansembourg returned to the Netherlands, first working in the banking 

sector “primarily to learn Dutch,”513 before beginning a career with the state mining service, 

and then serving as the Catholic party mayor of Amstenrade.514 

 In 1933, d’Ansembourg broke with the expectations of his family and the Catholic 

political world of southern Limburg by joining the Dutch National Socialists. He had met the 

party’s leader Anton Mussert that year and later insisted that he had only joined the NSB after 

being convinced that it was a moderate conservative movement, rather than rabid political 

force. For the NSB, having d’Ansembourg as a member was a huge coup; he added the 

prestige of having an actual count and a sitting mayor in the movement. D’Ansembourg 

remained the mayor of Amstenrade until state officials were forbidden from being members 

of the party in 1934.515 D’Ansembourg even allowed the party to use the park surrounding his 

stately home in Amstenrade for political rallies.516 

However, after d’Ansembourg joined the NSB, he faced far more pushback from his 

immediate social milieu than he might have expected. His former party colleagues in the big-
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tent Roomsch-Katholieke Staatspartij (Roman Catholic State Party) treated him like a 

traitor, and the policy of the Dutch Catholic bishops was to withhold communion from NSB 

members.517 Over time, d’Ansembourg had adjusted to this social stigma so much so that he 

was surprised when a Catholic student society in Tilburg invited him to an annual celebration 

in 1937. Although this type of invitation might have been expected for normal local notable, 

d’Ansembourg was also a leading member of the NSB. He wrote for clarification about the 

invitation: “As one of the leaders in the N.S.B., I am treated as an apostate [afvallige] and 

banished from the community by practically everyone in public life representing the Catholic 

part of the country.” D’Ansembourg inquired if this invitation was sent in error or if there 

were actually people in Tilburg who wanted him to be there. Immediately, a professor from 

the university wrote back that the secretary had made a mistake in sending d’Ansembourg an 

invitation; of course, he was not invited.518 Although the movers and shakers of Catholic 

society had ostracized d’Ansembourg, the voters sent him to the provincial legislature in 

Limburg, which in turn elected him to the Eerste Kamer in The Hague.  

When Rost van Tonningen and d’Ansembourg entered the Tweede Kamer in 1937, 

both men delivered passionate anti-democratic speeches, extolled the virtues of an 

authoritarian state, and defended Nazi Germany. They both neglected dropping by the 

Willem de Zwijgerhuis set aside for NSB parliamentarians, and d’Ansembourg rented a 
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home in the Willem Frederiklaan for him and his family during the winter months.519 

However, within the NSB parliamentary party there was often friction between Rost and 

d’Ansembourg. As the leader of the NSB parliamentary group, d’Ansembourg spoke at the 

annual government policy debate (Algemene Beschouwing) and on new parliamentary 

motions. One of these topics included the question of new naturalizations, and 

d’Ansembourg’s speech on the topic criticized the number of naturalizations of Jews. Rost 

van Tonningen repeatedly challenged the choice of allowing d’Ansembourg to give these 

kinds of speeches: “Not against the speeches themselves but against the fact that 

d’Ansembourg, with his French name, his German accent, and—as far as Rost was 

concerned—his less than sterling background.” Rost instead thought “that Dieters or 

Woudenberg, who seem more like average Dutchmen, should be used for these speeches.”520 

Rost van Tonningen did not think highly of d’Ansembourg’s parliamentary tactics or 

presence. 

 When the NSB members first arrived in the Tweede Kamer, many of their fellow 

parliamentarians tried to ignore them. The NSB Volk en Vaderland newspaper reported: 

“While the NSB parliamentarians sat quietly at their seats […] the other members spread out 

into a swarming mass that moved spiritedly through the chamber with everyone shaking 
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hands.”521 Although this decision not to shake hands could be seen as performative with the 

press watching from the balconies above, NSB parliamentarians were often also given a cold 

shoulder behind the scenes. The NSB trade unionist Woudenberg recalled trying to reach out 

to his colleagues: “He took a risk and introduced himself in the cloakroom, but his 

outstretched hand just floated there in the space between him and several other gentlemen 

who completely ignored him and started a conversation right over his head. Woudenberg was 

ashamed not because of the enmity or impoliteness of the men but because of his fear that he 

might have unwittingly transgressed a rule of how to behave in that august body.”522 Class 

played an issue, and although Woudenberg might have himself been too working class to 

connect with conservative members of the Tweede Kamer, Rost could have tried to fit in had 

he not wanted to always overturn the apple cart. 

However, d’Ansembourg connected with his colleagues, something that was 

surprising for such an anti-parliamentary politician. “d’Ansembourg, who had already been a 

member of the Eerste Kamer and came from a social milieu with ties to the royal court moved 

in his own Limburg way—cool and at ease—in that august body.”523 D’Ansembourg had 

experience in politics, first as a mayor and then in the Eerste Kamer. “Moreover, he was a real 

count [graaf], and there were not many—or any—others in the Tweede Kamer; there were 
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probably some old-fashioned members who responded to that. In any case, he conversed with 

various members and was seen to shake hands with others every once in a while.”524 

D’Ansembourg himself reflected on the peculiarities of being an aristocrat in Dutch society: 

“Of course, for us modern individuals [an aristocratic title] is only a relic of an older age, but it 

still is a reality today. Sure enough, it is an exceptional peculiarity that the aristocracy still 

exists.”525 Nevertheless, d’Ansembourg was the only count in the Tweede Kamer and that 

automatic high social standing was something that brought people close to him in a way that 

did not happen with Woudenberg, as a working-class NSB legislator. 

D’Ansembourg publicly performed his role as a radical NSB parliamentarian, but he 

did not adopt the slash-and-burn tactics of his firebrand colleague Rost van Tonningen. First 

and foremost, d’Ansembourg tried to do the parliamentary work that was expected of him. 

Rost delved into the Oss affair with zeal because he saw the possibility of political points 

being scored, but Rost pawned off the debate on the colonial budget because it had little value 

for his work as a propagandist. On the other hand, d’Ansembourg remembered that as the 

leader of the NSB group he “had to finish enormous quantities of work.”526 Several times in 

his memoirs, d’Ansembourg cited that the amount of work he was juggling as preventing him 

from spending time in Amstenrade. “Life in the Tweede Kamer carried on as usual. I had a 
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whole lot to do and often had to attend every possible meeting because my ‘colleagues’ in the 

parliamentary party were not always there.”527 Unlike his NSB parliamentary colleagues, 

d’Ansembourg also engaged in lengthy behind-the-scenes correspondence with the 

parliamentary staff and stenographers about the final versions of his speeches that were to be 

published with the official minutes. The Dutch parliamentary speaker had the ability to alter 

language deemed too offensive or unparliamentary, and the stenographers could flag this 

material. In correspondence with the parliamentary staff, d’Ansembourg made suggestions 

for alterations to the printed text of his speeches that skirted the line of acceptability but could 

still be printed. D’Ansembourg wanted to push the boundaries in the Tweede Kamer, but by 

participating in this dialogue with parliamentary staff, he still engaged in behind-the-scenes 

parliamentary give and take, something that Rost van Tonningen completely ignored.528 

Moreover, d’Ansembourg entered into friendly conversations with his parliamentary 

colleagues, especially when he served in the Eerste Kamer. “It was a particularly decorous 

body mainly made up of older members; we were basically between the ARP members and the 

Catholics, and parliamentarians were generally pleasant on this side of the chamber.”529 

D’Ansembourg trusted and was trusted by one of his Protestant confessional ARP colleagues 

Kamer enough that in a discussion about the upcoming 1937 election when the ARP 
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politician predicted the ARP would win 12% of the vote and the NSB 10%, d’Ansembourg felt 

free to suggest that it could be the other way around. The ARP member trusted that 

d’Ansembourg would not use his prediction to score political points, something that Rost van 

Tonningen, on the other hand, was known to do.530 

D’Ansembourg kept up these collegial conversations when he was in the Tweede 

Kamer; for instance, Woudenberg remembered that d’Ansembourg spoke to the speaker 

about the quality of Woudenberg’s maiden speech.531 D’Ansembourg also remembered 

conversations with Hendrik Colijn, then the prime minister of the Netherlands. The first was 

from 1934 when d’Ansembourg left office as mayor of Amstenrade because he was barred for 

further service as a member of the NSB: “Colijn was also kind and thought that we could 

continue to respect each other.”532 Years later when d’Ansembourg served in the Tweede 

Kamer, he and Colijn continued to converse; the two men “had a short conversation about 

some topic, when I mentioned to him that we are not his enemies but the Catholic Party is. 

He took a deep breath and asked, ‘who all are you telling that to?’”533 Colijn was obviously 

willing to have a frank political and personal with the NSB lawmaker. D’Ansembourg’s and 
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his colleagues all point to him being accepted as a legitimate interlocutor and colleague for 

sitting ministers and politicians of other political persuasions. 

 Ultimately, d’Ansembourg knew that being an NSB politician meant giving over-the-

top speeches for propaganda purposes, but when the journalists left and the potential to 

produce election leaflets dried up, there was little purpose in being as radical. D’Ansembourg 

had always “understood honor and propriety as the chief standards for the aristocratic life,” 

and accordingly, he would have been hard pressed to misuse information from private 

conversations or flaunt social conventions.534 D’Ansembourg understood being a 

parliamentarian as a slightly distasteful, yet necessary role. On the other hand, Rost van 

Tonningen seemed to take pleasure in the most radical speeches, attacking his colleagues, 

and personally flaunting the rules of the democratic system he hated. In comparing the two 

men, Woudenberg wrote of d’Ansembourg: “He nevertheless did not break off his ties with 

the ‘distinguished’ world but still moved in circles of aristocrats, diplomats, and large 

industrialists. In that world he would play the usual game of poker or bridge. Rost van 

Tonningen, on the other hand, essentially cut off all ties to his previous life and completely 

and only lived in the world of the NSB.”535 

*  *  * 
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 Already in 1920, the Dutch Communist Party laid out the role it thought radical 

parliamentarians should play. They had “the job to unmask the lies there and only use public 

bodies as propaganda platforms for our principles.”536 The NSB employed the same strategy 

in the Tweede Kamer. Nevertheless, both the Dutch Communists and the NSB had problems 

in growing their support in the Netherlands of the 1920s and 1930s. In Dutch society, these 

years mark the apex of a social structure called “verzuiling,” or pillarization. In a pillarized 

society, services, stores, social circles, political parties, and other institutions were segregated 

by religion. The main social “pillars” in the Netherlands were Catholic, Protestant, and Social 

Democratic, and there were arguably sub-pillars for the various Dutch Protestant 

denominations.537 Pillarization remains lodged in the minds of older Dutch people today, 

who remember, for example, that the largest Dutch supermarket chain Albert Heijn was 

Catholic and that Protestants shopped at small Protestant greengrocers instead.538 

Pillarization took on a greater political role during the interwar years because the electoral 

system in the Netherlands transitioned from one of local districts to national elections based 

on proportional representation in 1918. This system meant that the Tweede Kamer was more 

representative, since smaller groups that were more geographically dispersed could win 
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parliamentary seats. This electoral structure, coupled with unwavering political support 

within a given pillar, produced an electoral stability that both the Dutch Communists and 

National Socialists had a hard time breaking.539 

 In addition to the structural difficulties for political radicals due to pillarization, 

Dutch society also fought back against radicals’ creeping influence in politics. The Dutch 

cabinet, made up of parties that benefitted from the stabile voting blocs provided by 

pillarization, also challenged NSB interlopers with a ban on officials being members in 

1934.540 More importantly for the electoral success of the NSB, the Dutch bishops banned 

practicing Catholics from becoming members or voting for the NSB. The impact of this ban 

was especially evident in the Catholic province of Limburg where the NSB won 11.7% of the 

vote in the provincial elections of 1935 but only 5.3% in 1937.541  

At the same time, the division within the NSB—as exemplified in the approaches of 

Rost van Tonningen and d’Ansembourg to parliamentary politics—represented problems 

with the NSB’s ability to appeal to more Dutch voters. On the one hand, Rost van 

Tonningen’s radicalism seemed out of place in a party led by the “deadly boring” speaker and 
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uncharismatic leader Anton Mussert. Mussert’s moderation, which d’Ansembourg 

embodied in the Tweede Kamer, wavered on questions of anti-Semitism and tried to appeal 

to the bourgeois, moderate elements of Dutch society.542 The NSB’s lack of success, when put 

next to that of the NSDAP, suggests that it is hard to overturn a political system without 

taking a Rost van Tonningen-like radical approach. Pillarization in the Netherlands, 

however, also meant that radical parties had an uphill climb in the conservative confessionally 

dominated kingdom. 

 
ACTIVISM AND NEGATIVISM IN FIRST REPUBLIC CZECHOSLOVAKIA 

 Three days after the Czech dissident and playwright Václav Havel rode the velvet 

revolutionary wave to Prague’s Castle as the elected president of Czechoslovakia in 

December 1989, he spoke to his country’s citizens in the annual presidential New Year’s 

address. Havel’s speech was memorable for the dramatic break it made with the past; rather 

than recounting “how many additional million tons of steel we produced, how we are all 

happy, how we all believe in our government,” Havel enumerated the country’s problems and 

set out his dream for a new Czechoslovak democracy. Havel concluded the speech by 

gesturing to the more distant past, quoting his “most prominent predecessor” Tomáš 

Garrigue Masaryk: “Your government, oh people, has returned to you!”543 In this way, Havel 
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harkened back to Czechoslovakia’s First Republic as a model for the post-communist 

Czechoslovak democracy he hoped to build. President Havel continued to invoke interwar 

Czechoslovakia throughout his presidential terms. 

Václav Havel’s invocations of a golden past during Czechoslovakia’s First Republic 

helped spur scholarly interest in the period. Peter Bugge’s 2007 overview article “Czech 

Democracy 1918-1938 - Paragon or Parody?” argued that evaluations of Czechoslovakia in the 

1920s and 1930s were always closely correlated one’s scholarly vantage point: “British and 

American accounts usually have been favourable towards the First Republic, while German 

portraits have tended to be less flattering.”544 In fact, German historiography on the subject 

could verge on being a “thinly veiled discourse on the justness of the expulsions” of Germans 

from Czechoslovakia in the wake of the Second World War.545 Czech portrayals of the First 

Republic written after 1948 seemed to darken as Communist oppression grew worse, and 

Havel’s rosy view dominated Czech discourse after 1989.546 All of these historical 

interpretations must reckon with the fact that that interwar Czechoslovakia stood out as the 

sole country in Central Europe that avoided a slide towards a more authoritarian system of 
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government as a result of domestic pressure. Czechoslovakia remained “unique in East 

Central Europe not only for its uninterrupted constitutional and civil libertarian continuity, 

but also for a pattern of extraordinary stability.”547 

Bugge’s article punctured the image of interwar Czechoslovakia’s success as a result of 

its strong democratic traditions, a position favored by President Havel. Instead, Bugge 

pointed out that the First Republic was founded and shaped, in large part, by a Czech-

speaking political elite that set up the Pětka, a group of five political leaders from five 

predominantly Czech parties that dominated politics and sidelined the elected parliament. 

An erstwhile friend and sometime institutional challenger to the Pětka was the Hrad—the 

presidency and the institutions loyal to it—that exerted power beyond that provided for the 

Czechoslovak president in the constitution. In practice, this political system largely sidelined 

the parliament and the people, an approach reflected in the decision not to submit the new 

Czechoslovak constitution to a popular referendum. Bugge reads Czechoslovak democracy 

as paradoxically marked both by un-democratic elements and surprising longevity.548  

The political scientist Giovanni Capoccia, however, reads interwar Czechoslovak 

democracy as inherently practical. Bugge’s interest in popping the post-1989 balloon of 

enthusiasm about a golden First Republic gave way to Capoccia’s more distant comparative 
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political science approach analyzing reactions to interwar extremism. Czechoslovakia was 

buffeted by similar political storms and weathered the same skepticism about democracy and 

parliamentarism that affected all of Europe in the 1920s and 1930s. For instance, there was 

concern about a Czechoslovak Communist coup in 1920 when the left seemed to be 

successfully on the march across the continent.549 There were politically motivated 

assassinations of government officials.550 There was also a homegrown Czech Fascist 

movement under Radola Gajda, a Czechoslovak military general who opposed the state from 

the Czech nationalist right.551 In this fraught national and international context, Capoccia 

determined that Czechoslovak political heavy-handedness actually served to “turn[] the 

political system into a fully fledged ‘militant democracy,’” fighting for its survival in a 

troubled time.552 

 These assessments of interwar Czechoslovakia grapple with the fact that the country 

was a multinational state with raucous, active minorities that was nevertheless dominated by 

a Czech political elite. Only 65.3% of the country’s citizens of the new Czechoslovakia were 

identified as “Czechoslovaks,” there were sizable German, Polish, Hungarian, and 

Ruthenian minorities.553 Czech dominance in the political structures of this new state was 
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apparent from the early days. For instance, the Revoluční národní shromáždění 

(Revolutionary National Assembly), tasked with governing the state and writing the 

constitution between 1918 and 1920, consisted of 272 members all of whom were either 

Czech or Slovak. Czech dominance was built into this body; 214 seats were set aside for 

Czechs, apportioned based the last election to the Habsburg-era Reichsrat, two were reserved 

for the Czechoslovak Legions, and 40 were set aside for Slovaks. However, many of the 

Slovak seats were actually given to “Czech friends of the Slovaks” like Edvard Beneš and the 

president’s daughter Alice Masaryková.554 Although Slovaks were sidelined in the republic’s 

earliest institutions, Czechoslovakia’s other minorities were excluded entirely, only able to 

weigh in on Czechoslovakia’s political system after the first national elections in 1920.555 

 Turning to Czechoslovakia’s largest minority, the country’s German speakers 

universally rejected the new state at its founding in 1918. German speakers within the 

traditional borders of the Czech lands instead campaigned to be a part of German Austria. 

However, Czechoslovak troops quickly occupied the German-majority regions of the Czech 

lands, which promoted tension that culminated in massive protests on March 4, 1919. These 

demonstrations united German speakers in Czechoslovakia across the political spectrum 

from the socialists to the radical right wing, as German speakers took to the streets to mark 
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the first session of the republican Austrian Nationalrat. They hoped to send a signal to the 

Allies in Paris that the German speakers of Bohemia felt themselves to be part of Austria 

rather than Czechoslovakia, but that message was lost when 55 German-speaking residents 

and two Czechoslovak soldiers were killed in the March 1919 clashes.556  

When German-speaking politicians were elected to the new Czechoslovak Parliament 

in 1920, they were faced with the decision whether to cooperate with their Czech and Slovak 

colleagues or to maintain their principled opposition to the Czechoslovak state.557 In 1920, 

the German-speaking parties stood together in rejecting the Treaty of Saint Germain and 

advocating for self-determination for the Germans in the country.558 However, within a few 

years, a division emerged between so-called “activist” German-speaking parties—those 

happy to work with the government in Prague—and “negativist” parties—those that refused 

to cooperate. Over the course of the 1920s, more German-speaking parties seemed to join the 

activist camp. A major turning point was in 1926, when two German-speaking ministers—

one from the German Agrarians and one from the German Christian Socials—joined a 

Czechoslovak cabinet.559  

The binary between activism and negativism undergirds the history of German 

minority politics in interwar Czechoslovakia, but it is often far too simplified. The standard 
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historical narrative bounces between activism and negativism with moral valences applied to 

either side. This story begins with all Germans in Czechoslovakia opposed to the state, and 

over time some—like the German-speaking socialists and agrarians—gradually opened up to 

cooperation with the Czechoslovak government. The narrative continues with a right-wing 

backlash that brought the vast majority of German speakers into the fascist camp 

surrounding Konrad Heinlein’s Sudeten German Party offering victory to negativism—and 

ultimately to Adolf Hitler. German historians during the Cold War, particularly those tied to 

expelled Sudeten Germans, advanced this black-and-white narrative, which painted the 

majority of Sudeten German voters as grudgingly activist until they were duped by Henlein’s 

party.560 

 The timeline and narrative of this black-and-white dichotomy between German 

activists and negativists in Czechoslovakia are problematized by studying behind-the-scenes 

negotiations and meetings among German parties and between Germans and Czechs. 

President Masaryk and the Czechoslovak prime minister were meeting with German 

political leaders from Moravia as early as 1919, long before minorities were supposedly 

integrated into the Czechoslovak political system.561 Moreover, when two German ministers 

joined the Czechoslovak cabinet in 1926, there was not the burst of enthusiasm in the 
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German press that one would expect from a national minority warming to an activist 

position. Instead, the German consul in Prague noted that there was widespread Sudeten 

German skepticism of this change, except in the party-political newspapers of the German 

Agrarians and Christian Socials who were obligated to support the move in print, since these 

parties had presented ministers for the new government.562  

Moreover, thinking of activism and negativism only in terms of a straightforward 

German decision to participate in the national government of Czechoslovakia is misguided. 

Activism was a two-way street. In addition to Germans serving in the government, 

Czechoslovak officials grew closer to German-speaking political parties. The Czechoslovak 

cabinet became more attentive to German national concerns, and German party conferences 

received warm greetings from Czechoslovak officials.563  

The binary between activism and negativism also overlooks the hyper-activism of the 

German-speaking leftists in Czechoslovakia after right-wing authoritarian regimes came to 

power in Germany and Austria. Socialists from the German-speaking world fled to 

Czechoslovakia, which had become the largest German-speaking haven for social democrats. 

The already activist German-speaking socialist party in Czechoslovakia became even more 

supportive of the Czechoslovak government. For example at its March 1938 party 

conference, it sent President Beneš a telegram in which it “once again swears loyalty to the 

republic and professes its unwavering willingness to defend our democracy and freedom with 
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all our power.”564 A leading German-speaking socialist parliamentarian even kept the 

Czechoslovak government informed about the conversations his socialist colleagues were 

having abroad with statesmen like the French prime minister.565 This support of the First 

Republic Czechoslovak state as a bulwark against the right extended even to the bilingual 

Czechoslovak Communist Party. The Communists in Bodenbach/Podmokly reached out to 

President Beneš in a letter that concluded: “Mr. President, we thank you for your dynamic 

commitment to protecting the democratic constitution and peace thus far, and we assure you 

that we will continue to welcome and support all these acts in the future.”566  

 The historiographical activism-versus-negativism binary also neglects the sense of 

national unity felt by German-speaking politicians in Czechoslovakia. This unity was evident 

in the early days of the First Republic, when German speakers collectively went on strike in 

March 1919. However, a sense of German national unity persisted into the later 1920s. As 

late as October 1925, there were attempts to unite all the Sudeten German parties into one 

electoral list to maximize their parliamentary seats. The German-speaking socialists pulled 

out of this 1925 deal—not because they were terrified to work with negativists—but because 

they would be allied with more bourgeois forces and did not want to antagonize either their 
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German-speaking voters or the Czech socialists.567 This sense of German-speaking national 

unity played a role in the later Sudeten German Party, which can be read, in part, as the 

culmination of earlier hopes to build one unified German-speaking party in Czechoslovakia. 

 
THE SUDETEN GERMAN PARTY AS A BIG TENT OR A NAZI FIFTH COLUMN? 

 1933 marked a sea change in the political landscape for German speakers in 

Czechoslovakia. The two largest right-wing negativist German-speaking parties in the 

country disbanded themselves. The Deutsche Nationalsozialistische Arbeiterpartei (German 

National Socialist Workers’ Party, DNSAP) and the Deutsche Nationalpartei (German 

National Party, DNP) had roots in the anti-Semitic pan-Germanism of Austria-Hungary and 

supported both anti-Slavic and anti-clerical policies. Elements within these parties had 

partnered with the German NSDAP and had been implicated in the creation of the illegal 

German-speaking Volkssport paramilitary group in Czechoslovakia. Having seen what had 

happened in January 1933 with the Nazis coming to power in Germany, the Czechoslovak 

government moved to ban these two parties which instead voluntarily disbanded in late 

September and October 1933, so as not to be forcibly dissolved by the government.568 

Only weeks after these two radical right-wing parties disbanded, a new party called the 

Sudetendeutsche Heimatfront (Sudeten German Home Front, SHF) was created by the 
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German gymnastics leader Konrad Henlein.569 Henlein had worked his way up the ranks of 

the German-speaking gymnastics association—pushing its exercises in a more nationalist 

and militaristic direction. In July 1933, Henlein hosted a gathering of 15,000 of German 

gymnasts in front of a huge crowd at Saaz/Žatec. Henlein’s star was rising among more 

nationally inclined Sudeten Germans just as the two most right-wing German-speaking 

political parties headed to the chopping block. Henlein seized this opportunity to jump into 

politics, creating a new ostensibly big-tent right-wing German-speaking political party. Many 

of the former members of the two disbanded right-wing parties were looking for a political 

home right as Henlein’s party was set up, and they joined quickly.570  

Ever since the SHF’s founding, there has been a debate as to what extent it was a 

successor party to the banned German nationalist parties, acting in the interests of Nazi 

Germany in Czechoslovakia. Czechoslovak contemporaries adopted the view that the SHF 

was exactly the same as the earlier German right-wing parties. The Czechoslovak Foreign 

Ministry official Ján Papánek recalled that he held this view from the day he first met Konrad 

Henlein when Henlein was still mainly known as a “teacher of physical education. In a closed 

meeting of about fifteen people, several members of Parliament, several high officials and 

[me], he tried to convince us that he supported the basic policy of the country and that he 
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wouldn’t take any action against the country. This was in 1933 and after that meeting I 

warned officially, ‘There is a man who will be very dangerous. All that he expressed was not 

sincere.’”571 From the founding of the SHF, Czechoslovak officials believed it was 

“camouflaged Nazism,” the view Papánek still held many years later.572 

In postwar scholarship, there has been pronounced skepticism of statements by the 

SHF/SdP that do not suggest it was bent on destroying the Czechoslovak state and joining 

Germany from day one. The Czech historian Věra Olivová, who was removed from her 

position at the Charles University in the wake of the Prague Spring, argued in Doomed 

Democracy that the SHF was “the German Nazi front in Czechoslovakia […] resuscitated in 

another guise.”573 The Czechoslovak-born socialist émigré scholar Johann Wolfgang Brügel 

claimed that none of Henlein’s “declarations of loyalty to Czechoslovakia should […] have 

been taken at face value.”574 Recently, the political scientist Giovanni Capoccia has also 

gestured to early links between the German NSDAP and the SHF/SdP, albeit qualifying his 

analysis that the Nazis “probably” prompted the founding of the party. Capoccia ultimately 
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argued that “the leadership of the [SdP] adopted a skillful strategy of ‘political camouflage.’ In 

their public interventions—political speeches, interviews, official declarations, and so on—in 

Czechoslovakia and abroad, the leaders of the party—and Henlein in particular—were very 

careful not to reveal their real political goals and generally stated their loyalty to liberal 

democratic values and institutions[.]”575 Capoccia’s claim of political subterfuge has a more 

moderate version that sees the SdP following a strategy of “strategic legality” by “carefully 

concealing the party’s illegal activities and by publicly adhering to the republic’s campaign 

laws.”576 

 The socialist émigré Johann Wolfgang Brügel laid out a bold claim about the links 

between the SdP and NSDAP in a section of his magnum opus Tschechen und Deutsche, 1918-

1938 under the heading “Konrad Henlein: From the Gymnastics Association to the Cloak-

and-Dagger Club [vom Turnverband zum Tarnverband].” Brügel wrote: “After all the 

experiences that the world has now had with national socialist and related cloak-and-dagger 

operations, you would think that one should not even need spend that much time searching 

for the evidence that Konrad Henlein […] from the very beginning and without deviating in 

the slightest, was as loyal a follower of Adolf Hitler as the agents of the DNSAP.”577 As 
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evidence, scholars point to a damning quote from a letter Henlein sent to Hitler in November 

1937:  

The Sudeten German Party must camouflage its profession of National Socialism as 
an ideology of life and as a political principle. As a party in the democratic 
parliamentary system of Czechoslovakia, it [the SdP] must, outwardly, alike in writing 
and by word of mouth, in its manifestoes and in the press, in Parliament, in its own 
structure, and in the organization of the Sudeten German element, employ 
democratic terminology and democratic parliamentary methods. […] at heart it [the 
SdP] desires nothing more ardently than the incorporation of Sudeten German 
territory, nay the whole Bohemian, Moravian, and Silesian area, within the Reich.578 
 

Henlein is read as admitting in this secret document to the Führer that the SdP was a political 

movement hiding its true motives, serving as a fifth column for the Nazi state. The case for 

the party employing “political camouflage” seems open and shut; Henlein clearly said it did. 

However, this section will push back against this reading of the history SdP that 

hinges on one letter to Adolf Hitler. First, this damning quotation has been robbed of its 

context. Henlein’s words appeared buried a lengthy letter to the Führer on the political 

situation in Czechoslovakia. Henlein was trying to make the case that “the broad masses of 

the Sudeten Germans themselves no longer believe in a compromise with the Czech people 

within the Czech State.” However, in Henlein’s enumerations of the indignities suffered by 

the Sudeten Germans, he only belatedly came to his profession of national socialism and his 

commitment to hiding the SdP’s true motives.579 This wandering letter must also be read in 

light of the explosive political context of the Rutha Affair in Czechoslovakia. Heinz Rutha, 
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one of the leaders of the moderate wing of the SdP who helped set up a behind-the-scenes 

meeting between Czechoslovak officials and Henlein, was arrested in early October 1937 for 

violating the Czechoslovak ban on homosexual conduct. This investigation grew to include 

more and more men associated with the SdP’s less radical wing. Henlein had been an ally of 

Rutha, but in the dust up after this affair, he quickly made huge concessions to the radical 

national socialist wing of the SdP to secure his position as leader of the party. Henlein’s letter 

to Hitler must be read in that domestic and party-internal context.580 

Moreover, reading Henlein’s letter as proof of his anti-democratic beliefs and 

unswerving loyalty to the Führer is implausible in light of German consular reports from later 

in 1937 and early 1938. Less than a month after the letter to Hitler, Henlein disciplined radical 

national socialist SdP members to maintain his leadership in the party, something the 

German consul reported disapprovingly back to Berlin.581 Nazi German diplomats were 

particularly worried that the SdP was warming to the Austrian government, trying to partner 

with the Nazis’ sworn enemies in Vienna; this, again, was not the policy of a party solely 

committed German Nazism.582 Even in the days leading up to Anschluss between Austria and 

Germany, the German consul felt that the SdP parliamentarian Karl Hermann Frank “was 

not sincere” when he said “he would adapt himself entirely to the lines of Reich policy,” and 
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pointed out that Henlein “has recently been avoiding me,”583 All of this evidence 

demonstrates a close connection between Nazi officials and the SdP but casts doubt on 

Henlein’s claim that the SdP was a party solely dedicated to German goals and to national 

socialism. 

 Contemporaries were not wrong that the SdP always included radical elements that 

were explicitly linked to the Nazi Party in Germany. Dossiers put together at the Nuremberg 

Trials showed that “the Sudeten German Party was supported by certain allocations from the 

A.A. [German Foreign Office] since 1935.” This money allegedly flew to the party primarily 

through the German consulate in Prague, as well as via the party’s office in Berlin.584 

Members of the SdP also communicated with officials in Nazi Germany to allow Sudeten 

Germans who demonstrated complete “völkisch soundness” to enter Germany under the 

radar to work in the agricultural sector. This plan aided unemployed Sudeten Germans, 

provided laborers for the Reich, and was organized by the SdP.585 These links between the 

SdP and Nazi state cannot be denied, but the allegations of total and complete “political 

camouflage” by the party will be disproven using evidence from the SdP’s parliamentary 

activities. 
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RELUCTANT ACTIVISTS? THE SdP PARLIAMENTARY CLUB AND PARTY 

CONTACTS WITH THE GOVERNMENT 

 After the May 1935 elections in Czechoslovakia, 44 SdP members joined the 

Poslanecká sněmovna/Abgeordnetenhaus and 23 SdP senators headed to the Senát/Senat. 

Following the older Austrian imperial tradition, senators and deputies formed one 

parliamentary group, officially the “Joint Group of Senators and Deputies of the Sudeten 

German and Carpathian German Party.”586 The SdP’s 67 parliamentarians had to work in a 

predominantly Czech city, and there was a pronounced sense among the SdP members that 

were in enemy territory. Nevertheless, they could seek out SdP-friendly spaces in Prague.  

When in the capital, SdP parliamentarians could be found mingling with journalists, 

tourists, party functionaries, and German speakers from across the Sudetenland at the 

“Deutsches Haus” in the Old Town part of the city, a short walk from the Poslanecká 

sněmovna in the Rudolfinium along the Vltava river. The Deutsches Haus hosted more 

formal events in its grand hall covered in paintings of Prague’s artistic past, ranging from 

Mozart conducting Don Giovanni to Germanic Minnesänger.587 The Biergarten at the 

Deutsches Haus was often abuzz with political gossip and journalists hunting for a new lead, 

but the food was also a draw: “The foreigners who were then in Prague were especially happy 

to come to the Deutsches Haus for meals because they praised its good cooking and were 
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already sick of the food in their own hotels.”588 Just around the corner from the Deutsches 

Haus on Na příkopě/Am Graben the SdP had a spacious three-floor complex on 

Hybernská/Hibernergasse as its Prague party office. This building hosted party departments 

that were like “miniaturized ministries,” led by an SdP parliamentarian; the only major party 

offices found elsewhere in the country were Konrad Henlein’s leadership office, and the party 

treasury in Eger/Cheb. The Deutsches Haus and the SdP office around the corner were like 

the Dutch NSB’s Willem de Zwijger Huis in The Hague, but the Prague offices more 

frequently visited by politicians. The Deutsches Haus and SdP party office were safe spaces 

for the right-wing German nationalists in the Czechoslovak capital.589 

 In Prague, an SdP deputy or senator might also be found lingering in the 

parliamentary club rooms in the Rudolfinium. The parliamentary complex was designed to 

be a convenient workplace for lawmakers who traveled in from elsewhere, and, unlike the 

NSDAP in Berlin, the SdP encouraged its parliamentarians to linger in the building. Party 

staff were available to help with SdP work, and two non-partisan parliamentary officials were 

available to arrange reservations at the parliamentary restaurant, order a taxi, reserve a spot 

in the parliamentary spa and shower rooms, or have cigarettes delivered. SdP 

parliamentarians could also check their correspondence and official documents held in their 

locked mailbox in the party’s conference room, which is where the party hoped to corral its 
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parliamentarians: “It is recommended that parliamentarians use the conference room, where 

the newspapers are, as a place to work and wait.” There was an awareness that the 

parliamentarians could get in the way of business: “Senators and deputies are urgently 

requested to only be in the working offices of the parliamentary group when they have 

business there. Even then, they are asked to keep it quick.”590 

SdP parliamentarians would also often meet outside Prague. Sometimes these trips 

were to western Bohemia to meet and receive instructions from the party leader Konrad 

Henlein, who lived in Asch/Aš.591 Like Hitler in Munich or Mussert in Utrecht, the party 

leader and parliamentary party were physically in different places, but Henlein still appointed 

the SdP’s parliamentary leaders and coordinated his parliamentarians: “Frequent 

conversations between the parliamentary representatives of the party and all other 

officeholders with Konrad Henlein took place in Asch or Eger to guarantee the precise 

direction and consistency of all party-political work of all departments at all times.”592 The 

parliamentary group also sponsored training and events throughout the Sudetenland to be 

more convenient for SdP parliamentarians and to help them come into contact with the 

German-speaking portions of the country. For instance, the parliamentary party hosted a 

“Meeting on Public Law” in Konstantinsbad/Konstantinovy Lázně in western Bohemia. 

Lawyers in the parliamentary party were obligated to attend, and other lawmakers who might 
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speak on legal topics in parliament in the future were encouraged to go to the event as well.593 

One finds little evidence of these types of parliamentary training sessions being held 

anywhere in either the NSB or NSDAP, whose party schools focused on propaganda more 

than the minutiae of public law and minority rights. 

Like both the NSDAP in Germany and NSB in the Netherlands, the SdP sent out a 

lengthy memo on procedures for the SdP parliamentary group. Unlike the regimented 

NSDAP, however, SdP parliamentarians were not divided into rigid seating blocs for plenary 

meetings, and sharply worded meeting reminders did not demand attendance with 

militaristic discipline. The SdP’s guidelines made clear that parliamentarians were expected 

not to disrupt proceedings in the plenary chamber: “Going up to the ministers’ seats during 

the session, calling out [Zwischenrufe] and making noise is generally not recommended. […] 

Everyone is reminded that consideration should be paid to the dignity of the parliament when 

dressing for parliamentary sessions.” Like both the NSDAP and NSB, parliamentarians were 

required to divide their earnings with the party. Very much unlike the NSB where the four 

parliamentarians were on their own in The Hague, the SdP parliamentary party wanted to 

keep close tabs on its members and their parliamentary activities. Members were required to 

report to party staff by telephone whenever they were Prague, even when the parliament was 

not in session, and they were asked to submit monthly reports. Most importantly, “[s]peeches 

and explanations that will be delivered or given during plenary or committee sessions should 
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be submitted to the party parliamentary office in advance (if possible in two versions, one that 

is complete and a shorter version intended for the press).”594 

Even in the parliamentary club’s day-to-day correspondence with other parties and 

parliamentary officials, the SdP did not set out to thwart parliamentary or social norms. For 

example, the Czechoslovak parliament offered the opportunity for parliamentarians to buy 

into a parliamentary life insurance system. Parliamentarians could pay into a common pool at 

Kč 50 a month which was deducted directly from one’s parliamentary pay, and the fund would 

pay out Kč 25,000 to a parliamentarian’s beneficiary on his or her death. The life insurance 

fund was administered by parliamentarians themselves. Rather than publicly rejecting this 

system as a trapping of a decedent democratic system or a program in a state that was 

doomed, the SdP recommended that its senators accept the insurance and allowed deputies 

to elect to take on the insurance if they chose to do so.595 Parliamentarians participating in the 

parliamentary death benefit scheme meant that the SdP would take less from their salaries, 

and there was no obvious way to exploit the system in an anti-parliamentary fashion, which 

was the NSDAP’s single-minded goal in the Reichstag.  

The SdP also kept the lines of communication open with other parliamentary parties. 

When the British Labour Party leader Arthur Henderson visited Prague, he expressed a 

desire to meet with SdP parliamentarians; a Czech political party secretary contacted the SdP 
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club office to arrange this meeting, indicating that there was no cordon sanitaire preventing 

behind-the-scenes contact with the SdP. In fact, the German-speaking socialists in 

Czechoslovakia also maintained a close relationship with the British Labour Party.596 The 

SdP had particularly strong connections with other national minority parties. For instance, in 

February 1938, several SdP parliamentarians met in the northern Slovak town of 

Ružomberok/Rosenberg with Monsignor Andrej Hlinka, a fellow parliamentarian and 

leader of the Slovenská ľudová strana (Slovak People’s Party). The SdP presented him with a 

plan to collaborate with other ethnic minority parties, and Hlinka agreed to appoint a Slovak 

party representative for this process. At this meeting, Hlinka “bluntly advocated the idea of 

an independent Slovak nation, which must demand autonomy for itself within the State.”597 

This idea of strong, autonomous national minorities was music to the ears of the SdP 

politicians. Even as late as June 1938, the SdP reached out to other minority parties, like the 

Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe (Polish People’s Party), about joint legislation to create a legal 

“nationality card.”598  

Much of the SdP’s constructive parliamentary and political work was done out of the 

public’s gaze. This meant the Czechoslovak public did not know what to expect when the SdP 

parliamentary leader Karl Hermann Frank took the floor in the Chamber of Deputies for the 
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first time in 1935. Frank’s statement was a surprising olive branch to the Czechoslovak state. 

His speech rehashed the negativist position of the Sudeten Germans as being deprived of self-

determination and “incorporated [einverleibt]” into the new Czechoslovak state, but at the 

same time it promised that the SdP would be “a constructive opposition [that] offers its hand 

for domestic peace.”599 Frank highlighted the role that the SdP could play in the parliament: 

“The Sudeten German Party hereby announces the legitimacy and the legality of its 

parliamentary work.” Frank was not apologizing or dismissing the SdP’s national goals, but 

he strove to distance it from the earlier German nationalist parties that were banned in 1933: 

“The Sudeten German Party is a national party but not along the lines of the nationalist 

chauvinism that unfortunately characterized older [parties] but is national in the spirit of a 

cultural, achievement-affirming, creative self-confidence that also respects other 

nationalities.”600  

The contemporary Czech press rejected Frank’s speech as mixing “rejection and 

participation, resistance and cooperation.” Many scholars have followed this early judgment 

about the SdP’s parliamentary intentions, understanding them through the prism of 

Henlein’s previously mentioned 1937 letter to Hitler. The German historian René Küpper’s 

biography of Karl Hermann Frank read the behavior of the SdP, particularly of its 

parliamentarians, as fundamentally disingenuous. Küpper was especially perplexed by 
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Frank’s 1935 conciliatory parliamentary speech: “The SdP’s activism appeared very suspect 

considering its ruthless challenge to the then activist German parties.” Like Capoccia, 

Küpper read the statements of the SdP as “political camouflage,” hiding their true 

intentions.601 However, in September 1935, the SdP sent its politicians on a retreat to 

Hirschberg-Thammühl/Doksy-Staré Splavy for three days of lectures and discussions that 

began with a talk entitled “The Czech Nation as Adversary and Partner in Tradition, 

Sentiment, Approach, and Goals.”602 This is not the kind of event of type of talk  that would 

be hosted by a party rabidly committed to tearing apart the country. 

None of this is to say that the SdP was averse to making waves in the Czechoslovak 

parliament, but its parliamentary stunts were more often designed to support the German 

minority or challenge the entrenched power of Czech elites rather than cast doubt on 

democracy as whole. For example, in October 1935, the SdP protested other parties ignoring 

their complaints about the “inadequate social welfare efforts and the inconveniences related 

to these inadequate social welfare efforts.”603 The SdP then sent “loaves of poor-quality 

bread, that allegedly were sold in northern Bohemia” to fellow parliamentarians, and, after 

parliamentary pressure, the Czechoslovak Interior Ministry promised to investigate this 

matter. The ministry’s final report was sent to various offices including the presidential 
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chancellery: “It has not been determined with certainty where the named party [the SdP] 

obtained the defective flour or where this defective bread was acquired.”604 The SdP’s tactic 

was designed to call attention to unemployment and welfare German speakers, implying a 

bias by the Czechoslovak government and the governing coalition against German speakers. 

The stunt was needling and obnoxious, but it was reasonable for an opposition party, 

especially one representing a national minority. 

 Much of the SdP’s parliamentary work focused on interventions on behalf of German 

speakers directly with the Czechoslovak government. This work was private but publicized by 

the party itself. Article 22 of the Czechoslovak Constitution anticipated that 

parliamentarians would advocate for constituents and regulated that: “They [Members of 

Parliament] shall not address to public authorities requests in the personal interests of 

individuals, unless they do so in their professional capacity.”605 The SdP’s parliamentary 

headquarters had three rooms dedicated as an “intervention office” (Interventionsstelle), 

along with a waiting room for petitioners. Die SdP im Parlament, the SdP’s own published 

reflections on its parliamentary work and successes in 1935 and 1936, highlighted the party’s 

interventions with the Czechoslovak bureaucracy: “No one will want to deny that the 

majority of the work of many deputies and senators consists of making visits to various 

offices and authorities in Prague and outside Prague” on behalf of constituents. The 
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workload of the SdP’s intervention office eventually required a second office in Brno/Brünn. 

The SdP claimed it was so good at cutting through red-tape that it angered entrenched 

Czechoslovak parties, since the SdP work helped the country’s “administrative offices pick up 

their pace.”606  

The SdP kept extensive records of these interventions and publicized them for the 

party’s German-speaking base. In 1935, the party handled 3,577 intervention cases and 

followed up with ministries and officials 4,773 times about these issues. Over 1,500 of these 

cases—the plurality—dealt with questions related to social welfare and employment, which 

was to be expected in a period of economic downturn. Almost 1,000 involved tax questions, 

help with business issues, and support on issues related to schools, which also seem like the 

mainstay of politicians’ intervention with bureaucrats on behalf of constituents at any time or 

place. Only a handful of the cases could be read as related to the SdP’s nationalist perspective. 

These included 64 questions on local self-government—an important, nationally charged 

issue for German-speaking parts of the country who resented federal, and therefore Czech-

dominated control—and 268 cases on “bureaucratic encroachment or harassment [wegen 

behördlicher Übergriffe und Terror],” a pointed intervention category aimed directly at the 

Czechoslovak state.607 Nevertheless, these politically charged national issues only account 

for 9.28% of the SdP’s invention caseload in 1935. 
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 One concrete case illustrates the day-to-day work of the SdP parliamentary 

intervention office. In early 1938, the wife of the railroad employee Ernst Horn approached 

the SdP parliamentary office with concerns about her husband’s employment. Horn was 

originally assigned to railroad work in Aussig/Ústí nad Labem, but he was transferred to 

Zásmuky/Zasmuk in a Czech-speaking part of the country, arguably to improve his language 

skills. Horn had apparently successfully passed the railroad’s Czech language test, but his 

wife reported “that her husband assumes that he was the victim of a political denunciation 

even though he has himself never been politically active.” Horn’s wife struggled to pay down 

debts on their home in Predlitz/Předlice, since her husband’s salary now had to cover 

expenses in the family home in the Sudetenland, as well as an apartment for Horn in 

Zásmuky/Zasmuk itself. The SdP appealed first to an high-ranking civil servant in the 

Czechoslovak Railroad Ministry and once the SdP politician heard that the ministry was 

hoping to transfer Horn back to the Sudetenland, the whole file was sent directly to the 

Railroad Minister Rudolf Bechyně to ensure the case was resolved quickly. All of this was 

done in 1938—a politically fraught year in which the Sudetenland would eventually join Nazi 

Germany—but the SdP still cooperated behind the scenes with the Czechoslovak state on 

behalf of constituents.608 Thus, the SdP and its individual parliamentarians had to maintain 

collegial relationships with ministers and Czechoslovak bureaucrats to satisfactorily 

intervene on behalf of constituents. 
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HENLEIN’S INFORMAL CORRESPONDENCE AND SdP MEETNGS WITH 

CZECHOSLOVAK OFFICIALS 

 In the election 1935, Konrad Henlein played up his decision not to run for a 

parliamentary seat: “My comrades, I stand in front of you not campaigning for office. You all 

know that I will not take up a parliamentary seat or seek a position as minister. I am normal 

man of the people, and I want to stay a normal man.”609 The real reason Henlein elected not 

to run in the elections was unclear; there was some speculation that his lack of Czech 

language ability might have been too much of a burden in Prague.610 On the other hand, 

Henlein could have been looking ahead to “a certain freedom of movement” he could 

exercise only in not holding a parliamentary seat.611 However, Henlein does not seem to have 

been intentionally copying Hitler’s model of not serving in parliament.612 

Even before the SdP won the 1935 elections, Henlein positioned himself as the SdP’s 

chief negotiator both with other political parties and with the Czechoslovak government 

itself. At the founding of the SHF/SdP in 1933, Henlein flirted with ideas of transforming the 

SHF into one big-tent Sudeten German party taking a more moderate activist approach. To 

this end, Henlein met with the German Agrarians, speaking with an Agrarian leader and 
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German-speaking cabinet minister about how to turn the SHF into a group that was not seen 

to be competing with the Sudeten German parties but brought them all together.613 In 1933, 

Henlein also explored this possibility with the leader of the German Christian Socials. 

Henlein’s hope was rejected; the Christian Social leader, for example, subscribed to the 

philosophy “March separately but attack together on common national issues.”614 These 

traditional Sudeten German political leaders did not want to share power with an upstart big-

tent nationalist movement. 

Henlein was not even averse to talking to the Czech parties. In 1934, SHF officials 

reached out to the Czech Agrarians, who like the German Agrarians were content to tolerate 

Henlein’s party.615 Henlein and his secretary even met with Přemysl Šámal of the 

Czechoslovak presidential chancellery, who reported that President Masaryk had read a draft 

of a conciliatory speech Henlein was to give in 1934 and the president was impressed: “After a 

while Dr. Šamal stood up […] and spoke in the harsh German of a Czech: ‘Mr. Henlein, if you 

really deliver this speech like it is here in the manuscript, either your Sudeten Germans will 

walk away from you, or perhaps you will accomplish a masterful act of statesmanship.’”616 

Although according to the majority of historians, Henlein was supposed to be an up-and-
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coming unabashedly anti-Czechoslovak Nazi during this entire time, German consular 

reports back to Berlin emphasized that Heinlein was not pushing for revisionism and agreed 

on work with the Czechs: “Once again Henlein offered the Czechs his hand in reconciliation, 

once more he emphasized that the Germans in Czechoslovakia had no interest in redrawing 

the borders.”617 

Behind the scenes, the SdP also participated in a world of collegial correspondence 

with Czechoslovak ministries and institutions. On March 5, 1935, Konrad Henlein wrote to 

President Masaryk on behalf of the SHF wishing him a happy 85th birthday: “The Sudeten 

Germans honor in you the selfless pioneer of your nation [Volkstum] and happily commit 

themselves to the ideals of democracy and humanity that you have proclaimed, as well as the 

consequent mutual respect and esteem among the nations living in this common country.”618 

Henlein continued to send congratulatory letters to Masaryk’s successor Edvard Beneš on his 

election as president in late 1935 and to mark his birthday in 1936.619 Even before winning 

their parliamentary seats, the SdP had sent copies the party’s emergency program for 

unemployed people in the Sudetenland to various ministers in the Czechoslovak 

government. Secretaries in the defense and interior ministries sent Henlein formal letters 

thanking him for the pamphlet; the speed at which these Czech-language letters were 
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dispatched, however, is evidenced in one by a typo in the subtitle of the SHF’s pamphlet as 

“Schutz der Arbeitslosen vor ärgster Rot”620 Interestingly, the third government recipient of 

the emergency program—the Agriculture Ministry—sent Henlein a letter in German signed 

by Minister Milan Hodža himself promising to read the pamphlet.621 As Prime Minister, 

Hodža would be the one member of the Czechoslovak government most interested in 

exploring ties with the SdP, something that he gestured towards in being the only member of 

the Czechoslovak government to directly respond to Henlein’s proposals in January 1935. 

 There was also a flurry of telegrams to members of Czechoslovak government in the 

wake of the SdP’s 1935 election victory that revealed differences in the commitment of the 

party’s various factions to engagement with the state. On election night in 1935, the SdP 

leadership and supporters had gathered in Asch/Aš in the gymnastics hall. As the election 

results trickled in by radio, it was clear that the SdP had doubled their wildest expectations: 

“The more election results that came through, the more we were surprised that the election 

victory began to look like an earthquake.”622 This political earthquake was felt across 

Czechoslovakia, so to calm the waters, conciliatory telegrams were sent from the SdP 

leadership in Asch/Aš to President Masaryk, Prime Minister Jan Malypetr, and Interior 

Minister Jan Černý the day after the election. The telegrams were not the same, but they all 
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tried to diffuse the tension. Henlein wrote to Masaryk to assure him that the SdP would work 

productively “on the basis of our country’s constitution despite all misrepresentations about 

me and my associates by the party’s opponents.” In the telegrams both to Malypetr and 

Černý, Henlein emphasized a past conciliatory speech and pledged to exercise his democratic 

mandate within the confines of the law.623 These telegrams immediately became a discussion 

point within the SdP; with some of the party angry that Henlein had tried to mollify the 

Czechoslovak elite when the party had just won a stunning victory. This internal SdP dispute 

revealed a divide between those who wanted to follow Henlein’s conciliatory, more activist 

approach to the Czechoslovak authorities and those who wanted to ride the triumphant wave 

to Prague and to force change there.624 

 After the SdP was represented in parliament in 1935, they were not only limited to 

sending letters to government offices, but they were able to arrange meetings and have issues 

sorted directly with government ministers. For instance, in October 1935, Rudolf Sandner 

who was in the parliamentary leadership of the SdP in the Poslanecká sněmovna met with the 

interior minister. Sandner protested that the Czechoslovak government continued to ignore 

the SdP, which had been disenchanting for the SdP’s voters and served to radicalize them 

further. Sandner did not ask to join the government, but the SdP “nevertheless makes the 

demand that possibility of discussion on the basis of matter-of-fact cooperation about 
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(Ph.D. diss,  Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität zu München, 2004), 248-249 
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solutions for general, social, and economic measures be opened up” to the SdP.625 This civil 

conversation about a political disagreement with a responsible minister was a huge contrast 

to what happened in the waning years of the Weimar Republic between Nazi members of the 

Reichstag and sitting ministers. For instance, when the parliamentarian Joseph Goebbels’ car 

was towed by the Prussia police he called the Chancellery with threats and complaints: “It is 

appalling that the police would even dare to steal the car of a parliamentarian with immunity. 

Only an African state [Negerstaat] could do such a thing; these conditions are worse than 

Abyssinia.”626 In Czechoslovakia, on the other hand, Sandner’s frank conversation with a 

leading minister led to substantive agreements between the Czechoslovak government and 

the SdP. 

 The high point of the SdP exploring cooperation with the Czechoslovak state was a 

three-hour-long face-to-face meeting between Konrad Henlein and Milan Hodža at the 

prime minister’s private apartment in Prague in September 1937. This meeting took time to 

organize through an intermediary, in part because of Prime Minister Hodža’s insistence on 

treating Henlein like a private citizen, since he was not a member of parliament. Moreover, 

Henlein demanded that an invitation for a meeting come directly from Hodža to bolster 

Henlein’s legitimacy as the “speaker” of Sudeten Germans.627 Before the prime minister 

agreed to this meeting, he had tried to make economic and other concessions to the German 

                                                
625 Vorsprache des Kam. Rudolf Sandner beim Innenminister, 22 Oct 1935, číslo fondu: 503, číslo pomůcky: 435, 
Sudetoněmecká strana (SdP), 1933 – 1938, Národní archiv-Prague-Chodovec. 

626 Memo signed Baurichter, 15 Apr 1932, Nachlass Hermann Pünder, N 1005/154, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

627 Aussprache Konrad Henleins mit Herrn Ministerpräsidenten Dr. Hodža, 16 Sep 1937, číslo fondu: 503, číslo 
pomůcky: 435, Sudetoněmecká strana (SdP), 1933 – 1938, Národní archiv-Prague-Chodovec. 
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minority in a February 1937 cabinet meeting, but those plans fell through, and Hodža sought 

dialogue.628 Around the same time as the conversations about setting up this meeting, the 

SdP parliamentary leader Karl Hermann Frank met with Hodža informing him that Henlein 

was planning on going to the Nazi Party Rally in Nuremberg to confirm that Hodža had 

nothing against Henlein’s attendance.629 Although Hodža said he did not object to these 

travel plans, Henlein eventually elected not to go to Nuremberg “in connection with the 

conversation with Dr. Hodza [sic] in agreement with all the responsible offices.”630 Henlein’s 

concession smoothed the waters to help to set up the meeting.  

On September 16, 1937, Hodža, Henlein and their intermediary Prince Max 

Hohenlohen finally sat down as a trio for their private meeting.631 In Hodža’s later memoirs, 

he recalled that the death of former President Masaryk was used as the pretext to get the two 

men together and overcome his objections to a one-on-one meeting with a private person.632 

Henlein’s minutes of the meeting also recorded that the conversation began with Henlein’s 

condolences on Masaryk’s death, but it quickly transitioned into a discussion of the 

importance of nationality rights in Europe and then moved into a litany of Henlein’s 

                                                
628 Robert Kvaček, “Milan Hodža jako premiér (Glosy k prvnímu vládnímu období, 1935-1937)” in Milan Hodža: 
Štátnik a Politik, eds. Miroslav Pekník et al. (Bratislava: Veda vydavateľstvo, 2002), 240. 

629 Aussprache Konrad Henleins mit Herrn Ministerpräsidenten Dr. Hodža, 16 Sep 1937, číslo fondu: 503, číslo 
pomůcky: 435, Sudetoněmecká strana (SdP), 1933 – 1938, Národní archiv-Prague-Chodovec. 

630 Mitteilung für alle Haup- und Kreisleiter, sowie die Abgeordenten und Senatoren, 16 Sep 1937, číslo fondu: 
503, číslo pomůcky: 435, Sudetoněmecká strana (SdP), 1933 – 1938, Národní archiv-Prague-Chodovec. 

631 Aussprache Konrad Henleins mit Herrn Ministerpräsidenten Dr. Hodža, 16 Sep 1937, číslo fondu: 503, číslo 
pomůcky: 435, Sudetoněmecká strana (SdP), 1933 – 1938, Národní archiv-Prague-Chodovec. 

632 Milan Hodža, Schicksal Donauraum: Erinnerungen, trans. Valerie Neumann (Vienna: Amalthea, 1995), 229. 
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complaints about the government’s treatment of the SdP. For instance, Henlein alleged that 

“an opposition to me is being financed and supported by the Czechs,” and the SdP leader 

directed a lengthy attack at the German-speaking governing parties who thought they could 

profit from Henlein’s demise. Hodža rejected Henlein’s critiques, especially that the 

government was funding an internal SdP opposition to Henlein, and the prime minister 

pointed out that “some time ago he had already sought out rapprochement with the SdP 

through conversations with various parliamentarians.” 633  

Henlein then pushed Hodža on issues that any democrat would care about. Henlein 

was frustrated that the existing parties had sidelined the SdP after its stunning electoral 

victory in 1935. Henlein also pushed for the bills that the SdP had put forward in the 

parliament become law. Hodža responded that “the laws were not drafted by practical people 

but by theoreticians,” and they played around with the constitution too much. Henlein then 

argued that local elections should be held and the SdP should be allowed to prove it could 

govern locally. For Hodža’s part, he was interested in removing the Sudeten German 

question from shaping everything in foreign policy, like upcoming negotiations about 

cooperating among Danubian states—“He cannot accept that the Sudeten German question 

would be thrown in by Berlin or London (!) as a condition for agreement in the discussion.”634 

Hodža had already been pressured by leaders abroad to make concessions to the Sudeten 

                                                
633 Aussprache Konrad Henleins mit Herrn Ministerpräsidenten Dr. Hodža, 16 Sep 1937, číslo fondu: 503, číslo 
pomůcky: 435, Sudetoněmecká strana (SdP), 1933 – 1938, Národní archiv-Prague-Chodovec. 
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Germans by the Austrian Chancellor Kurt Schuschnigg.635 Hodža hoped to avoid this 

internationalization of the Sudeten German question in the future. To conclude the meeting, 

Hodža expressed his hope that the SdP did not develop a “totalitarian perspective” and 

become an “offshoot of Hitlerism” but respected democratic rule.636 Their conversation 

ended with the hopes of cooperating in the future. This lengthy cordial discussion is hard to 

imagine in either the cases of the NSDAP or NSB. 

 
THE END OF SdP ACTIVISM AND THE DESTRUCTION OF THE FIRST REPUBLIC 

 Scholars have read the meeting between Konrad Henlein and Milan Hodža as a 

failure, pointing out that there were no follow up conversation and there was no permanent 

reconciliation of the Sudeten Germans and Czechoslovak state. Nevertheless, Prime 

Minister Hodža promised to look into issues that the German minority raised and to support 

SdP interventions on behalf of constituents, and the SdP politicians invoked that promise in 

their later interventions.637 In his memoirs, Hodža drew a link between the government’s 

concessions related to the “just demands of the Germans” and his meeting with the “leader of 

the German minority” Henlein, pointing out that concessions happened a few months 

later.638 Less than a month after this meeting between Hodža and Henlein, the Nazi German 

                                                
635 Arnold Suppan, “Vzájomné zahranično-politické activity Hodžu a Schuschnigga v rokoch 1936 a 1937,” in 
Milan Hodža: Štátnik a Politik, Eds. Miroslav Pekník et al. (Bratislava: Veda vydavateľstvo, 2002), 267. 

636 Aussprache Konrad Henleins mit Herrn Ministerpräsidenten Dr. Hodža, 16 Sep 1937, číslo fondu: 503, číslo 
pomůcky: 435, Sudetoněmecká strana (SdP), 1933 – 1938, Národní archiv-Prague-Chodovec. 
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consul in Prague noted a “calm and conciliatory” speech by Prime Minister Hodža. The 

consul “request[ed] urgently that German press abstain from attacks on Hodza [sic], who is 

just now going to great ends to settle the conflict with Sudeten German Party.”639 A few weeks 

later, Joseph Goebbels ordered the end of the anti-Czechoslovak press campaign in Nazi 

Germany.640 Rather than serving as proof that the SdP members were the rabble-rousing, 

anti-democratic instruments of the Nazi Party, this German consular correspondence in late 

1937 suggested that the German Foreign Office was actually giving Hodža a chance at 

reconciliation with Henlein’s SdP. Thus, the hope for a more activist and engaged future 

between the SdP and Czechoslovak government lived on for longer than one might have 

expected.  

Nevertheless, at some point, it was too late for a reconciliation between the German-

speaking SdP and the Czechoslovak government. Historians have debated this point, and as 

we have seen, most have indicted the SdP from its founding. However, as has been shown, 

Henlein and his parliamentarians understood their work to be seriously advocating on behalf 

of German-speaking constituents and seriously meeting with Czechoslovak political leaders 

into early 1938. However, by the time a private meeting took place in mid-April 1938 between 

two SdP members of the Národní shromáždění and Prime Minister Hodža, the two sides 

                                                
639 Documents on German Foreign Policy, 1918-1945, Series D, Volume II (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 1949), 25. 

640 Documents on German Foreign Policy, 1918-1945, Series D, Volume II (Washington: Government Printing 
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were talking past one another.641 In looking back to a point of no return for the SdP and the 

Czechoslovak state, one potential turning point were the events at Teplitz-Schönau/Teplice-

Šanov in October 1937. Konrad Henlein had been planning to speak at a large public SdP 

gathering in the city that was banned by the police. After nevertheless declaring that 

Czechoslovakia was a “state of nationalities [Nationalitätenstaat]” at a private conference in 

Teplitz-Schönau/Teplice-Šanov, Henlein was challenged by policemen. According to 

Henlein, he and several SdP parliamentarians were walking to their cars one afternoon in the 

city and were recognized by passersby who greeted them with “Heil” cheers. The 

Czechoslovak police moved in, beating Karl Hermann Frank with a truncheon and 

manhandling other SdP legislators. Henlein was livid, writing to President Beneš with a 

complaint and demands.642 This scuffle happened at the same time the Rutha sex scandal was 

tarring the moderate wing of the SdP. There was contemporary speculation that Henlein 

threw himself into indignation over the Teplitz issue to distract the public from the Rutha 

affair and secure his position as the SdP leader by making concessions to the party’s radical 

national socialist wing.643 

                                                
641 Documents on German Foreign Policy, 1918-1945, Series D, Volume II (Washington: Government Printing 
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Although the attitude within the top levels of the SdP leadership moved closer towards 

Nazi Germany as a result of the Rutha case and Teplitz scuffle, the final turning point was 

undoubtedly the Anschluss of Austria in March 1938. Austria becoming part of a Greater 

Germany finally proved to the Sudeten Germans that real changes in European borders were 

possible and showed that Hitler’s Germany was on the rise. Henlein wrote a succinct letter to 

the German foreign minister only days after Anschluss that did not equivocate in his support 

for Nazi Germany: “We shall render thanks to the Führer by redoubling our efforts in the 

service of the policy of Greater Germany.”644 On March 28, 1938, Henlein and Frank visited 

Berlin and met with Hitler for almost three hours: “The Führer stated that he intended to 

settle the Sudeten German problem in the not-too-distant future.” Hitler instructed Henlein 

to make “demands […] which are unacceptable to the Czech government,” but not yet push 

the Czechoslovak state to its limit.645 Although scholars have read this moment of Hitler 

issuing orders to the SdP back into earlier periods, after March 1938, there is little doubt that 

the SdP had become a foreign legion for Nazi Germany. A sense of the inevitably of the 

Sudeten question being resolved in Germany’s favor permeated German-speaking political 

society in Czechoslovakia by May 1938. The German consul reported back to Berlin: “The 

mass[es] are intoxicated by the overwhelming success in Austria; they will neither await nor 
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accept any other form of political solution.”646 The march towards Munich was now 

inexorable. 

Nevertheless, this inexorable march to the dismemberment of interwar 

Czechoslovakia should not be read back into the founding of the SHF in 1933, into the SdP’s 

electoral victory in 1935, or into a study of the SdP’s parliamentary club and its work with the 

Czechoslovak government. In an edited volume on German-speaking minority politics in 

Central and Eastern Europe, Hans-Christian Maner argued: “German minority 

parliamentarism in Eastern Central and South East Europe in the interwar period was both a 

means in the national struggle as well as a chance for compromise between the nation state 

and the nations.”647 Indeed, the SdP used their parliamentary seats in their national struggle. 

One can read the time spent writing nationality laws, intervening for constituents, and 

meeting with Prime Minister Hodža as putting out feelers for an attempted “compromise” 

between the Sudeten Germans and the Czech elite and Czechoslovak state. Studying the SdP 

through the lens of the parliamentary party and Konrad Henlein’s relationship with 

Czechoslovak ministers shows that the party’s project was to try to “compromise” with the 

state more than camouflage heartfelt national socialism. However, that activist 

compromising faction within the SdP and its project ultimately failed, but not until early 

1938. 
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CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

Parliamentary service actually mattered to anti-democratic and anti-parliamentary 

parties. Reflecting back on the successes and failures of one’s parliamentary career was not 

only a habit of democratic politicians but also of anti-democrats. Just as Hermann Göring 

fondly remembered outmaneuvering Chancellor Franz von Papen as President of the 

Reichstag during the Nuremberg Trials, members of the Dutch Nationaal-Socialistische 

Beweging were bitter about their lack of parliamentary success. In 1941, Cornelis van 

Geelkerken, one of the founders of the NSB and a right-hand man of the fascist movement’s 

leader, reflected back on the movement’s ten-year history. When he set pen to paper, the NSB 

had been co-opted and radicalized by the Nazi German occupiers of the Netherlands. From 

his vantage point as a former moderate in the movement, Geelkerken looked wistfully back 

on the NSB’s earlier years, paying special attention to the handful of Dutch national socialist 

parliamentarians who had served in the Eerste and Tweede Kamers in The Hague. Like any 

self-respecting anti-parliamentary politician, Geelkerken attacked the “gentlemen 

democrats” in their useless “palaver parliament [praatcollege]” in the Netherlands. 

Geelkerken defiantly claimed that the NSB’s parliamentarians “went there not to participate 

in the democratic game, to give an opinion about every little bit of a proposed law.” Although 

the German occupation had finally offered the NSB domestic political supremacy, 

Geelkerken harbored regrets that the NSB had not been able to come to power on its own: 
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“The ultimate goal the national socialists were striving towards in entering the representative 

bodies, i.e. acquiring power in the state through democratic means, was not achieved.”648 

Ultimately, “acquiring power in the state through democratic means” was the goal of 

many interwar anti-parliamentary lawmakers, but, as we have seen, in this process radical 

legislators could become closely intertwined with the parliaments in which they sat. 

Parliamentary service could also reveal deeper political tension within these radical parties. 

For example, Konrad Henlein’s SdP always had a faction of true-believing national socialists 

tied to the anti-Semitism and pan-Germanism of the two earlier nationalist German-

speaking parties banned in 1933. However, the SdP’s leadership surrounding Konrad 

Henlein and his gymnastics movement was more moderate and open to cooperation with the 

Czechoslovak government. To some extent this tension in the SdP was a strength. The party 

could seem like a nationalist big-tent unity party to connect with voters but, at the same time, 

court the NSDAP for financial support. Historians who see this strategy as dissembling 

imagine Henlein having a nefarious grand plan, but there is little evidence for that. In looking 

at the parliamentary work and world of the SdP in Prague, it is clear that the SdP was far more 

committed to using their parliamentary seats to intervene to help individual German 

constituents and serve as an advocate for the German-speaking minority in the country until 

Anschluss in 1938 made more radical change seem possible. 
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Tension was also evident in the NSB’s parliamentary party—with d’Ansembourg at 

one pole and Rost van Tonningen at the other. However, rather than helping the NSB to 

speak to both moderates and radicals, the Dutch NSB’s parliamentary party was simply 

dysfunctional. There were disagreements over political tactics, and each of the NSB’s 

parliamentarians could do or say whatever he wanted with little supervision. D’Ansembourg 

could mingle with his conservative confessional parties, and Rost van Tonningen could brawl 

with the Catholics. 

Ultimately, through comparison, the German NSDAP stands out as the most 

regimented and single-minded party studied here. Of course, before 1930, the handful of 

NSDAP politicians dabbled with cooperation with their Landvolk colleagues and Franz 

Ritter von Epp once abstained when his colleagues voted yes. However, any development 

within the NSDAP towards greater cross-party cooperation was completely arrested as the 

numbers of Nazi parliamentarians skyrocketed after the 1930 elections. Afterwards, the 

NSDAP felt that they no longer needed their colleagues from other parties. However, this 

isolation that German Nazi parliamentarians brought on themselves might have been envied 

by Rost van Tonningen in the Netherlands or right-wing radicals in the SdP, but the NSB and 

SdP radical parties were far less rigid in regulating or isolating their parliamentarians. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 271 

Chapter Five 
Effective Behind-the-Scenes Collaborators? 

Austrian and German Parliamentary Networks in Government and Policymaking 
 

As we have seen, cross-party personal and political connections could be forged at the 

Katharina von Kardorff-Oheimb’s salon in interwar Berlin, they could develop between 

moderate members of the Sudeten German Party and the Czechoslovak government, or they 

could be repaired by awkward personal house calls apologizing for a pointed speech in the 

Dutch Tweede Kamer. These networks among politicians have already been demonstrated to 

be far more politically expansive than anyone thought. However, these broad cross-party 

networks were more than the “wall décor [Wandschmuck]” of interwar politics, to use 

Thomas Mergel’s phrase.649 National politicians who grew close in the halls of parliament—

or through the musical chairs of moving between parliamentary seats and ministers’ corner 

officers—could call on these relationships as the basis of political collaboration to shape 

decision-making. Politicians’ actions cannot only be explained by party programs or 

parliamentary speeches. One must also consider the impact of behind-the-scenes cross-party 

connections on political actions and outcomes. 

This chapter will explore two extended examples of informal deals, backroom trust, 

and private conversations that emerged from Europe’s behind-the-scenes collegial 

parliamentary world. Of course, these two cases are not the only ones from the interwar 

period. Indeed, we have already explored the intersection of legislation and this informal 
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political world with German female parliamentarians working together to write laws on 

women’s issues. However, this chapter’s two examples allow us to zoom in to see the links 

between political decisions and informal cross-party connections. 

The first example comes from interwar Austria. In the wake of the First World War, 

weapons were frantically stockpiled across the country by both the army and private militias. 

The victorious Allies were demanding that Austria turn over excess munitions, but, especially 

after witnessing Hungary under the Communist Béla Kun and fearing that Austria would be 

unable to defend itself, Austrians of all political stripes hid weapons for the future. However, 

after Austria’s grand coalition fractured in 1920 and the ideological divide between right and 

left seemed unbridgeable, the country’s illegal weapons caches became political footballs. The 

governing Christian Social party believed that its archenemy, the Austrian social democrats, 

would use these weapons against the government rather than against Austria’s enemies. For 

their part, socialists saw the conservative government in lockstep with right-wing militias. 

Holding on to guns was a guarantee to protect social democracy.650 However, behind-the-

scenes this societal division had not prevented compromise between the socialist leaders and 

the Christian Social government. This Austrian example will, thus, explore the surprising 

strength and longevity of a connection between a leading social democrat and Christian 

Social minister in reaching a series of deals on Austria’s secret weapons during the 1920s.  

                                                
650 Josef Gerdenitsch, “Das Wiener Arsenal in der Ersten Republik: Die politische, wirtschaftliche und 
militärische Bedeutung in den Jahren 1918-1927” (Ph.D. diss.: Universität Wien, 1967), 8-22. 
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The second extended example is of socialist toleration of the minority government of 

the German Catholic Center Party politician Heinrich Brüning between 1930 and 1932. This 

case delves into the nitty-gritty of the historiography on the end of the Weimar Republic and 

adds an understanding of backroom negotiations aimed at propping up German 

government. This section in the chapter will reconsider the SPD’s policy of toleration, which 

has confused historians for some time. Although absent in the current scholarship, this 

section will show that Chancellor Brüning relied extensively on behind-the-scenes 

consultation with the social democrats, especially through Brüning’s personal friend Rudolf 

Hilferding. The example will uncover how the relationship between Hilferding and Brüning 

came about in the halls of the Reichstag and thereby study the two men’s friendship alongside 

their unlikely political cooperation. Although these insights contribute to the political history 

of the Weimar Republic, here they should be read in the context of demonstrating a 

relationship between policy, politics, and cross-party connections. 

Finally, this chapter draws on political science’s concept of informal institutions to 

think of interwar political networks in this light. The Austrian and the German examples 

show behind-the-scenes political cooperation working and then breaking down. In both 

cases, strong external pressure eroded the political importance of these personal 

relationships and caused the informal institution to collapse. This chapter will thus 

demonstrate both the strengths and the weaknesses of these cross-party connections in 

shaping political outcomes. 
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AUSTRIA: ILLEGAL WEAPONS AND CROSS-PARTY DEALMAKING 

 Interwar Austrian political culture was known for being polarized. The country was 

segregated into two main political movements—the conservative Catholic Christian Socials 

and the Social Democrats—with a so-called “Drittes Lager” made up of pan-German 

national liberals. Anton Pelinka’s 2017 monograph Die gescheiterte Republik: Kultur und Politik 

in Österreich, 1918-1938 read the First Austrian Republic as a dry run for the successful Second 

Republic, in which lasting compromise and grand coalitions were finally possible. Pelinka 

indicted the polarized political culture of the First Republic for preventing this necessary all-

party political cooperation.651 Anson Rabinbach’s Crisis of Austrian Socialism ended with a far 

less redemptive political narrative for the First Republic. Rabinbach examined the 

intellectual roots and political divisions within Austro-Marxism and the Austrian socialist 

movement. He explained the socialists’ demise at the hands of the Austro-Fascist state 

through the fractured nature of the Austrian left, and his book ended on a grim note about 

“the largely futile insurrection” of 1934: “With the last shots of February the dream of Austro-

Marxism collapsed, and with it the hopes of the First Austrian Republic came to an end.”652 

 Pelinka and Rabinbach were not wrong that First Republic Austria was polarized 

place in which societal division, bitter ad hominem attacks, and virulent anti-Semitism were 

frequent. For instance, an infamous Christian Social election poster from 1920 showed a red 
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snake with caricatured Jewish features strangling the Austrian eagle with the text “Deutsche 

Christen, Rettet Österreich! [German Christians, Save Austria]”653 These overtly anti-Semitic 

attacks were routine in conservative Austrian election campaigns. For example, in the 1928 

regional election in Vorarlberg, the local Christian Social governor urgently requested 

information from the Christian Social headquarters in Vienna about “which members of the 

Nationalrat and Bundesrat are Jews or have Jewish ancestry.”654 A Christian Social at the 

Viennese party office diligently responded with a list of ten members of the Nationalrat and 

three members of the Bundesrat who were “undoubtedly Jewish [Einwandfreie Juden],” a 

clarification about several who were presumed to be Jewish but were not, and one member 

who was listed as “questionable.”655 All of this information was to be used in the anti-Semitic 

attacks of a provincial election. Dirty political campaigning was carried out this very personal 

level. 
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FIGURE 6: 1920 Austrian Christian Social Election Campaign Poster656 

 
 In examining salonfähig anti-Semitism and reading the diametrically opposed 

socialist Arbeiter-Zeitung and the Christian Social Reichspost from the 1920s and 1930s, the 

intense polarization in Austrian society would jump out at anyone. However, Pelinka and 

Rabinbach dwell too much on the darkness and political tension on the streets that they miss 

the personal connections that elite politicians from the Austrian socialists, Christian Socials, 

and members of the Großdeutsche Volkspartei (Greater German People’s Party, GDVP) still 

                                                
656 “Propagandaplakate: Alarm an jeder Straßenecke,” Spiegel Online (29 Mar 2010), 
http://www.spiegel.de/fotostrecke/propagandaplakate-alarm-an-jeder-strassenecke-fotostrecke-108546-
8.html 



 

 277 

tried to forge in Vienna. Even in Austria’s polarized society, there were bursts of cross-party 

cooperation on this elite level. For instance, in July 1922, the Austrian socialist 

parliamentarian and trade unionist August Forstner approached the government, then made 

up of a coalition of the Christian Socials and GDVP, asking for an expedited visa process for 

about 500 young social democratic activists from Germany and Czechoslovakia who were 

traveling to Salzburg for a conference. Forstner assured the government officials: “These are 

all organized social democrats, not communists.” In the dark world that Pelinka and 

Rabinbach painted, the conservative government would have turned down this request, but 

instead the vice chancellor approved it and sped up the entry of these foreign socialists into 

Austria.657 

Despite polarization on the streets of the country and in election campaigns, among 

the Austrian political elite, there still were possibilities for cooperation. Here we will explore 

one of the most unlikely topics for intense and lasting collaboration between Christian Social 

and Social Democratic politicians: joint control of weapons and paramilitaries. Between 

1922 and 1930, two politicians—Carl Vaugoin on the right and Julius Deutsch on the left—

worked together on these very issues.  

Turning to the biographies of these two men, the Christian Social Carl Vaugoin was 

born into a politically active Viennese family in 1873, first trained as a soldier, but he then 

worked in the financial administration of Lower Austria. He had joined the Christian Socials 
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in the final years of the Habsburg monarchy, eventually serving on the Viennese city council 

for the party. In 1920, Vaugoin was elected to the new republican Nationalrat, and in 1921, he 

took over the role of Heeresminister (Army Minister), a job he would hold for over a decade 

until 1933. In 1930, Vaugoin also served briefly as vice chancellor and then as chancellor.658 

Vaugoin’s left-wing collaborator was Julius Deutsch, a leading social democratic politician 

who had served in the republican Army Ministry from the Austrian Revolution until 1920. 

Deutsch was instrumental in raising the first Austrian army in the form of a “Volkswehr” 

designed to defend democracy. However, his successors, especially Vaugoin, reshaped the 

army into the Austrian Bundesheer, more loyal to the sitting government. In 1923, Deutsch 

applied his experiences from the army ministry to create the Republikanischer Schutzbund, 

as a socialist-affiliated paramilitary organization, founded in response to the proliferation of 

right-wing Heimwehr militias. Deutsch would remain a leader in the Schutzbund throughout 

the years of the First Republic.659 

Even after the socialists left the Austrian cabinet in 1920, they still had close ties to the 

army and the army ministry. In part, this was through sitting politicians in the Nationalrat. 

For example, Julius Deutsch served on the Parliamentary Commission for Army Affairs and 

as a “Zivilkommissär” for the military. In this role, he even had designated office space in the 
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army ministry and came in contact with the new Christian Social officials there.660 As 

Zivilkommissär, Julius Deutsch was instrumental in negotiating the so-called Arsenal Pact 

that embodies cooperation between the socialists and the Christian Socials.  

The Treaty of Saint Germain limited Austrian manufacture of weapons and strictly 

regulated the number and type of guns that could be kept in Austria. These rules were 

enforced by an inter-allied commission.661 However, many of the guns in circulation at the 

end of the First World War were not destroyed but were hidden across the country and came 

to be seen as the private property of Austria’s paramilitary groups.662 In Vienna, when 

workers and soldiers stockpiled weapons in 1918 and 1919, munitions were hidden in 

bricked-up storerooms, halls, and the sewers throughout the Viennese Arsenal complex. The 

Arsenal had been built by the Habsburg government after the 1848 revolutions and included 

buildings used as cadet academies, the military historical museum, laboratories, storerooms. 

Weapons and parts of weapons were hidden throughout the complex, and no one person 

knew where all the weapons were. Since the soldiers and workers who originally hid the 

weapons were socialists, the SDAP and later its paramilitary organization the 

Republikanischer Schutzbund felt some sense of ownership over these weapons, despite the 

fact the Arsenal complex was controlled by the conservative federal government. To allay 
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socialist concerns about this weapons cache, Julius Deutsch and the Christian Social Army 

Ministry came to an agreement in 1922 that nominally allowed the socialists to maintain 

some control over the weapons. A military officer—Alfred Marek—who was himself a 

socialist, was appointed to safeguard the munitions. The deal also stipulated that the 

weapons would remain in the Arsenal complex rather than being moved elsewhere without 

the SDAP and government agreeing.663 

After the first Arsenal deal between the Christian Social army ministry and socialist 

opposition in 1922, tensions continued to build between Austrian paramilitary groups. The 

socialists publicly alleged that the Christian Social-led government was transferring seized 

munitions from illegal private caches to the conservative Heimwehr militias, which were 

“armed to the teeth.”664 The Republikanischer Schutzbund saw itself, in part, as a response to 

the supposed alliance between the army and the Heimwehr.665 Throughout the First 

Republic, in parliament and the press, the SDAP worked to expose the Heimwehr’s illegal 

weapons trade and the conservative Austrian government’s abetting or ignoring the situation. 

In his memoirs, for example, Julius Deutsch highlighted socialist parliamentarians exposing 

the smuggling of weapons from Fascist Italy to authoritarian Hungary via Austria, with the 
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right-wing Austrian paramilitaries taking a portion of the weapons for themselves. For 

Deutsch, this was a case of Austrian government and Italian Fascist complicity in bolstering 

the right-wing militias.666 

Despite this tension on the ground between paramilitaries, behind the scenes 

socialists and Christian Socials expanded on the trust built by the 1922 Arsenal pact by 

collaborating on other military issues. For example, there was a planned alliance forged 

between the Tyrolean branch of the Republikanischer Schutzbund, right-wing 

paramilitaries, and the Austrian national army in the mid-1920s. The militant posturing of 

Fascist Italy over the recently annexed, former Habsburg territory of South Tyrol worried 

officials in the Austria state of Tyrol. Benito Mussolini’s government had imposed rigid 

Italianization policies in this predominantly German-speaking province; South Tyrol had 

been rechristened “Alto Adige,” German place names had been banned, and German-

language education had been forced underground. Mussolini called the German speakers in 

South Tyrol an “ethnic relic,” ripe for Italianization.667 The Duce included an incendiary line 

in a parliamentary speech in 1926: “The other day a Fascist newspaper, one of those 

provincial Fascist papers which I always read with the greatest attention, printed across six 

columns this headline: ‘Fascist Italy will never lower its flag on the Brenner’. I sent the 

newspaper back to its editor with this correction: ‘Fascist Italy may, if necessary, carry its flag 
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beyond the Brenner, but lower it, never!’”668 Mussolini, thus, declared that Italian armies 

might advance into sovereign Austria, and international tensions flared.  

The Austrian Tyrolean provincial government and national army officers based in the 

province—just on the other side of the Brenner Pass from Italy—went into overdrive trying 

to plan the defense of the region. The Austrian army reached out to all the local paramilitary 

organizations about mustering men to defend Austria should Italy invade. This led to a series 

of conversations between the Schutzbund leader, Julius Deutsch, the Army Minister 

Vaugoin, military officers, and even parliamentary committee members. The Schutzbund 

hammered out a deal about how joint military cooperation could happen if Italy invaded. The 

socialists agreed to place up to one thousand men from the Schutzbund under the “supreme 

command” of the national army in Tyrol, and the government agreed to feed, equip, and help 

arm the Schutzbund.669 Vaugoin confirmed all this in a letter to the Austrian Chancellor: 

“The [Tyrol] state government requested material from my supplies to be able to arm to all of 

these civil formations.”670 Arms were transferred to Tyrol for the socialist Schutzbund, 

should Italy invade. The Schutzbund hated the right wing in Austria, but socialists hated 

fascists even more, so there was logic in this unlikely united front against the Italians. For 
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Deutsch and Vaugoin, this agreement fostered additional trust that the two men could work 

together on contentious military issues. 

 Deutsch and Vaugoin’s personal working relationship would be tested in 1927 in a 

dust up related to weapons stored at the Viennese Arsenal. A break-in in one of the weapons 

storerooms was reported, and conservative policemen and military officials “discovered” 

illegal guns at the complex. The police seized some old rusty weapons they deemed an illegal 

weapons cache. During this process, the electricity to the Arsenal was cut off—perhaps by 

socialist workers, trying to slow down the police work—so the policemen and soldiers had to 

continue their work by lamplight.671 The local Schutzbund detachment mustered, based on 

the understanding that socialists’ weapons had been stolen. Schutzbund paramilitaries 

surrounded the Arsenal complex and called for a declaration of civil war against the Christian 

Social government.672 However, Julius Deutsch stepped in and tried to calm socialist feelings. 

Deutsch stated publicly: “Old material, stocks, and barrels were found […] Not one single 

weapon was found that was the property of the Republikanischer Schutzbund.” Deutsch 

urged socialist workers to leave the Arsenal.673 Deutsch came on firmly on the side of 

continued cooperation with the government.  

 The atmosphere on the street was still polarized, and the Arsenal weapons find was 

the talk of the town. The right-wing Christlichsoziale Arbeiter-Zeitung lambasted the 

                                                
671 “Die Waffenfunde im Arsenal,” Illustrierte Kronen-Zeitung (4 Mar 1927), ANNO, 3-4. 

672 Martin Kitchen, The Coming of Austrian Fascism (London: Croom Helm, 1980), 120-121 

673 “Die Waffenfunde im Arsenal,” Illustrierte Kronen-Zeitung (4 Mar 1927), ANNO, 3. 



 

 284 

Schutzbund and the socialists, while praising Minister Vaugoin and the police for seizing 

these weapons.674 The Communist Rote Fahne newspaper had a field day attacking the 

socialists for losing precious weapons, and the SDAP’s Arbeiter-Zeitung tried to play down the 

whole affair.675 Behind the scenes, however, Julius Deutsch and Army Minister Carl Vaugoin 

met to sort out the issue. Deutsch wrote down notes of his conversation with Vaugoin in late 

March 1927 that covered the Arsenal affair, although the meeting was ostensibly about a draft 

law on army provisioning. Deutsch’s notes recorded that Vaugoin pushed the conversation in 

the direction of the Arsenal weapons with a strange introduction: 

V[augoin]: At the death of my wife you sent me a few words that I found very touching. 
May I say something to you perfectly honestly, man to man? 
D[eutsch]: Of course. 
V[augoin]: On your word of honor that this issue does not leave this room. 
D[eutsch]: Agreed!676 
 

Vaugoin’s reference to Deutsch’s personal letter demonstrated how informal collegial 

correspondence could seemingly build trust among political opponents. Deutsch and 

Vaugoin agreed to keep the information secret, building on the trust that had been earned 

though cooperation on the earlier Arsenal pacts and the Tyrolean affair. 

 Vaugoin shared his top-secret information about the Arsenal break-in with Deutsch. 

The Army minister revealed that Alfred Marek, the socialist army officer responsible for 
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managing the weapons cache, had staged the whole incident. According to Vaugoin, Marek 

betrayed the SDAP and tried his hand as a double agent, providing the government soldiers 

with a map of all the Arsenal weapons caches. Vaugoin, however, did not trust him: “The 

entire Marek family has been playing with us for a long time. […] Marek has betrayed to us 

everything he knew from you. On the other hand, he has probably also told you everything he 

experienced from us. This man is the biggest scoundrel I know.” Vaugoin said his hand was 

forced by the break-in, and the police had to be seen to do something. However, Vaugoin 

intentionally ordered that only worthless, rusted gun parts from one section of the Arsenal be 

seized in the hopes of maintaining the agreement with the socialists.677 

Both Vaugoin and Deutsch wanted to prevent Major Marek from going to the Allies to 

reveal the existence of all the other illegal weapons. Although the two Deutsch and Vaugoin 

were on opposite sides of the domestic Austrian struggle, they made common cause to keep 

more weapons in Austria than were permitted by the Treaty of Saint Germain. At the end of 

their 1927 conversation, Deutsch suggested exploring “common control of all illegal 

weapons stores” and made clear that the issue could be handled more definitively after the 

upcoming election: “We [the socialist leadership] have already told Chancellor Seipel that we 

are for mutually sorting out the Arsenal Affair. We could best do that after the elections. Until 

then things need to be quiet.”678 Deutsch and Vaugoin—members of two parties that are at 
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each other’s’ throats, campaigning for every last vote in the country—agree not to bring up 

these Arsenal weapons for political gain in the 1927 elections. This backroom wheeling and 

dealing is not what we would expect in interwar Austria. 

 After the April national elections, the SDAP and Minister Vaugoin came to a formal 

agreement about the Arsenal weapons that was signed in mid-May 1927. The two parties 

agreed to move all the weapons out of the Arsenal—sending two-thirds to army barracks and 

one-third to Schloss Neugebäude in the Viennese district of Simmering. This sixteenth-

century castle had fallen into disrepair and had recently come into the ownership of the 

municipality of Vienna. The city government—which was controlled by the socialists—

agreed to formally rent out the rooms in the castle in which the weapons were stored to the 

Army Ministry. Both parties agreed to appoint one socialist and one Christian Social 

representative to administer the deal and each be given one key, both of which needed to be 

used to unlock the storerooms. Unlike the 1922 agreement, neither representative could be 

an active military officer.679 No part of the deal could be changed, and no weapons could be 

moved without the consent of the other party. The formal letter confirming this agreement 

was left vague, referring to the weapons as “the material assets [Sachwerte] stored in the 

Arsenal” so both parties had plausible deniability.680 
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The Austrian deals about weapons between the socialists and Christian Socials have 

befuddled the historians who have written about them. In his 1980 book The Coming of 

Austrian Fascism, Martin Kitchen examined both the Arsenal Affair and the Schutzbund’s 

relationship with the army in Tyrol. For him, the confidential discussion between Deutsch 

and Vaugoin was “a curious conversation.” Kitchen painted Vaugoin as the true villain of the 

whole affair: “He [Vaugoin] knew that he had scored against the Social Democrats [in the 

Arsenal affair], but being far from an extremist he had no desire to risk driving the advantage 

home.”681 The leftist revolutionary Ilona Duczyńska who lived in interwar Vienna later 

recounted the story in terms similar to Kitchen’s, reading the Arsenal deal as a victory for the 

Christian Socials: “The opponents won a little ground that would be built on in future years 

for their benefit and with disastrous results for the workers.”682 Both Duczyńska and Kitchen 

are right, to some extent, since Deutsch’s Arsenal deal involved turning over two-thirds of the 

weapons to the army and keeping only one third of the weapons under joint control for an 

indeterminate time. However, both scholars overlook the trust and the working relationship 

that these two men built up in an unlikely period. They jump forward to the catastrophe of 

1934 and the Austro-Fascist regime without considering at how rare these kinds of cross-

party deals were in interwar Austria 
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AUSTRIA: ILLEGAL WEAPONS AND AN ACRIMINOUS FALLING OUT 

Nevertheless, the painstakingly developed trusting and working relationship between 

Deutsch and Vaugoin would finally collapse in 1930. The deals had weathered numerous 

storms in the press along the way. Publicity was never helpful for these backroom deals, and 

the 1927 Arsenal deal had been reported by the Viennese Communist newspaper Die Rote 

Fahne right away. The small Austrian Communist party wanted to discredit the SDAP for 

making a deal with the right-wing government, but no one else followed up on its accurate 

reporting.683 The agreement got more press attention during a 1929 libel trial involving 

Major Marek that brought the negotiations between the SDAP and Vaugoin to light. The 

socialist Arbeiter-Zeitung finally obliquely reported on the Arsenal deal.684 Nevertheless, the 

limited left-wing publicity in newspapers was still not enough to blow up the various 

agreements or the cooperation between the SDAP and Christian Social army ministry.685  

The Christian Social army minister Vaugoin had himself pushed the envelope a bit 

and threatened the deal before its ultimate collapse in 1930. When the Christian Social press 

praised him for seizing illegal Schutzbund weapons in the Arsenal in 1927, he was not averse 

to taking credit to seem like a strong leader. Vaugoin neglected to mention his cooperation or 

his deal with Deutsch.686 Behind the scenes, the deal somewhat frayed in October 1928 when 
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Vaugoin wanted to push forward with one clause of the agreement to move the weapons from 

Schloss Neugebäude to the Simmeringer Staatsfabrik, a munitions factory authorized to 

manufacture and store weapons for the Austrian army.687 In correspondence with the 

socialists, Vaugoin expressed interest in moving the weapons, perhaps unilaterally, if 

necessary. Deutsch’s frustrated response made it clear that he was reading Vaugoin’s letter 

charitably as a request for the SDAP’s opinion not a unilateral abrogation of the deal: “Would 

it not be better […] if the two of us first discuss the situation? I think that we would be more 

likely to reach a solution this way.”688 In the end, the agreement survived. 

However, when then-Chancellor Vaugoin stepped up the seizures of illegal weapons 

during the run up to the Austrian elections on November 9, 1930, he underestimated the 

SDAP’s resolve. In the election campaign, both the socialists and the Christian Socials were 

trying to one up each other, and Chancellor Vaugoin publicly boasted of his government’s 

seizure of illegal weapons tied to the socialist Republikanischer Schutzbund across the 

country.689  

The day before the election, on November 8, 1930, the socialist Arbeiter-Zeitung ran 

two explosive stories about Christian Social duplicity on seizing weapons. The newspaper’s 

main story related to the Christian Socials’ claim they seized illegal weapons in Tyrol. The 
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Arbeiter-Zeitung published letters proving long-standing cooperation between the 

Schutzbund and the national army in Tyrol dating back to 1925. This revelation made 

Vaugoin seem like a hypocrite for taking credit for seizing the Tyrolese weapons: “Vaugoin 

has just had his military police in Tyrol confiscate weapons that his army allowed to be given 

to the Republikanischer Schutzbund in order to protect the state of Tyrol!”690 The Arbeiter-

Zeitung also ran a story about the Arsenal weapons in Vienna, including facsimiles of the 

documents that had sealed the deal between the socialists and Christian Socials.  

These explosive newspaper stories were in response to Vaugoin’s government 

informing the SDAP leadership that it was unilaterally seizing guns from Schloss 

Neugebäude and moving them to a federally owned army depot.691 This contravened the 

Arsenal agreements of 1922 and 1927, so in retaliation Deutsch passed on his records to the 

Arbeiter-Zeitung for publication. Vaugoin was livid, and with a day to go to the election, he 

attacked Deutsch with renewed intensity at his public rallies: “Dr. Deutsch’s actions seem to 

me to border right on high treason […] We are sick and tired of the high treason of our social 

democrats.”692 The same day Vaugoin also furiously wrote in a private letter to Deutsch that 

these private agreements were to be “handled at the top levels,” and that that, for his part, “the 

agreement was not incorporated into the office files.” Vaugoin made it clear that he would not 

trust Deutsch anymore: “I will not go in depth about the reasons for this secrecy here, since 
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based on my previous experience, I must expect that you will turn this letter over to your party 

newspaper in your reckless pursuit of party-political goals.” Chancellor Vaugoin declared all 

his agreements with Deutsch null and void.693 

 Deutsch responded to Vaugoin’s angry letter with his own furious account of why the 

documents were published and how the blame really lay with the Vaugoin and his ministry. 

Deutsch’s account was of conversations back and forth between Vaugoin and bureaucrats in 

the defense military, on the one hand, and Deutsch and the socialist mayor of Vienna on the 

other. Christian Social threats to move the weapons out of the building controlled by both 

parties to an army facility led to the socialists laying down an ultimatum “that we must have 

clarity that on November 8 no transfer of weapons will take place because otherwise we would 

be obligated to publish documents now in our possession.” The socialists were instead 

informed that the army minister had ordered the weapons removed. In retaliation, Deutsch 

had these stories published in the Arbeiter-Zeitung. To Vaugoin, he wrote: “You will also be 

responsible if your violation of the agreement, which you did for self-serving party reasons for 

an electoral boost, leads to the loss of these weapons, which had been protected so carefully, 

for the state of Austria.”694 Several days later, Vaugoin sent a final letter to Deutsch on the 

matter, justifying his actions: “Since you answered my request for your organization’s 

participation in transporting the weapons away—despite your self-evident obligations to 
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keep this agreement secret—with a campaign in the newspaper, I was justified in voiding all 

agreements made about the weapons due to your violation of the deal.”695 

 This seems like it would be the end of cooperation between the socialists and 

Christian Socials, since the trusting basis for cooperation had eroded entirely. To some 

extent, that is true. Vaugoin and Deutsch never maintained the same productive backroom 

relationship. However, behind the scenes Deutsch continued to converse with other 

government officials. For instance, in 1932, the Austrian security minister Franz Bachinger of 

the Landbund met with Deutsch in the ministry’s offices on Herrengasse. Like previous 

conservative ministers, Bachinger wanted to locate all the secret stashes of weapons in the 

country. He proposed putting together a commission of politicians from all political parties, 

as well as members of the paramilitary groups in the country. Paramilitary groups would 

report or possibly surrender their weapons to this commission by a given date, after which 

any weapons found would be considered illegal. Instead of party-political paramilitaries, 

Bachinger proposed “a type of inactive militia be created to assist the executive agencies of the 

state [and] responsible men be brought in from all political camps. All self-protection 

paramilitaries would be disbanded. Of course, there would be a ban on uniforms.” Deutsch 

and his Schutzbund colleague rejected Bachinger’s plan, pointing out that the social 

democrats could only consider disarmament “that is uniform, incorporates all parts of the 
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country without exception and with no special rules allowed.”696 Nevertheless, these private 

conversations continued at the highest levels between the SDAP and the government, even if 

the parties’ trusting relationship had become more difficult to maintain. 

 
GERMAN GOVERNMENT BEHIND THE SCENES: FROM THE GRAND 

COALITION TO A PRESIDENTAL CABINET 

Having examined behind-the-scenes cooperation between Carl Vaugoin and Julius 

Deutsch in the polarized world of Austria’s First Republic, the chapter will turn to even more 

extensive backroom cooperation in Germany during the chancellorship of the Catholic 

Center Party politician Heinrich Brüning. On March 27, 1930, the socialist Chancellor of 

Germany Hermann Müller tendered his resignation to the conservative president Paul von 

Hindenburg, and a cabinet representing a Grand Coalition of parties—ranging from the 

socialist SPD to the right-liberal DVP—stepped down. Ostensibly, this was brought about 

because of an impasse on social insurance reform.697 The social democrats had voted against 

an insurance compromise in the Reichstag, and because of that vote, they have often been 

blamed for an unwillingness to cooperate with their coalition partners, which led to the 

government’s fall.698 The American historian Donna Harsch summed up historians’ 

befuddlement with the SPD vote when she reviewed the historiography through the late 
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1980s: “Ever since the Social Democratic delegation voted to bring down its own government 

in March 1930, historians have puzzled over why the SPD gave up power over a ‘second rate 

issue.’”699 However, the influential German historian Heinrich August Winkler later argued 

that Müller’s Grand Coalition had served its political purpose, having ushered contentious 

foreign policy questions through the Reichstag, and the cabinet was doomed to collapse 

sometime in the near future regardless of the SPD’s vote. According to Winkler, the right-

wing parties could no longer stomach cooperating with the socialists, now that the necessity 

of socialist votes on foreign policy issues was no longer needed.700 Archival evidence supports 

Winkler’s claim; Hans Schäffer, a top bureaucrat in the German Finance Ministry, recorded 

in his daily diary that in private discussions, the right-liberal DVP finance minister confided 

that his own party “wants everything” and sensed that in intentionally pushing the socialists 

too far, the coalition would collapse and the conservatively inclined ex-field marshal 

president would “go along with a right-leaning government.”701  

As predicted, when the coalition collapsed, President Hindenburg asked the Catholic 

Center Party leader Heinrich Brüning to form a conservative government without the Social 

Democrats that, as a minority government, would have his blessing to rule by decree. This 

free rein for the cabinet to use emergency presidential powers under Article 48 of the Weimar 
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Constitution is why many historians and political scientists see the collapse of Müller’s 

coalition as a key turning point of the waning years of the Weimar Republic.702 Although 

Article 48 had been used before in times of open rebellion and far-reaching enabling acts had 

granted previous cabinets special power over the German economy, Brüning’s cabinet was 

the first time the government could formally skip the Reichstag on significant legislation and 

issue decrees for day-to-day governing.703 This governing structure bypassed the Reichstag 

with emergency decrees that went into effect immediately after they were approved by the 

Cabinet and promulgated by the president. However, the Reichstag could—by majority 

vote—overturn the decrees. Although Brüning’s cabinet comfortably weathered an initial no-

confidence motion, its first emergency decree was overturned by the Reichstag by a simple 

majority vote. Brüning responded by dissolving parliament and calling new elections.704 

The results of the September 1930 election were sobering for all but the most radical 

German politicians. The Nazi party skyrocketed from 12 to 107 seats, becoming the second 

largest party in the 577-seat Reichstag. The Communists also increased their vote share. 

Together these two radical anti-democratic parties had almost a third of the parliament’s 

seats. There was no workable majority for Brüning’s government without cooperating with 
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one of the two largest blocs—either the Nazis or the socialists.705 At this juncture, the SPD 

elected to tolerate Brüning’s government and not overturn its emergency decrees, despite 

having earlier voted against the cabinet on two different occasions. Historians have puzzled 

over this rapid about-face ever since, which seems even more confusing in retrospect because 

the SPD’s informal alliance with a conservative government caused it to hemorrhage support 

from its working-class base. 

Historians’ views of toleration—the German socialist support for Brüning’s 

conservative cabinet—often hinge on their assessment of Chancellor Brüning, the SPD’s 

unlikely ally. Karl Dietrich Bracher understood Brüning holistically as “the first chancellor in 

the process of this dissolution of German democracy.”706 Detlev Peukert echoed Bracher and 

read Brüning as a nefarious proto-authoritarian, leading “an undisguisedly anti-

parliamentary presidential government,” and saw the SPD as duped in its decision to support 

him.707 In Peukert’s reading, the SPD was so fearful of Brüning orchestrating the end of the 

Prussian coalition in which the Catholics, moderate bourgeois, and socialist parties worked 

together in Germany’s largest state government that the socialists in the Reichstag 
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compromised their principles to support Brüning’s cabinet on a national level.708 The British 

historian Richard J. Evans was even more pointed in his critique of Brüning as “at best a fair-

weather friend of Weimar democracy” whose “instincts were authoritarian at heart.” Evans 

suggests that Brüning’s “dismantling of democratic and civil freedoms” was nefariously 

designed to undermine the trade unions and social democrats in the long run. For Evans, 

Brüning’s appointment was a “fatal choice” helping German democracy to its grave.709 Since 

the 1990s, a cottage industry of Brüning biographies have been published to rehabilitate 

Brüning’s image and political legacy, but the magisterial histories of the collapse of the 

Weimar Republic and the rise of the Nazis still finger Brüning as one of the unwitting 

trailblazers of the Third Reich and damn the SPD for abetting him in that process.710 

Peukert and Evans look at toleration through their reading of Brüning’s motives, but 

Heinrich August Winkler has written more about toleration from the perspective of the SPD. 

Winkler has long been associated with the SPD, as a member and a historian who is called on 

by the party for historical reflections. For instance, Winkler was the keynote speaker at an 

SPD’s event in the German Bundestag commemorating the socialist “no” vote on the 
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Enabling Act.711 As perhaps might be expected given his personal background, Winkler has 

been more charitable towards the SPD and has read toleration of Brüning’s cabinet as the 

“policy of the lesser evil […] without responsible alternatives.” Winkler did not see the SPD as 

duped, as Peukert suggested, but instead argued that toleration was a well-reasoned and 

rational calculus of the SPD leadership that struggled to gain support among the base.712 

Indeed, discontent over toleration in the SPD was so great that parliamentarians were 

expelled from the party and formed a dissenting socialist splinter party.713 However, Winkler 

passionately defended the SPD party leadership’s position on toleration as being on the same 

principled historical trajectory that ended with the party’s vote against the Enabling Act by 

which, according to Winkler, “they not only saved their own honor, but also that of the first 

German republic.”714 Winkler’s history reads a bit like a hagiography, but he is right in 

pointing out that the SPD did stand for the republic and against an authoritarian future. 

Peukert, Evans, and Winkler see Brüning and toleration in different lights, but none 

of them dug too far into archival evidence about how toleration came about or why individual 

SPD politicians supported it. Winkler hypothesizes logical and politically sound reasons the 
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SPD might have supported toleration and cites contemporary press articles to support his 

claims, but he did not lay out the exact chain of events that led to toleration and prompted the 

SPD to continue supporting this unpopular policy.715 This chapter’s study of personal diaries, 

cabinet minutes, daily calendars, and contemporary correspondence, supplemented by later 

memoirs, reshapes our understanding of how toleration worked. This is a world in which 

networks, trust, and personal relationships influence political decision-making far more than 

party programs or battling ideologies. The personal connections between Brüning and 

leading German socialists helps clarify why the SPD and Brüning adopted this difficult policy 

that has confused contemporaries and has baffled scholars ever since. 

 
NEGIOTIATING AND GOVERNING BEHIND THE SCENES WITH THE 

SOCIALISTS 

For a chancellor expressly appointed to lead a right-wing cabinet without the 

socialists, Heinrich Brüning maintained extensive contacts with the SPD from the very 

beginning. The day before his new, more conservative cabinet was sworn in, Brüning 

summoned Rudolf Breitscheid, a leader of the SPD parliamentary party, to a private meeting. 

According to Breitscheid’s memo of the encounter, Brüning was frank and answered 

politically challenging questions about the difficulty of putting together a cabinet; both men 

tried to understand the position of the other on an upcoming no-confidence vote and the 
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possible dissolution of the Reichstag.716 Of course, one could respond that, in this situation, 

any chancellor-designate would almost certainly meet with the socialists in hopes of 

preventing them from toppling his government on day one; however, the conversations 

between the SPD and Brüning went far beyond this first meeting with Breitscheid. The day 

after voting against Brüning’s government in the Reichstag, the socialist parliamentarian 

Toni Sender met with a State Secretary in the Finance Ministry to have him pass on the 

message that the SPD would be willing to make “large concessions” in exchange for 

compromise on social insurance questions.717 This relates back to the social insurance debate 

that had toppled Müller’s government; the socialists were still apparently ready to negotiate 

and concede even more on the issue.718  

In addition to these feelers about policy negotiations, on one occasion, Brüning even 

consulted a former socialist Finance Minister about personnel changes at the highest levels of 

the Finance Ministry.719 These back-channel conversations went so far as to include advance 

warning from the socialists that they were going to request that the Reichstag lift the first 

emergency decree “for form’s sake.”720 This amounts to a courtesy warning from the SPD 
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that they would be shooting down Brüning’s government in the next few days, something that 

seems far too kind to expect from political opponents. All of this communication between 

Brüning, his government, and the socialist opposition challenges any belief than the 

breakdown of the grand coalition in in 1930 marked the beginning of something new, 

authoritarian, and undemocratic. Instead, the socialists and Brüning’s government 

continued speaking and consulting with each other through the same channels that had been 

used during the grand coalition under the socialist Hermann Müller.721 The change of 

government did not immediately tear apart the working relationships that formed and were 

cultivated under the grand coalition, and these relationships were still called upon during the 

first few months of Brüning’s government. 

 This behind-the-scenes collegial political world started to exert even more influence 

on political events after the elections of 1930. Just five days after the national election that 

tore apart any hopes of a moderate conservative government gaining a majority in the 

Reichstag, top-level “secret conversations” were held at a private home between Brüning and 

the SPD leadership, led by the former socialist Chancellor Hermann Müller.722 Soon 

thereafter, Hermann Pünder—the top civil servant in the Reich Chancellery who had worked 

for Müller and then retained his post under Brüning—hosted a dinner at his house with 

members of the new cabinet and even more leading socialists. All of these private meetings 
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were aimed at coming to some sort of agreement that would permit the SPD to revise the 

most draconian measures from Brüning’s earlier emergency decrees, while guaranteeing the 

SPD’s support for the cabinet’s future. In the end, Brüning and the SPD agreed to consult 

each other about emergency decrees before they were issued, and the SPD would oppose 

motions in the Reichstag aimed at overturning the measures or toppling the government.723 

This complex arrangement provided the socialists with enough political cover to never 

actually vote for the unpopular policies in the emergency decrees by only voting against 

overturning decrees once they were in place. 

The secret backroom meetings that hammered out the details of toleration already 

demonstrate that the socialists had more contact with Brüning’s cabinet than Peukert, Evans, 

or even Winkler realized. Toleration was a political decision by the SPD that was made in 

concert with and supported by guarantees from Chancellor Brüning. Moreover, the SPD was 

not simply a passive actor, merely propping up the government to prevent a more 

conservative chancellor from taking over. Instead, the SPD was an active partner with the 

conservative cabinet, voicing its concerns and influencing policy. Leading socialist 

parliamentarians met with Brüning and other members of the cabinet regularly to sort out 

policy. Sometimes this involved coordinating about logistics—determining when and how 

the budget would come to a vote in the Reichstag’s plenary session and what topics would be 

discussed in committees.724 Other times this took the form of SPD leaders going to the 
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Chancellery to hammer out policy compromises.725 By no stretch of the imagination did this 

mean the socialists’ concerns or desires always came out on top; one minister in the cabinet 

specifically highlighted the sacrifices socialists made: “From no other party were greater 

political sacrifices required than of the Social Democrats […] I remember one of the popular 

night meetings—sometime in May 1932—where there was the Cabinet represented on one 

side and on the other there were the trade union leaders from all political persuasions. Once 

again, the topic was cutting back on social welfare. For hours there was a heated debate. 

Literally at the crack of dawn, we had finally gotten so far that the social democratic union 

chairman […] said: ‘Well, if there’s no other way to do it…’” and he accepted the cuts.726 

Nevertheless, the socialists were not merely passively tolerating the government. They were 

at the table and frequently prevented the conservative government from advocating more 

radical measures. 

Detlev Peukert and Richard Evans both thought of Brüning as exploiting the SPD and 

the trade union movement. This claim is partially undermined by evidence of Brüning 

standing by his promises to the socialists that were made in these behind-the-scenes 

negotiations. For example, when German civil servants came to the chancellor in May 1931, 

to push the necessity of a drastic new financial emergency decree, Brüning expressed concern 

about taking steps before the socialists’ party conference. He seemed well informed about the 

socialists’ political concerns and did not want to jeopardize the position of his allies in the 
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SPD, prompting a bureaucrat at the meeting to write: “In that I had the feeling, that the 

contacts between Brüning and the socialists were considerably closer than I had thought.”727 

Indeed, the socialists’ own records prove that Brüning had assured them “that unavoidably 

the emergency decree would not be published before the Leipzig [socialist] party 

conference.”728 In Brüning’s discussions with civil servants about the decree, he held firm to 

an agreement he had made with three leading socialists during late-night budget negotiations 

not to cut assistance for disabled people.729 Peukert and Evans painted Brüning as an anti-

socialist mastermind, but the SPD leadership trusted him, and he trusted them. This is in 

keeping with an often-cited personality trait of the chancellor: “His best quality: his reliability 

[…] if he agreed to something, there would be no faltering.”730 Toleration has been read as a 

one-sided decision by the SPD to prop up Brüning’s government, but moments like this show 

that the behind-the-scenes negotiations were understood by both parties to be binding. 

Toleration meant that the SPD had a seat at the table for these negotiations and could actually 

look out for their interests and those of their voters, despite not formally being in the 

government. 

                                                
727 Diary Entry for 6 May 1931, ED 93/10, Nachlass Hans Schäffer, Institut für Zeitgeschichte-Munich. 

728 Fraktionssitzung vom 28. Mai 1931 (verfasst von Erich Rossmann), Mappe 40, Nachlass Wilhelm Keil, 
Archiv der sozialen Demokratie der Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung-Bonn. 

729 Diary Entry for 6 May 1931, ED 93/10, Nachlass Hans Schäffer, Institut für Zeitgeschichte-Munich. 

730 Hans Schlange-Schöningen, Am Tage Danach (Hamburg: Hammerich & Lesser, 1946), 50. 



 

 305 

 Of course, the drawback for the SPD was that it bled support from both its political 

base and left-wing parliamentary flank.731 Opinion in Germany also ran against these 

emergency decrees.732 They were technocratic and complicated austerity measures; one 

politician summed up the attitude among the German people as “I don’t understand them 

[the emergency decrees], but I condemn them.”733 As popular support waned, the leftists in 

the SPD also began pushing back against their leadership and its cooperation with Brüning. 

They published damning letters in the press and publicized private deals.734 Toleration and 

transparency did not go well together; the public did not like seeing the political sausage 

being made. Practically speaking, the government sought to avoid the Reichstag meeting in 

plenary sessions that could discredit the cabinet or include votes to overturn emergency 

decrees. Article 24 of the Weimar constitution required only one annual Reichstag session, 

and the Reichstag itself could determine the date of future meetings.735 This meant that the 

SPD was required to add its votes to proposals that stalled and put off future Reichstag 

sessions as long as possible and deflected attempts within the Reichstag’s leadership to force 

earlier sessions. Essentially shuttering the parliament to allow a minority government to rule 

without democratic oversight runs counter to republican values. However, toleration 
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survived only because the Reichstag met so infrequently, which meant that so much was done 

behind closed doors. In turn, this meant the SPD avoided taking unnecessary unpopular 

votes that would further antagonize its supporters.736 

 
RUDOLF HILFERDING AS A PILLAR OF TOLERATION 

Although the SPD leadership as a whole stood behind toleration and most meetings 

about policy with Chancellor Brüning and cabinet ministers included Rudolf Breitscheid and 

Otto Wels—representing the SPD parliamentary and party leadership—the main SPD 

negotiator and architect of toleration was Rudolf Hilferding. Indeed, reflecting on his role 

between 1930 and 1932, Hilferding later took credit as the “spiritual father” of toleration.737 

This section will focus on Hilferding’s contributions to toleration and his personal 

relationship to Brüning more concretely to show how pre-existing relationships and trust 

among politicians from different political persuasions could shape political outcomes. 

Rudolf Hilferding took a circuitous route to land his key role on Wilhelmstraße in the 

waning days of the Weimar Republic. He was born in 1877 in Habsburg Vienna as the son of 

Polish Jews and studied medicine at the university. However, he was more drawn to political 

economy and social democratic politics than work as a physician, so he gave up medicine to 

become an Austro-Marxist economist theorist. From Vienna, he was summoned to the SPD 

party school in Berlin in 1906 and stayed in Germany until he was called up for wartime 
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service as a physician in the Austrian army during the First World War. After the war, 

Hilferding returned to Berlin’s socialist circles and spent time in the more radical 

Unabhängige Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (German Independent Social 

Democratic Party, USPD) before opposing that party’s decision to join the German 

Communist Party and rejoining the more moderate SPD. Hilferding then served in the SPD’s 

executive, twice was the German finance minister, and from 1924 to 1933 sat in the 

Reichstag.738 

Hilferding’s historiographical legacy has mainly been among intellectual historians as 

a Marxist thinker. He is best known as the author of Finance Capital, an orthodox Marxist 

analysis of political economy that shaped the thinking of later communists including 

Vladimir Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg.739 Over time, however, Hilferding’s thought gravitated 

towards the centrist camp of the socialist movement, which by the mid-1920s had earned him 

enemies on both Germany’s left and right. In his memoirs, a Social Democratic minister 

recounted the commotion on the floor of the Reichstag from the Communist 

parliamentarians when the names of the parliamentarians they particularly hated were called 

out in the debating chamber. According to this socialist’s recollections, Hilferding’s name 

joined those of the right-wing Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz and reactionary, völkisch General 

Erich Ludendorff on the list of figures the Communists particularly despised and whose 
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names they shouted down.740 Even within the SPD, the leftist trade unions’ support for 

Hilferding waned as he became a “conscientious physician for the capitalist economy” rather 

than a revolutionary bent on undermining it.741 The animosity towards Hilferding on the left 

was matched by the hatred on the right, where Hilferding was still seen as a “dangerous 

revolutionary.”742 Hilferding’s centrism won him few friends on the extremes of Weimar 

Germany’s political spectrum, but it did open up possibilities in the center, including his close 

working relationship with Brüning. 

In addition to Hilferding’s role getting toleration off the ground—it was in his home 

that the socialists and Brüning first secretly met to sketch out the contours of a toleration 

pact—Hilferding was also the key negotiator with Brüning and his cabinet on nitty-gritty 

policy details.743 The 1931 and 1932 Tageszettel—the official daily records of Brüning’s 

appointments kept by State Secretary Hermann Pünder— document Hilferding’s frequent 

visits to the Chancellery.744 Using the Tageszettel, the historian William Patch counted all the 

“significant conversations” they contained and was surprised to discover that that Hilferding 

met with Brüning 61 times, the second highest number of anyone, surpassed only by Ludwig 

Kaas, the Center Party’s parliamentary leader. For a politician who was officially not aligned 
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with the government, this is definitely unexpected.745 A closer look at the Tageszettel reveals a 

variety of different reasons that Hilferding met with Brüning, not all of which were actually 

driven by political concerns. For example, Brüning occasionally invited Hilferding and his 

wife to the chancellery for a meal, or the chancellor was invited by Hilferding to his home for 

a private dinner. Hilferding’s wife Rose often accompanied Hilferding to these events, unlike 

the spouses of other ministers and politicians with whom Brüning dined, who are noticeably 

absent from the Tageszettel.746 Brüning’s close relationship with Hilferding is confirmed in 

Brüning’s own personal pocket calendar for 1930. One of the first handwritten entries for the 

year was the Hilferding family’s private address—Lietzenburger Straße 51 in Berlin; this is 

remarkable because Brüning includes no other socialists and very few political colleagues’ 

addresses.747 Again, this suggests a closer relationship between Brüning and Hilferding than 

is apparent from more public sources. 

Hilferding was not only a behind-the-scenes negotiator; he also worked hard as the 

primary cheerleader for toleration within the SPD. On the one hand, He often shot down 

attempts to end the policy of toleration from his party’s left. After the disastrous elections of 

1930 that saw the Nazi vote share skyrocket, when some of the moderate socialists favored 
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 310 

formally reentering the government, Hilferding thwarted them as well.748 He used his 

position as editor of the social democratic theoretical journal Die Gesellschaft to defend 

toleration, most clearly in an article from July 1931. Although Hilferding acknowledged that 

many of Brüning government’s policies were not those the socialists would prefer, he argued 

that “[t]he [1930] Reichstag is a parliament against parliamentarism, its existence is a danger 

for democracy, for the workers, for foreign policy.”749 Both publicly and privately Hilferding 

claimed that toleration was the only reasonable policy to preserve democracy and oppose 

fascism.750 He outlined his position clearly in a private conversation: “It is crucial, that [the 

SPD] does not sully its reputation in the eyes of the working class in such a way that 

afterwards the masses all walk away. If that happens, the only base would crumble. The right 

thing would be to participate in things outside the government, then we can give the voters 

hope for the day on which it will be different.”751 Hilferding’s logic for toleration and his idea 

of exerting political influence, while standing just off stage, reflects exactly what took place. 

Because the SPD’s influence was behind the scenes, Hilferding and his party’s 

accomplishments through toleration have been ignored in the scholarship and have been 

naturally eclipsed by the Nazi seizure of power. 
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 Hilferding’s role in propping up toleration was often in serving as the intermediary 

between the SPD and Brüning’s government. Brüning frequently met with Hilferding in the 

Reichstag with messages for the SPD, and, on occasion, the chancellor even passed on letters 

to specific SPD parliamentarians via Hilferding.752 However, Hilferding was more than a 

trusted mailman, he was also a negotiator whose own single-handed exertions helped shape 

government policy. The clearest example of this comes from a private discussion in 1931 

between members of the SPD and Brüning about a proposed law on custom duties for wheat. 

On March 18, 1931, members of the SPD met with Brüning to discuss the proposed customs 

legislation, and as their conversation was winding down, the SPD party chairman said that 

“the Social Democratic parliamentary group will likely reject the [proposed law]” because of 

its effect on bread prices. Not to be deterred in finding a middle ground, Hilferding jumped 

into the conversation with a last-ditch attempt to find a compromise. He listed potential 

changes that might make the law acceptable to the Social Democrats before the meeting 

ended.753 The official records indicate that several days later on March 24, Hilferding 

returned to the Chancellery with the “newest wording” for the law to make it tolerable for the 

SPD.754 The socialists then voted in favor of the compromise proposal on March 26 in the 
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Reichstag.755 Hilferding was the linchpin in these negotiations and the workhorse in making 

a compromise possible. Without Hilferding, the SPD would have likely opposed the proposal 

and doomed it in the parliament, which would have greatly endangered the government’s 

position. 

 Although historians have generally overlooked Hilferding’s role as the intermediary 

ensuring the success of toleration, some historians have noted that Hilferding was a close 

advisor to Brüning, especially on fiscal and banking issues.756 Sometimes this economic 

advice was given in a private capacity, and only hints from Brüning’s memoirs suggest the 

content of these one-on-one meetings. Brüning, for example, remembers “frequent lively 

discussions with Hilferding about essays in the Economist and the Frankfurter Zeitung” 

concerning credit expansion, the gold standard, and the worldwide economic crisis.757 

Hilferding’s role as an advisor to the government was also evident in his attendance at 

meetings with Brüning and the Labor Minister to discuss the labor ministry’s budget and to 

give pointers on the minister’s speech in the Reichstag.758 Hilferding was even formally 

appointed to the cabinet’s expert Economic Committee—a committee Hilferding had 

originally suggested creating—and which more hardline right-wing politicians in the cabinet 
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opposed.759 Hilferding was a regular contributor at the meetings of this economic committee, 

and he was even invited to give his opinion on bank stability at a full meeting of the cabinet 

with important German bankers in attendance.760 Hilferding had government resources at 

his fingertips and could easily phone the chancellor, as well as various high-ranking 

bureaucrats to put in requests for information.761 Hilferding’s role in this political set-up is 

almost a like a minister in Brüning’s government, without the title, and perhaps with even 

more access to the chancellor than the actual cabinet ministers had. 

Despite throwing himself into the project of supporting Brüning’s cabinet in a quasi-

ministerial role with so much energy, Hilferding sometimes doubted himself, as he confided 

to a friend in 1932: “He [Hilferding] always asks himself, whether it is right for him to still 

support this government. If he answers the question affirmatively, there are a number of 

influential reasons—not only Brüning’s trusting eyes [zwar nicht nur die treuen Augen 

Brünings]—to which Hilferding’s fellow party members say he succumbs. He sees perfectly 

[…] that we are approaching the economic abyss.”762 Despite his doubts, Hilferding stuck to 

toleration. In this, Hilferding debunks Bracher’s understanding of the SPD’s relationship to 

toleration. Bracher argued that from 1930 there was the “conscious design of a right-wing 
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regime, independent of parties or parliament” in Germany. Specifically, Bracher saw this new 

regime as intentionally aiming for the “exclusion of the influence of social democrats, whose 

policy of toleration was lauded by Brüning, without considering bringing them into the 

politically responsible leadership.”763 Hilferding’s close relationship to Brüning’s 

government challenges Bracher’s understanding of the politics of this period. It is not too 

grandiose to argue that Hilferding’s work to maintain the socialists’ relationship with 

Brüning preserved the threads tying the conservative chancellor to the SPD, which kept the 

SPD involved in governmental decisions at the highest level, despite not being formally in the 

government. 

 
THE HISTORY AND POLITICAL RELEVANCE OF A FRIENDSHIP 

Hilferding’s key role in bringing about and supporting the SPD’s toleration of 

Brüning’s government is clear, so now it makes sense to step back and examine how a 

conservative Catholic politician and a Marxist economic theorist became close in the first 

place. Hilferding and Brüning’s political cooperation in the early 1930s built on their pre-

existing relationship forged in the halls of the Reichstag. Focusing specifically on this one 

relationship illustrates more about the social and political worlds surrounding the German 

Reichstag and links this informal culture to political outcomes. 

 Before moving on to the specifics of the relationship between Hilferding and Brüning, 

it is important to pause to consider the idea of friendship in this specific context. As 
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historians, we shy away from ideas and descriptions that are anachronistic or not the actors’ 

own categories. Although one might be quickly inclined to label these two men close friends, 

since they traveled together and trusted each other, Brüning rarely uses the word “friend” to 

describe anyone in archival materials dating to the 1920s or early 1930s. Hilferding’s own 

views on friends are lost because he was forced to destroy his papers while fleeing the 

Nazis.764 However, Hans Schäffer, who considered Hilferding a friend and “valued his 

judgment,” recalled that Hilferding had a particularly “high opinion of Brüning.”765 

Much later Brüning argued in his memoirs that he wanted to highlight the role of 

“personal friendships and antagonisms” in history, but even when he used the word “friend” 

in his memoirs, he more often described close relationships as based on “loyalty” rather than 

friendship.766 However, for Brüning, loyalty often motivated political actions. We already 

saw the example of Brüning steadfastly sticking to a deal with the socialists over disability 

insurance. On another occasion, when Brüning was consulting with parties on the right and 

the left, and the negotiations progressed in such a way that he would have to leave the leftist 

parliamentarians out in the cold, he felt loyalty compelled him to inform these left-wing 

colleagues that he was siding with the right: “That is doubtless the hardest thing that one can 

ask of others because of reasons of national policy. I understood it as a duty of loyalty as old, 
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good friends to let them know that I must ask this of them.”767 Interestingly enough, Brüning 

used the phrase “characteristic loyalty” in a later letter describing Hilferding and his 

relationship to him.768 Although Brüning’s longtime secretary wrote that is was 

“unquestionable” that “there was genuine friendship between the Hilferdings and Dr. 

B[rüning],” Brüning’s own understanding of friendship went hand-in-hand with a sense of 

loyalty and duty.769 

Historians who have noticed Brüning and Hilferding’s friendship have expressed 

surprise that it existed at all.770 They find it hard to believe that the conservative Center Party 

chancellor, sometimes identified as the “trail-blazer of dictatorship,” had such a close 

relationship with a leading Marxist.771 In Heinrich Brüning and the Dissolution of the Weimar 

Republic, William Patch writes that he finds it “surprising” that the “chief theoretician of the 

SPD (a Viennese Jew by birth)” was trusted by the leading German Catholic and advised him 

on economic issues.772 However, after Patch expresses this surprise, he moves through a 

historical narrative ascribing no substantive political value to this relationship. William 
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Smaldone, the author of a biography of Hilferding, also expresses shock that Hilferding 

allied himself with Brüning, but Smaldone goes further than Patch and condemns the 

relationship. Smaldone sees Brüning as a reactionary monarchist and disapproves of 

Hilferding’s naiveté in befriending him: “The man upon whom Hilferding and his colleagues 

were counting to protect the republic had no intention of doing so.”773 Echoing Peukert and 

Evans’ analysis, Smaldone’s reading of Brüning is overly reliant on pro-monarchy bits of 

Brüning’s memoirs that other historians have called into question.774 Despite disapproving of 

the friendly cooperative relationship between Brüning and Hilferding, Smaldone agrees with 

Patch that the relationship did not play much of a historically significant role.775 Both Patch 

and Smaldone missed the key role Hilferding played in supporting toleration. 

The origin of the relationship between Hilferding and Brüning is hard to pin down to 

an exact day or month. In his memoirs, Brüning dated his interest in Hilferding’s economic 

ideas and theories to the beginning of the Weimar Republic, but he admitted that he did not 

know Hilferding well until the mid-1920s.776 A rough start date around 1925 for this 

deepening personal acquaintance coincides with Hilferding and Brüning’s membership on 

the Reichstag’s financial and economic committees. According to several memoirs, many of 
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the members of these specific committees—regardless of their own political persuasions—

trusted each other and became quite close.777 Intimate working relationships developed 

among a group of parliamentarians specializing in economic matters that included the 

conservatives Reinhold Quaatz and Ernst Oberfohren, as well as the socialists Hilferding and 

Paul Hertz.778 Although the SPD was technically not in the government at the time, for Hertz 

and Hilferding the actual parties in government were less important than “loyal cooperation 

and a responsible financial policy.”779  

The Reichstag’s economic committee helped create a special trade committee, which 

was also characterized by the same “collegial relationship […] that was unusual for the 

members of different parliamentary groups.”780 This trade committee is even more 

important for understanding the relationship between Brüning and Hilferding because five 

members from this committee, usually from the Reichstag’s largest political parties, 

represented Germany at the Conférence Internationale Parlementaire du Commerce. This 

series of inter-parliamentary conferences, which will be explored in more depth in the 

following chapter, provided a forum for parliamentarians from around the world to gather 

and discuss economic and trade issues, each year in a different country. The Reichstag 
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dispatched delegates to the conferences in 1926 in London, in 1927 in Rio de Janeiro, in 1928 

in Versailles, in 1929 in Berlin, and in 1930 in Prague.781 Brüning and Hilferding, along with 

the same three other Weimar parliamentarians, attended both the 1926 conference in 

London and the 1927 conference in Rio de Janeiro, where the five attendees formed a 

particularly close bond.782 Well into the 1950s and 1960s, Brüning still fondly wrote one of his 

travel companions about this trip to Brazil: “During my illness I often thought about you, as 

well as your wife, who I specially admired. The memories of our trip to the economic 

conference in Rio became especially vivid to me.”783  

The importance for German domestic politics of these international trips in bringing 

together colleagues from different political parties cannot be underestimated. Evident from 

the same Tageszettel that show Hilferding appearing at the Chancellery is Brüning’s continued 

contact with the other parliamentarians who served with him on the Reichstag’s trade 

committee. For example, Chancellor Brüning met Raumer during friendly meetings over 

breakfast or tea, although Raumer was no longer actually a member of the Reichstag. Raumer 

remained in the circles of power he joined when he was an elected politician and maintained 

the connections he had built through interactions at events like the Conférence 
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Internationale Parlementaire du Commerce.784 These cross-party ties to other politicians, 

and even former politicians, who attended the same social gatherings, conferences, or were 

from the same part of Germany were an important feature of the informal culture around the 

interwar Reichstag. 

Turning to the political influence of Brüning’s relationship with Hilferding, there is 

evidence for this even before Brüning’s tenure as chancellor. When Brüning served in the 

Center Party leadership in the Reichstag, he was able to take on the role of an intermediary 

between the Center Party and Hilferding, when Hilferding was the German Finance 

Minister between 1928 and 1929. Although the exact role this friendship played in helping 

shape policy in Hilferding’s Finance Ministry is ambiguous, Brüning had Hilferding’s ear 

and could get an appointment with no trouble at all. In fact, the Center Party once dispatched 

Brüning to The Hague to make their case in person to Hilferding who was attending an 

international conference.785 Brüning also advocated and supported Hilferding’s policies 

within the Center Party. Although Brüning did not always agree with the finance ministry’s 

proposals, he took it upon himself to explain the ministry’s reasoning to his parliamentary 

party and made a point of meeting with Hilferding to explain the Center Party’s positions and 
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concerns.786 One could think of Brüning as an intermediary and economic advisor to Finance 

Minister Hilferding for most of 1929; this prefigures Hilferding’s role supporting Brüning’s 

cabinet in the early 1930s. 

Brüning’s loyalty to Hilferding was also on display in this earlier period when he came 

to Hilferding’s aid in the political controversy that eventually led to Hilferding’s resignation 

as Finance Minister. In late 1929, Germany was buffeted by economic turmoil and obligated 

to war reparations, and the Reich government needed to secure a loan from an American 

bank that Hilferding was negotiating as finance minister. However, the loan required 

guarantees from the central bank, whose director Hjalmar Schacht, decided to play hardball 

with the socialist finance minister. Schacht refused to meet with bankers about the loan until 

“the Reichstag had sorted out covering the Reich’s pending obligations in the amount of 500 

million Reichsmark.”787 This standoff forced Hilferding to propose drastic financial reforms 

that cost him allies on all sides.788 While Hilferding’s own SPD colleagues in the Reichstag 

were skeptical about his work, Brüning went out on a political limb and prevented the Center 

Party from moving to topple the Finance Minister.789 When Center Party parliamentarians 

proposed a motion of no confidence, Brüning steered the debate to kill that proposal and had 

the party to give him the power to decide whether the Center Party would sign onto other 
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similar motions.790 Brüning mused on this moment in his memoirs: “The low point of the 

parliamentary system was abandoning Hilferding and everything that happened through 

intrigue at his ministry and within the other parties.”791 Brüning was proud that he had 

remained loyal to his longtime trusted colleague. He could not have known that that loyalty 

would be repaid by Hilferding many times over when Brüning was chancellor. 

 
A NEW WAY OF GOVERNING? PARLIAMENTARY NETWORKS AS INFORMAL 

INSTITUIONS 

 The political world surrounding the Reichstag was supposed to have been neutered on 

March 27, 1930, after which the German parliament rarely met for plenary sessions, and 

lawmaking occurred by emergency decree. When opposition parties in the Reichstag moved 

to call the Reichstag into session or overturn the government’s decrees, the socialists did not 

vote for these motions, indirectly backing Brüning’s anti-parliamentary rule.792 However, 

Peukert and Evans’ picture of a nefarious Chancellor Brüning manipulating the socialists 

into supporting his authoritarian regime cannot stand against the evidence of how toleration 

functioned behind the scenes. Even Winkler’s more mild idea that toleration was purely the 

“policy of the lesser evil” overlooks the role the SPD had in helping to shape legislation and 
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ignores Hilferding’s key role in this political construction.793 Other opposition parties in the 

Reichstag like Nazis and the right-wing nationalist DNVP crop up in the Chancellery records 

on occasion, but they never are offered a seat at the informal negotiating table like the SPD.794 

 Contemporaries realized that Brüning was not the authoritarian leader for which the 

German right had long pined. A confidante of the right-wing generals and the camarilla 

surrounding President Hindenburg wrote in mid-March 1930: “Brüning himself is 

everything but a committed partisan of the constitutional system whose enactment would be 

the first obligation of a ‘Hindenburg cabinet;” Brüning is and will remain a parliamentarian 

who wants to save the parliamentary system we have customarily had[.]”795 Like many on the 

German right, this conservative yearned for a strong “Hindenburg cabinet” that shed the 

shackles of parliamentarism, but this particular conservative decried Brüning’s attempt to 

stack his minority government with parliamentarians—believing that parliamentarians 

themselves had a vested interest in the hated parliamentary system.796 Although some 

historians have since drawn a line from Heinrich Brüning to Adolf Hitler, contemporary 

conservatives knew that the Weimar system had not disappeared into presidential 
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dictatorship; it had been displaced into behind-the-scenes negotiations still dominated by  

parliamentarians, including the SPD.  

 Brüning’s cabinet was not the anti-parliamentary government of conservative 

fantasies, but instead marked a new way of governing in a polarized political climate. A 

minister in Brüning’s cabinet claimed that Brüning “created […] a brand new method of 

governing […] It was a new way of governing, in which one first attempted to persuade the 

leaders of the various factions with prudent reasons of the important issues so that afterwards 

parliament […] was already on the right track.”797 One could rightly point out that this was 

not in keeping with standard parliamentary practice, but it was more in keeping with 

strategies to combat threats to democracy that European countries employed during the 

interwar years. The political scientist Giovanni Capoccia examines democratic survival in 

this turbulent period. Capoccia looks at the “strategies of democratic incumbents” to 

preserve democracy, which often involve excluding anti-system parties from political 

participation. Brüning’s new way of governing can be read as that strategy to exclude radicals 

in order to weather the storm of economic and political crisis to preserve the Weimar 

Republic. Brüning’s chancellorship is often not understood this way because the Nazis did 

come to power, but between 1930 and 1932, this behind-the-scenes Grand Coalition that 

included the socialists ruled without the Reichstag and attempted to preserve parliamentary 

democracy. 
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 325 

 This web of relationships and the backroom channels that propped up Brüning’s 

government were first nurtured in the Reichstag, but these informal networks linking the 

Social Democrats to more bourgeois and Catholic parties took on a different role when 

Brüning was chancellor. Political science has a useful construct for understanding these kinds 

of relationships and this behind-the-scenes culture. Some political scientists theorize about 

formal and informal democratic institutions, where formal institutions are those listed in 

constitutions, which would include parliaments. Gretchen Helmke and Steven Levitsky offer 

a clear definition of informal institutions as “socially shared rules, usually unwritten, that are 

created, communicated, and enforced outside officially sanctioned channels.”798 A strong 

case can be made that this behind-the-scenes social world that tied parliamentarians together 

fits this definition of an informal institution. Because of its own rules, this cross-party esprit 

de corps did not encompass everyone. As we have seen, the Nazis gleefully challenged the 

norms of this backroom culture. For instance, when Hitler negotiated privately with Brüning 

about Hindenburg’s reelection in 1932—much like the socialists who had similar discussions 

about the emergency decrees—Hitler broke the rules of the Reichstag’s informal institution 

by publishing information from private discussion in the Nazi press soon thereafter. Hitler 

did not share the expectations of trust that propped up this informal institution, and the 
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Nazis, most of the Communists, and a number of radical conservatives never participated in 

the informal culture and networks around the Reichstag.799 

Political scientists have also shown that when formal institutions collapse, informal 

institutions often have to step in to pick up the slack.800 This informal institution of networks 

surrounding the Reichstag took on a politically more important role after the elections of 

1930 brought increased numbers of anti-system parliamentarians to the stage.  Amid 

parliamentary paralysis, this informal institution, which encompassed Brüning and 

Hilferding’s friendship and the backroom meetings between the SPD and their more 

conservative colleagues, ensured that Brüning’s cabinet remained in office with the unlikely 

support of the socialists. Indeed, Brüning’s undemocratic emergency decrees turn out not to 

be the embodiment of the desires of a would-be dictatorial cabinet, but they came about as a 

result of behind-the-scenes negotiations between cabinet members, the socialists, and other 

party leaders in the Reichstag. All of their viewpoints were discussed and mulled over in the 

halls of power before emergency decrees were issued. This replacement political process 

incorporated politicians representing a majority of the Reichstag’s seats, but it excluded 

radical parliamentarians whose goal was to topple the system rather than to govern. This 

process created something akin to an ersatz Reichstag, which was, of course, not the same as 

a functioning Reichstag. Nevertheless, it does show the resilience of a parliamentary system 
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under stress, rallying for one last chance to bounce back and preserve the republic. It failed, 

but not on March 27, 1930 when Weimar’s last cabinet based on a parliamentary majority 

resigned. On that day, Hitler’s tragic ascent to power was not yet foreordained; interwar 

German democracy still had some fight left in it. 

 
CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

 Carl Vaugoin and Julius Deutsch’s cooperation on paramilitary issues survived for 

eight years until it finally buckled under the pressure of an election campaign. In 1930, 

Chancellor Vaugoin needed to score electoral points against the Social Democrats to shore 

up his right flank which was bleeding support to the virulently anti-Marxist Heimatblock 

party which was close to some of the country’s right-wing militias.801 Austria’s Christian 

Socials publicized all the government’s weapons seizures to boost Vaugoin’s credibility as the 

most anti-Marxist candidate out there. Confiscating weapons in Tyrol and Vienna despite 

Vaugoin’s deals with Julius Deutsch and the SDAP seemed to be the politically expedient 

thing to do. Obviously betrayed for electoral gain, Julius Deutsch and the SDAP leadership 

publicized all the secret agreements. 

The political polarization that had long gripped the streets of Vienna and was on 

display on the floor of the Nationalrat had finally bubbled up to the backrooms of the political 

elite with this backstabbing and retaliation in the press. The SDAP leader had long seemed to 

be more conciliatory to the Christian Socials than its voters. When for example, arsonists and 
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ordinary working-class protestors took to the streets after the acquittal of conservative 

paramilitary murders during the July Revolt of 1927 (Wiener Justizpalastbrand), the socialist 

mayor of Vienna tried to disperse the crowd before 89 people were killed and hundreds were 

injured.802 The Austrian socialist elite wanted to moderate its base, talk them down from 

violence, and work with the government, much as had happened during the Habsburg years 

when the party earned for itself the moniker “k.u.k. Sozialdemokratie.”803 The collapse of the 

Arsenal Pact was not the end of the SDAP’s attempts to work with the conservative Austrian 

government, but it did bring the anti-government and anti-Christian Social feelings of the 

socialist base closer to the party leaders. Finally, for the leadership, the conservative 

government was no longer seen as a trustworthy partner, even in private. 

There was also a disconnect between the German socialist elite that was happy to 

negotiate with Brüning’s conservative government and the SPD’s base. Socialist voters were 

horrified with Brüning’s austerity policies, and pitched battles were being fought on the 

streets of Berlin, but the socialist party elite held out hope and tolerated Brüning’s rule by 

decree in the hopes that they still could exert some influence behind the scenes. Toleration’s 

chief architect and proponent Rudolf Hilferding did not even have to directly face the angry 
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SPD voters; he was elected from a secure spot on the national electoral list.804 However, there 

was not a dramatic betrayal of the socialists by the conservatives as in the Austrian case. 

Instead, Brüning was toppled by intrigue in the conservative camarilla surrounding President 

Hindenburg. Hilferding did not even give up on the idea of toleration. As late as January 

1933, he extolled its virtues in Die Gesellschaft, going so far as to imply that tolerating Kurt von 

Schleicher’s cabinet was one of the only ways to prevent Hitler’s Nazis coming to power.805 

 One could join an earlier wave of postwar historians who have read political incidents 

like these as grave socialist miscalculations. These historians pointed out that the 

cooperation of Hilferding’s SPD and of Deutsch’s SDAP with conservative cabinets did not 

create lasting political relationships. These historians are criticizing in hindsight, arguing 

that the socialists should have instead devoted their time to more vigorously opposing 

reactionary forces.806 However, these two cases also prove that both the German and 

Austrian socialists understood themselves to be fully-fledged members of the behind-the-

scenes world of interwar politics. Socialists were finally considered both clubbable and 

possible coalition partners, a far call from their status as dangerous radicals before the First 

World War. This informal world of politics—which could help secure parliamentary votes, 

provide input in drafting emergency decrees, and even compromise on where to hide illegal 
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weapons—had expanded to include the socialists by the 1920s and 1930s. Both Deutsch and 

Hilferding acted assuming that they would remain members of this informal world of politics 

and perhaps that they would build on their trusting behind-the-scenes relationships to join a 

democratic government in the future. They had no way of knowing that democracy would 

soon collapse. 

In the remaining three chapters, this study will move from the influence and extent of 

these cross-party connections among politicians on the domestic stage to the international 

arena. After studying parliamentarians in their own international inter-parliamentary 

organizations, the final two chapters look at parliamentarians as official delegates to the 

world conferences and then as informal diplomats. As in the national context, interwar 

politicians were amassing a network of colleagues across Europe and around the world who 

they could call on when needed for political or personal gain. These cross-party 

parliamentary networks and the international connections of the interwar years are two 

aspects of the same European story of a broader and stronger network among interwar 

politicians. 
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Chapter Six 
Constructing and Contesting an Interwar Parliamentary International: 

The Inter-Parliamentary Union and Conférence parlementaire internationale du commerce 
 

Germany’s Nazi Party dedicated itself to the demise of parliamentary democracy. It is 

not surprising that when parliamentarians from around the world met in Brussels in 1935 to 

discuss ways of promoting international cooperation among elected legislators, a Third 

Reich research institute’s report panned the entire endeavor. Along with critiques 

condemning parliaments for their antiquated basis in the “out-of-touch doctrines of the 1789 

revolution” and their service to a “hundred and one egotistical special interests,” which 

“greatly damage[] the common welfare of the people,” this biting Nazi attack specifically 

targeted these parliamentarians’ international aspirations. An individual member of 

parliament normally represents the people of one country and often only one subnational 

constituency. However, these representatives in 1935 wanted to represent much more on the 

global stage. With sarcastic exasperation, the Nazi report opined: “Yet another 

International? […] At the end of the age of ‘internationals’ one more creation of 

internationalism takes the stage: in addition to the existing manifestations of supranational 

[übervölkischer] powers, like the Second (Socialist) International, the Third (Communist) 

International […] yet another parliamentary international joins the show.” Condemning 

elected parliaments to the dustbin of history, this Nazi report suggested this conference in 

Brussels was evidence that a “final verdict” on parliamentary democracy was at hand: it was 

impossible “that creating a parliamentary international like this could still prevent the demise 
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of the old version of parliamentarism.”807 Even a contemporary interwar non-fascist observer 

would have agreed that parliamentary internationalism seemed out of place in the 1930s—an 

era of widespread skepticism about democracy’s future.808 

Nevertheless, this Nazi report was more than a screed against parliaments and 

democracy in Europe. The report’s writer in fact pointed to a characteristic of parliamentary 

life in the interwar period that we have forgotten today: the role of national parliamentarians 

on the international stage. Although this 1935 meeting that aspired to build a “world 

parliament” set its sights too high, Europe’s parliamentarians had been active in foreign 

affairs throughout the 1920s and 1930s. Accustomed to cable news broadcasting the signing 

of treaties and summit photo-ops, we would expect prime ministers, foreign ministers, or 

presidents to take center stage in world diplomacy. We are critical enough consumers of the 

news to know that the high-profile national political leaders who feature in those television 

summit broadcasts always build on—or even take credit for—the diplomatic work done by 

behind-the-scenes envoys and career diplomats.809 However, from our vantage point, it is 

jarring to see a parade of legislators —rather than formal diplomats— engaged in top-level, 

private negotiations in foreign capitals or at international conferences, but that is exactly 

what took place during the interwar years. 
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In the historiography on the changing practice of diplomacy in the early twentieth 

century, the First World War is seen as a dramatic break from the “old diplomacy” of the 

nineteenth century. This “old diplomacy” was characterized by an “orderliness in the conduct 

of international politics,” an “aristocratic ethos,” secret bilateral diplomacy, and diplomats 

who subscribed to the principles of a concert of Europe dominated by Great Powers. In this 

diplomatic era, noble envoys with plenipotentiary powers traveled from one European court 

to another to work out sticking points in the affairs of state. Despite dramatic upheaval in 

Europe, including the 1830 and 1848 revolutions, the Franco-Prussian War, and 

technological advances in telegraphy and transportation, old forms of diplomacy persisted 

through the nineteenth century.810 

After the First World War swept across the globe, the old style of diplomacy was 

discredited as unable to prevent the war and was finally discarded.811 As the Allied 

peacemakers hammered out a settlement in Paris, they were also ushering in a new form of 

diplomacy that was to be public and open, led by statesmen rather than private envoys. This 

new diplomatic system culminated in the League of Nations as a novel international 

organization dedicated to preserving peace.812 The earlier generation of diplomats who came 

of age during the late nineteenth century realized their role at the center of the action was 
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gone: “We diplomats of the old days who were trained by Bismarck lived by the maxim that 

the relation of courts to one another was of decisive importance…Nowadays it is 

different.”813 That difference included the creation of a new class of interwar “amateur 

diplomats,” including elected parliamentarians. Diplomacy was no longer the exclusive 

province of aristocratic professional diplomats.814 

Diplomatic practice changed at the beginning of the twentieth century, but competing 

notions of internationalism had already emerged in the final decades of the nineteenth. 

Glenda Sluga and Patricia Clavin introduced their 2017 edited volume Internationalisms: A 

Twentieth Century History with the argument that a “new internationalism” characterized the 

late nineteenth century. This internationalism was “new insofar as it was deemed at the time 

to reflect observed ‘sociological’ transformations, from the expansion of ‘international’ state 

and non-state organizations to the extension of transnational sociability and economic 

entanglement.”815 The new internationalist ethos that took root before the First World War 

was challenged by the conflict. However, many late-nineteenth-century internationalist 

organizations survived the war, and these included several inter-parliamentary institutions, 

which remained active during the 1920s and 1930s. In addition to participating in the work of 

inter-parliamentary associations, interwar Europe’s elected parliamentarians also took up 
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positions as “amateur diplomats” on the world stage. They were sent to the League of 

Nations and acted as private diplomats shuttling between national capitals. Nevertheless, the 

exact role that parliamentarians should play on the global stage—the shape of this interwar 

“parliamentary international”—remained in flux. The 1935 conference that the Nazis 

lambasted brought together parliamentarians who intended to band together to become 

global legislators, but this was only a fringe idea. Most elected representatives were content 

just to have a seat at the international table alongside government ministers and professional 

diplomats.816  

International activities by elected members of parliament have been overlooked in the 

scholarship on the political history of interwar Europe. As we have seen, historians who study 

European parliaments often wear national blinders. In the new wave of historiography on 

international history, including the volume edited by Glenda Sluga and Patricia Clavin, 

parliamentarians have also been skipped. Akira Iriye’s path-breaking book Global Community: 

The Role of International Organizations in the Making of the Contemporary World lays out the role 

of global intergovernmental and nongovernmental organizations all the way back to the 

Central Commission for the Navigation of Rhine founded in 1815. The Universal Postal 

Union, Esperanto movement, Red Cross, and International Olympic Committee all figure in 

Iriye’s analysis, but parliamentarians’ own signature international organization, the Inter-

Parliamentary Union (IPU) is omitted. Iriye made the case that these international 
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organizations promoted an internationalist “global consciousness” that believed “nations 

and peoples should cooperate instead of preoccupying themselves with their respective 

national interests or pursuing uncoordinated approaches to promote them.”817 

Parliamentary international organizations might be too much of a counterexample to this 

claim; indeed, although parliamentarians are active on the international stage, they are also 

deeply shaped by the national concerns that Iriye wanted to minimize. The remaining 

chapters in this dissertation will address the absence of parliamentarians in the international 

and political history of this period and examine the changing extent of their role in the 

international arena during the 1920s and 1930s. 

Parliamentarians sometimes served as informal diplomats or official delegates 

representing their home governments; this will be explored in Chapters Seven and Eight. 

However, this chapter focuses on two organizations designed to bring parliamentarians 

together in their own global organizations: the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) and the 

Conférence parlementaire internationale du commerce (International Parliamentary 

Commercial Conference, CPIC). Both associations predate the First World War, but in the 

interwar world, there were new hopes for both inter-parliamentary groups to take a leading 

role in coordinating elected parliamentarians’ contributions on the world stage. Like the 

Nazi author of the 1935 report, the leaders of both organizations asked “Noch eine 

Internationale? [Yet another International?]” Unlike the Nazi author, however, these 
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champions of the inter-parliamentary movement were hopeful that yet another 

international—a democratic, parliamentary international—might emerge. However, their 

ideas differed of what that new parliamentary international should be. 

 
THE IPU, ITS HISTORY, AND THE 1928 BERLIN CONFERENCE 

 In August 1928, the German Reichstag’s debating chamber hosted a more diverse 

crowd than usual. This strange cast of characters included a once-and-future socialist prime 

minister of Denmark, a Coptic Egyptian legislator, the pre-eminent philosopher of Italian 

fascism, the first female clerk of court in the Netherlands, a Japanese prince, and the U.S. 

Democratic vice-presidential candidate and senator from Arkansas, among hundreds of 

others. These national legislators were attending the twenty-fifth conference of the Inter-

Parliamentary Union, an event that brought 475 parliamentarians from 38 countries to 

interwar Berlin to mingle with each another and debate the political issues of the day.818 

These delegates took part in a long tradition of parliamentarians who had met for 

international gatherings hosted by the Inter-Parliamentary Union, dating back to a first 

meeting in 1889. That inaugural inter-parliamentary gathering was the brainchild of the 

British MP William Randal Cremer and the French deputy Frédéric Passy. Before 1889, both 

men had been active in various movements for international peace, especially those that 

focused on promoting arbitration as the way to solve international problems. Indeed, the 

IPU was founded in the late nineteenth century primarily to promote peaceful co-existence 
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by international arbitration and to enlist the world’s parliamentarians as apostles of that 

cause.819 

Before becoming a devotee of international arbitration who led large delegations to 

foreign countries to campaign for arbitration treaties, the Englishman Randal Cremer spent 

his time in the working-class milieu of labor unions. He cut his teeth in the international 

arena as the secretary of the International Workingmen’s Association, more commonly 

known as the First International, which Cremer left when the organization turned in a more 

radical direction under the influence of Karl Marx and his companions. When Cremer 

entered the British House of Commons in 1885 as a Liberal MP, he coupled his background 

working with internationally minded groups with his interest in international arbitration.820 

Cremer then joined up with Frédéric Passy, a French economist, peace campaigner, and 

proponent of free trade. After an initial meeting of nine British and 25 French 

parliamentarians, the Inter-Parliamentary Union was formally created as an international 

organization at an 1889 conference attended by 96 parliamentarians from France, Great 

Britain, Belgium, Denmark, Spain, the United States, Hungary, Italy, and Liberia. The 

following year, Germany, Austria, Greece, Norway, and Sweden sent parliamentarians to the 

second annual conference, quickly bringing representatives of Europe’s strongest 
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geopolitical blocs together into one organization dedicated to international peace through 

arbitration.821 

In the optimistic years of the belle époque, this circle of parliamentarians steadily grew 

larger as even more European countries dispatched delegations to the IPU’s conferences. 

The conferences were generally held in the capitals of Europe, with the exception of the 1904 

meeting in St. Louis, which coincided with the World’s Fair there that year. This primarily 

European and American parliamentary club gradually expanded to countries further afield, 

incorporating Canada, the Ottoman Empire, Japan, and Australia before the First World 

War began.822 In these early years, the Inter-Parliamentary Union did not stray too far from 

its original mandate promoting international arbitration, backing calls for the Hague Peace 

conferences, and supporting the creation of the Permanent Court of Arbitration.823 A British 

IPU group drafted a 1917 memo that summed up the British MPs’ understanding of the 

international organization they had joined. As being one whose “objects are entirely restricted 

to the promotion of International concord by the advancement of International Arbitration, 

the establishment of a properly constituted International Tribunal and Code, and the 

guaranteed sanction of all International Treaties and obligations by the formation of a 
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League of Nations.”824 Explicitly limiting these aims as “entirely restricted to” a short list of 

topics indicated that the British did not want the IPU to go off message advocating dangerous 

ideas like worldwide democracy or decolonization.  

 Nevertheless, even before the First World War, the IPU occasionally stumbled into 

international political thickets, especially when upheaval touched on the organization itself. 

For instance, in 1906, the First Russian Duma dispatched a delegation to the IPU’s London 

conference, only to arrive in the British capital to the news that the Czar had dissolved the 

Duma after a little more than two months. At the IPU conference, the British Prime Minister 

Henry Campbell-Bannerman heartily greeted the new Russian delegates, now ex-

parliamentarians, with the exclamation: “The Douma is dead! Long live the Douma!” With 

the backdrop of an IPU conference, this was a public rebuke of the Czar’s heavy-handed 

tactics and open support of more parliamentary institutional development in Russia.825 The 

1906 Duma incident foreshadowed a larger battle for the soul of the IPU that would erupt 

during the interwar years. Was the IPU supposed to be an organization dedicated to liberal 

parliamentarism, condemning executive incursions into parliamentary sovereignty? Or, 

should the IPU welcome any member of parliament regardless of the legitimacy of the regime 

they represented or the powers of the parliament of which they were a member?  
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Under the nineteenth-century leadership of Passy and Cremer, the IPU exclusively 

focused on international arbitration and world tribunals. However, after the catastrophe of 

the war, the interwar IPU looked to reimagine its role and rethink its mission. At a 1919 

speech to the British group of the IPU, the organization’s secretary general spoke in almost 

utopian terms about the vibrant internationalism of the moment that “would replace a 

dreadful uniformity, a grey dreariness for the delightful interplay of forces, the infinite variety 

and richness of life which real internationalism will give to the world.”826 Aspirations of an 

even broader role for the IPU on the global stage characterized the organization’s history in 

the 1920s. 

*  *  * 

 

FIGURE 7: Participants at the 1928 IPU Conference in Berlin827 

                                                
826 Speech for Luncheon H[ouse] of C[ommons], 17 July 1919, Folder Groupes 1919, Box 282, Inter-
Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva. 

827 Photo IPU Conference, Inv. 21, 2.21.190, Collectie C. Frida Katz Fam., Nationaal Archief-The Hague 
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However, history was likely not the first thing on the minds of the interwar 

parliamentarians and international cast of characters milling around the Reichstag between 

August 23 and 28, 1928, who were the guests of the German IPU group. In keeping with the 

IPU’s traditions, the conference was held in the host country’s parliament building.828 During 

the five-day conference, the schedule was replete with plenary debates and voting on various 

draft resolutions. Parliamentarians wrestled with issues including migration, a declaration of 

the rights and duties of states, and the “Evolution of the Parliamentary System in our 

Times.”829 Of course, this conference was not all work and no play—the evenings were full of 

a slew of receptions, dinners, and other private engagements. The German government 

sponsored a banquet in the ballroom at Berlin’s Zoological Garden for the visiting 

parliamentarians one of the evenings during the conference. Delegates listened to Wagner, 

Grieg, and Liszt, as well as a few speeches, while dining on pear pudding and sipping Rhenish 

sparkling wine. The next day there was yet another formal dinner, again accompanied by 

Liszt and Wagner, but this time sponsored by Berlin’s local government and held in the city 

hall. Tea at the Chancellery, a boozy evening reception, and a special performance of 

Beethoven’s Fidelio at the state opera house, sponsored by the Prussian government, were 

also on the agenda. Even the conference’s one free day included an optional group trip to 

                                                
828 Aufzeichnung, 9 Sep 1928, R 53712, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

829 Union interparlementaire, Compte rendu de la XXVme conférence tenue à Berlin du 23 au 28 août 1928 (Lausanne, 
Librairie Payot & Cie, 1928), 27. 
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Potsdam.830 The organizers had pored over the schedule to make sure that the number of 

business meetings and social events were well balanced in order “to prevent the ball from 

slowly starting to roll towards more tension,” which the contentious international issues on 

the agenda were expected to produce.831 A healthy dose of informal social gatherings was seen 

as the antidote for diplomatic stress. 

Although this was a conference of the Inter-Parliamentary Union, the organizers were 

primarily members of the Reichstag who had approached the German Foreign Minister, 

Gustav Stresemann, for support. The planners spoke to Stresemann almost a year before the 

conference with hopes of “around 500 to 1,000 prominent parliamentarians” in Berlin.832 

The German cabinet enthusiastically backed the organizers, but the conservative German 

president, Paul von Hindenburg, did not share their zeal. The president had already planned 

his “usual summer vacation in Bavaria” and would be unable to welcome the members of the 

conference in person.833 The organizers panicked at this news, since “a greeting by the official 

republican or monarchical head of state belongs to the tradition of inter-parliamentary 

conferences.” The former field marshal’s absence would be taken as an expression of his lack 

of confidence in parliamentary democracy. The socialist Chancellor Hermann Müller was 

                                                
830 Invitation for Berlin IPU Conference, Inv. 90, 2.21.190, Collectie C. Frida Katz Fam., Nationaal Archief-
The Hague; Invitations for IPU-related Events, N 1004/183, Nachlass Hermann Dietrich, Bundesarchiv-
Koblenz; Aufzeichnung, 9 Sep 1928, R 53712, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

831 Aufzeichnung, 9 Sep 1928, R 53712, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

832 Heym, Betrifft: Tagung der Interparlamentarischen Union, 20 Nov 1927, R 43-I/563, Reichskanzlei, 
Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

833 Reichspräsident Hindenburg to Reichskanzler, 16 Jul 1928, R 43-I/563, Reichskanzlei, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-
Lichterfelde. 
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asked to step in and welcome the conference guests in such a way that he would “so strongly 

emphasize the regret […] on behalf of the Reich President about his inability to attend so that 

it is utterly impossible to arrive at any sort of unwelcome misinterpretation about the Reich 

President’s absence.”834 Considering Hindenburg’s well-known conservative attitudes, the 

organizers’ concerns were not without merit, although Hindenburg’s absence did not end up 

overshadowing the conference.  

Both the German parliamentarians spearheading the conference and the German 

cabinet saw this large international event as a way to put the new Weimar Republic on display 

for the world; it was also a chance to woo leading lawmakers in other countries. The German 

Foreign Office took this role so seriously that it requested that German embassies and 

regional experts contribute to a confidential “List of prominent non-German participants at 

the Inter-Parliamentary Union conference” that was nevertheless distributed so widely in 

German governmental and diplomatic circles that it crops up today in very different personal 

and state archives.835 This list of prominent participants was extensively annotated to include 

information such as which Italian delegate was known for “objectively approaching the 

reparations question,” which Latvian representative was friendly to Germany, and which 

American representatives should be thanked for their support in returning German property 

seized during the First World War. The Foreign Office’s eventual assessment that the IPU 

                                                
834 Interparlamentarische Union, XXV. Konferenz, Berlin 1928 to Reichskanzler, 8 Aug 1928, R 43-I/563, 
Reichskanzlei, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

835 Among other places, versions this list can be found at the Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts in R 70085 
and R 83524, as well as R 53712. At the Bundesarchiv in Berlin-Lichterfelde, there is a copy at R 43-I/563. 
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conference in Berlin was positive for Germany’s image abroad was based largely on “the 

impressions the foreign parliamentarians received of the intellectual approach and economic 

activity of today’s Germany and the generally warm reception in the Reich capital.”836 

Throughout its interwar history, the IPU struggled with the intersection of 

international and domestic concerns related to the legitimacy of delegations attending its 

conferences. For instance, a perennial issue after Benito Mussolini’s rise was the question of 

whether parliamentarians from Fascist Italy deserved seats at the IPU conferences, and this 

topic resurfaced before the 1928 the Berlin conference. However, a letter of exiled Italian 

anti-fascist former parliamentarians calling for an open discussion about the Italian 

delegation’s makeup was swept under the rug before the conference got underway.837 The 

IPU also considered developments in the Balkans; only months before the conference in 

Berlin in June 1928, a Serbian parliamentarian shot five Croatian parliamentarians on the 

floor of the Parliament of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes in Belgrade. Three of 

the victims eventually died, including Stjepan Radić, the modernizing leader of the Croatian 

Peasant Party and an IPU member. The Croatians boycotted the parliament in the wake of 

these assassinations, so the national IPU delegation put together excluded them. The 

Croatian Peasant Party challenged the legitimacy of the parliamentarians dispatched from 

Belgrade, demanding that the IPU both take a public position against the assassinations and 

                                                
836 Aufzeichnung, 9 Sep 1928, R 53712, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

837 Friedrich Stampfer to Walter Schücking, 21 Aug 1928, Folder Com. exc., Berlin, août 1928, Box 259, Inter-
Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva; Letter to the President and Members of of the XXV. Inter-Parliamentary 
Conference from Filippo Amedeo, et al, 18 Aug 1928, Folder Com. exc., Berlin, août 1928, Box 259, Inter-
Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva 



 

 346 

require delegations be representative.838 Rather than even expressing sympathy for the 

murdered Croatian parliamentarians, the IPU organizing committee responded with a 

lukewarm note: “We especially regret that your parliamentary group has come to the decision 

to not participate in the work of the Union and hope that this decision will be altered in the 

near future.”839 

A legitimacy issue the organizers were not able to ignore as easily related to the 

Egyptian parliamentary delegation at the Berlin conference. In August 1928, the King of 

Egypt suspended parliament and limited civil rights, but the Egyptian parliamentary 

delegates had left the country before parliament’s dissolution and took up their conference 

seats in Berlin, ready to use the international spotlight to challenge the autocratic royal 

government in Egypt.840 These ex-parliamentarians raised the issue of Egyptian democracy 

whenever possible, including at one of the conference’s closing banquets.841 They also 

proposed an amendment on the floor:842 “This assembly condemns any illegal and violent 

measure for abolishing or suspending parliamentary government. It declares, that this 

                                                
838 Dr. Vladko Macek and Dr. Juraj Krnjevic to Paul Löbe, 20 Aug 1928, Folder Com. exc., Berlin, août 1928, 
Box 259, Inter-Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva; Elinor M. Despalatović, “The Roots of the War in 
Croatia,” Neighbors at War: Anthropological Perspectives on Yugoslav Ethnicity, Culture, and History, Eds. Joel M. 
Halpern and David A. Kideckel (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000), 86-87; Mark 
Biondich, Stjepan Radić, the Croat Peasant Party, and the Politics of Mass Mobilization, 1904-1928 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2000), 242. 

839 Stellvertretender Präsident des Interparlamentarischen Rates to Dr. Vladko Mazek, 24 Aug 128 Folder Com. 
exc., Berlin, août 1928, Box 259 IPU, Inter-Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva. 

840 “Egypt. Parliament Dissolved. No Meeting for Three Years,” The Advertiser (Adelaide) (21 July 1928). 

841 Telegram, Martius to Diplogerma, Alexandrien Nr. 54, 30 Aug 1928, R 53712, Politisches Archiv des 
Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

842 Telegram, Pilger to AA, 27 Aug 1928, R 53712, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 
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system of government should only be changed as a result of the will of the people, freely 

expressed.”843 The former German Chancellor Joseph Wirth who also happened to be the 

rapporteur responsible for the IPU’s discussion on the state of parliamentary democracy, 

endorsed approving the Egyptian delegation’s amendment “as the general sense 

[Willensmeinung] of the assembly and as a statement of sympathy for Egypt.”844 The socialist 

president of the Reichstag, Paul Löbe, also publicly offered his support for the amendment.845 

The Egyptian government had anticipated that negative publicity from Berlin might 

be a problem, so it started a private diplomatic campaign against the “feared misuse of the 

inter-parliamentary conference […] as propaganda against the government.” The Egyptian 

foreign minister summoned a German diplomat in Cairo for an urgent meeting asking for 

help to thwart the plans of the ex-parliamentarians in Berlin.846 In the end, both the French 

and German governments offered behind-the-scenes assistance to the Egyptian 

government’s cause. 847 The Egyptians convinced the French to prevent the news agency 

Havas from broadcasting about the IPU conference to Egypt, and the German government 

curtailed reports on German state-controlled radio about the Egyptians’ anti-government 

                                                
843 Untitled Memo (VM 4258), 27 Aug 1928, R 53712, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

844 Untitled Memo (VM 4258), 27 Aug 1928, R 53712, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

845 Telegram, Pilger to AA, 27 Aug 1928, R 53712, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

846 Telegram, Pilger to AA, 20 Oct 1928, R 53712, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

847 Letter from Deutsche Gesandtschaft, San Stefano, to AA, 23 Aug 1928, Telegram, Pilger to AA, 27 Aug 1928, 
R 53712, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 
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agitation.848 The German Foreign Office also lobbied for strategic amendments to the 

conference’s final resolutions to qualify that the conference aimed “to avoid any statement of 

opinion, that could be interpreted as a judgment on political issues of the day, especially on 

domestic questions.”849 The Foreign Office cabled its consul in Egypt that its efforts had paid 

off and took credit for these revisions; an Egyptian official later told a German diplomat that 

he was “especially pleased and expressed his thanks for all the effort” to aid the Egyptian 

regime’s attempt to marginalize the ex-parliamentarians in Berlin.850 

In looking back at the 1928 conference, the final German Foreign Office report 

summed up the key German diplomatic goals of the period— “disarmament, the end of the 

occupation of the Rhineland, and the cultural autonomy of minorities”—and assessed the 

progress that was made at the IPU conference. The eager German civil servant writing the 

earliest draft of this report wrote: “the German position was also shared and actively 

advocated by parliamentarians from other states.” This conclusion was obviously seen as 

overly optimistic by a superior who crossed out the original text, editing it to say that only 

“groups of parliamentarians [shared] complete understanding” of these German goals—

removing the impression that this conference was a huge diplomatic coup for the German 

                                                
848 Letter from Deutsche Gesandtschaft, San Stefano, to AA, 23 Aug 1928, Telegram, Pilger to AA, 27 Aug 1928, 
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849 Interparlementarische Union, 25. Konferenz, Berlin 23.-28. August 1928, Tagesordnung: Sitzung des 
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government.851 The tension between the zealous first bureaucrat hyping the largely intangible 

results of a giant international conference and the realistic strikethrough of an editor reflects 

the uncertainty that the historian also shares: what was the concrete value of these types of 

conferences? Some parliamentarians clung to the festive menus and formal invitations from 

these inter-parliamentary conferences and set them beautifully in scrapbooks, now hidden 

away in archives around Europe.852 When a historian stumbles across such lovingly preserved 

ephemera, it is only natural to assume that these meetings mattered. However, a historian 

can fall victim to the conferences’ hype, just like the lowly German official in 1928.  

However, the realistic historian must mull things over a bit longer to realize that lively 

banquets, tea with chancellors, and passing resolutions in favor of parliamentary democracy 

do not amount to that much in the world of high diplomacy. Nevertheless, rather than 

making the case that these organizations and their conferences reshaped international 

relations in the interwar years, this chapter advances a different argument: parliamentarians 

of the interwar period were active on the international stage and sometimes took positions on 

issues of foreign policy in this global realm that competed with the official line of their 

national governments. Itinerant, unpredictable parliamentarian-diplomats and inter-

parliamentary conferences with outcomes that could not be shaped by career foreign service 

officials were a concern for foreign ministries during the 1920s and 1930s. 

                                                
851 Aufzeichnung, 9 Sep 1928, R 53712, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

852 See for example, Inv. 90, 2.21.190, Collectie C. Frida Katz Fam., Nationaal Archief-The Hague, which is 
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THE IPU: AN INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION IN NATIONAL GROUPS 

 Although annual and bi-annual international conferences like the 1928 meeting in 

Berlin were the high point on the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s calendar, most 

parliamentarians first interacted with the IPU through their own parliament’s national 

group. Like a fraternal order, the IPU recognized self-governing local chapters in the form of 

national groups. These groups were based in national capitals around the world and were 

designed to bring together globally minded parliamentarians who were interested in the IPU. 

This model fit with one of the Latin mottos associated with the IPU in the early twentieth 

century: Pro patria per orbis concordiam (for country through world harmony).853 Country came 

first in the form of these national groups, which collected dues and elected their own 

leadership, and then “world harmony” was built, in part, by these national groups selecting 

their countries’ representatives to attend the IPU’s international gatherings.854 

There was considerable variety in the relationship of these individual national groups 

to their respective parliaments and national governments. Sometimes a group would have 

formal support from a parliament; for example, in the 1920s, the German Reichstag’s 

archivist became the secretary and coordinator for the German IPU group.855 Other national 

groups, like the Irish group, relied on parliamentarians to step up and take on administrative 

                                                
853 Speech for Luncheon H[ouse] of C[ommons], 17 July 1919, Folder Groupes 1919, Box 282, Inter-
Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva; James Douglas, A Century of Parliamentary Diplomacy: A Short History of the 
British Group of the Inter-Parliamentary Union, 1889-1989 (Cambridge, England: Pentlands Publications, 1989), 11. 

854 Inter-Parliamentary Bureau, The Inter-Parliamentary Union: Its Work and Its Organization (Geneva: Inter-
Parliamentary Bureau, 1930), 6-7. 

855 One of Boyé’s tasks for the German IPU group was to send correspondence to Geneva. See, R. Boyé to Chr. L. 
Lange, 24 Mar 1928, Folder Groupes 1928 I, Box 282, Inter-Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva. 
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tasks.856 Many national executives contributed directly to the IPU secretariat’s coffers or 

bankrolled their own national IPU groups. Sometimes there was even coordination between 

countries. For example, Belgian parliamentarians closely followed French budget 

discussions about the IPU to determine what an appropriate Belgian contribution would 

be.857  

However, sometimes national governments were reluctant to contribute to the IPU. 

From 1909 until the outbreak of the First World War, the British Parliament voted a £300 

subsidy to the organization. After the First World War, it took considerable effort by MPs to 

persuade the British government to resume financial support for the IPU.858 A government 

memo reflected the opposition to this payment: “The Foreign Office never liked it, as the 

Union was apt to pass resolutions on important international questions which were at 

variance with the opinions & policy of [the government].”859 This lack of influence over the 

British IPU delegates particularly irked the cabinet and diplomats in the Foreign Office, 

which could “exercise no control over the action and votes of the British Delegations 

attending the Conferences of the Union – notwithstanding the fact that His Majesty’s 

Government by continuing to afford it their financial support would appear in the eyes of the 

                                                
856 Diarmid Coffey to Léopold Boissier, 4 Jun 1936, Folder Groupes 1936, Box 289, Inter-Parliamentary Union 
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public as associating themselves with its policy and decisions.”860 The Foreign Office’s 

opposition to funding the IPU determined British policy until 1923 when the £300 subsidy 

was resumed after the United States did the same. Britain did not want to seem stingy 

compared to the US.861 

The IPU national groups’ most important role was selecting the delegates for 

international conferences. However, membership in these national groups was always much 

larger than the small delegations dispatched to the annual IPU conferences. For example, in 

1921 the German IPU had 77 members,862 in 1936 the Austrian group had 86 members,863 the 

Dutch East Indies parliamentary group had 39 members,864 and sometime around 1924 

Japan’s national group had a staggering 463 members!865 Many countries’ national IPU 

groups also prided themselves on the high percentages of parliamentarians who had joined. 

For instance, the Czechoslovak group reported that between 1923 and 1925 its total number 

of members was almost 300, fluctuating between 76% and 82% of the total number of 
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deputies in the Poslanecká sněmovna, along with 82% to 90% of the senators.866 Latvia’s IPU 

group included 81% of the entire parliament in 1926.867 The American IPU group’s president 

once solicited new members from the House of Representatives and the Senate: “I am 

appealing to every member of the Sixty-Fifth Congress not now enrolled to join the Group. I 

am enclosing a membership card, which I earnestly request you to sign and return at once. 

There are no dues and no assessments.” He hoped to top the previous Congress’ total of 250 

members.868 Although these national groups were quite large, most of the delegations to the 

IPU’s international conferences were only between 5 and 10 members strong. This means 

that many parliamentarians experienced the IPU only through activities within their own 

national group.869 

These local groups were often quite diverse in terms of political persuasions. Although 

one might assume that the German IPU group in 1921 was dominated by the parties of the 

governing coalition—the socialist SPD, Catholic Center Party, and left-liberal DDP—that 

was not the case. Although the governing parties were well represented, there were also 

members from a Bavarian party and three members of the national conservative DNVP who 
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actively participated in the group.870 Similarly, the 1936 membership roster of British 

parliamentarians involved with the IPU shows that MPs from the three largest political 

parties were represented in the group’s leadership; there was a  Conservative lord as 

president, a Conservative MP as chairman, a Labour deputy chairman, a Liberal treasurer, 

and a Conservative secretary.871 Moreover, when the number of Labour members of the 

British Group of the IPU slipped, the IPU’s secretary general in Geneva wrote personally to a 

Labour member of the group to encourage him recruit more of his party comrades for the 

organization.872 

These IPU national groups were not merely feeder organizations for international 

conferences; many were active in their own right. They often served as on-the-ground 

campaigners for national action to implement IPU resolutions. Article 5 of the IPU’s statute 

mandated this kind of advocacy: “[I]t is the duty of a National Group to keep its Parliament 

informed through its Committee or through one of its members, of resolutions adopted at 

the Conferences which call for parliamentary or governmental action.”873 The German IPU 

group was particularly diligent in this regard. In 1928, for instance, the German group sent 
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the resolutions of a recent IPU conference both to members of the Reichstag and to 

government officials, who distributed them to the relevant ministries. The ministries, in 

turn, sent specialists to meet with German IPU delegates to discuss the resolutions in more 

detail. Some individual Reichstag members went even further by taking the initiative on 

certain issues like opium policy, about which one member of the German IPU delegation on 

budget committee quizzed government officials during a hearing.874 The socialist former 

President of the Reichstag Paul Löbe’s letter to the German Foreign Office from April 4, 

1933, demonstrated the extent of the German commitment to advocating for the IPU. After 

the infamous Enabling Act had been passed, Löbe still did his duty to lobby for the IPU’s 

issues: “I would like to bring to your attention that a few days ago we were asked to advocate 

for the ratification by the German government of the Convention for Limiting the 

Manufacture and Regulating the Distribution of Narcotic Drugs. Since the possibility of 

doing this in the Reichstag is not on the horizon, please allow me to enclose the relevant 

request of our Secretary General for your attention.”875 Whether or not the German 

government acted in response to Löbe’s letter is unclear, but Germany did ratify this specific 

treaty on April 10, 1933.876 
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More than being advocates for the IPU’s resolutions at a local level, many of the 

national groups hosted debates and dinners to inform and educate their parliamentary 

members about international political issues. The German group convened its own 

committees to study issues like the “question of a European customs union” and hosted these 

meetings in the Reichstag itself, blurring the line between official parliamentary business and 

a private IPU affair.877 Although only the largest and most active IPU national groups created 

study committees, almost all groups threw a special party when the IPU officials came to 

town. Passing through Berlin after a trip to visit the Scandinavian national groups, the 

organization’s secretary general was honored at a swanky Berlin social club, where he gave a 

presentation on the “Inter-Parliamentary Union and the League of Nations.”878 The British 

group was visited twice by the secretary general in one year, with one of the visits 

accompanied by a lunch in the House of Commons for the British members of the IPU.879 

The Dutch group also welcomed the secretary general with a meeting for all the group’s 

members in the Eerste Kamer followed by drinks at the Sociëteit De Witte: “Considering the 

special nature of this event, the executive board trusts that a large number of the group’s 

members will want to attend.”880 
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That these Dutch invitations read a bit more like pleas, begging IPU national 

members to attend, pointed towards varying levels of enthusiasm and participation at the 

national level of some IPU groups. In response to a 1936 questionnaire, the Netherlands 

Indies group reported that it had held no meetings that year.881 An Irish senator elaborated 

on his local group’s lack of activity: “I found it very difficult to get anybody to interest 

themselves in international politics and in the Inter-Parliamentary Union and our Group has 

undoubtedly been very somnolent for the past few years.”882 Chaotic national politics could 

even sidetrack the most active IPU groups. Because of an upcoming election in 1930 in 

Germany, the usual procedure of a formal group meeting to select delegates to the 

international conference was dispensed with in favor of an ad hoc meeting on the sidelines 

right after a Reichstag plenary session.883 In 1932, the leadership of the German group could 

not even find time to elect its own president: “The exceptionally stormy and crucial meetings 

that we have had in the Reichstag have meant that unfortunately a meeting of the German 

group of the Inter-Parliamentary Group could not take place.”884 Likewise, the Irish group 

responded ambivalently to the 1935 invitation to attend the organization’s annual conference 

because “July is generally a very busy month from the parliamentary point of view […] I much 

doubt if anybody will be ready to promise to go until we see how the session is likely to 
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develop, as there are a number of important Bills coming forward which will mean much 

discussion.”885 Obviously desperate to have as many states as possible represented at the IPU 

conference, the secretariat responded: “If at the time of the Conference there are important 

measures still before your Parliament, would it not be possible to form a delegation 

consisting of representatives of different parties, who would cancel each other out at the time 

of voting?”886 

 On occasion, these local IPU groups brought individual parliamentarians and ex-

parliamentarians together across national borders. The American group, for example, had 

prewar contacts with parliamentarian Jiuji G. Kasai from Japan, and members from the US 

delegation reestablished a connection with him at the IPU conference in Budapest. When 

Kasai arranged a trip to Washington during a congressional recess, the IPU group in the US 

Congress nevertheless sprang into action, putting Kasai in touch with one of their members 

who would be in town during the break. This member of Congress welcomed Kasai at a lunch 

in his honor at the private Cosmos Club, and the IPU group also facilitated an appointment 

for Kasai to speak in a local church on a Sunday morning. These individual links between 

lawmakers in different countries sometimes even persisted after members left parliament. 

This was true, for example, in the case of Kurt Rosenfeld, a former German socialist 
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politician and Prussian ex-minister, who was invited to speak to the American IPU group in 

Washington.887 

In addition to individual meetings between members of various national groups, 

sometimes more formal meetings between two national groups took place. Returning to the 

relationship between the United States and Japan, the two IPU national groups met during 

the 1927 IPU conference in Paris and formally created an “American-Japanese Section,” 

elected officers, and started a joint program to collaborate and meet annually during the IPU 

conferences.888 The French and Swiss IPU groups sent representatives to a meeting in 

September 1930 in Lausanne, along with staff from the secretariat in Geneva. They discussed 

international issues, particularly the hold on a bilateral arbitration treaty between France and 

Switzerland in the French senate. The group was small—five Swiss delegates and five French 

delegates—but the conversation was seen as productive enough for the IPU to encourage 

similar meetings in other contexts.889 For instance, the IPU secretary general, Christian 

Lange, tried to set up meetings between the German and French national groups in the early 

1930s—when more public meetings between the two countries seemed politically impossible. 

Writing to Fernand Merlin, a French senator who had attended the earlier meeting in 

Lausanne, Lange wrote: “I still am of the opinion that contact between French and German 
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parliamentarians, if it were quite private and without public knowledge, could be useful 

before the opening of the Disarmament Conference.”890 Lange even tried to bring together 

the French, German, and Polish groups in keeping with his commitment to behind-the-

scenes cooperation to smooth the work of international relations.891 However, because the 

Reichstag was dissolved again in 1932, the hopes of a German-French meeting were “once 

again crushed. It is hard to hold that kind of meeting with members of parliament who no 

longer officially have parliamentary seats.”892 Because of the Nazi seizure of power in 1933, 

Lange’s hoped-for mini summit between several IPU national groups never materialized. 

 One might be left with an overly rosy picture of collegial gatherings of interwar 

parliamentarians in national groups, made up of members from across the political 

spectrum, sometimes even meeting with colleagues in a neighboring country to sort out 

international differences. However, these national groups were not always the most 

harmonious, and political conflict could emerge within them. That said, most did not take 

the Austrian national group’s approach of avoiding political strife by simply excluding a 

major political party.893 The Austrian group consisted of 66 members in 1924—coming from 

both chambers of parliament—of which one member was from the agrarian Landbund, four, 

including the group’s vice president, were from the German nationalist GDVP, and all the 
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others were the right-wing Christian Socials. The Austrian Social Democrats, one of the two 

major interwar Austrian parties, were simply not represented in the IPU national group.894 

 Sometimes the IPU’s national groups clashed with each other or with the IPU’s 

headquarters in Geneva. As the IPU got back on its feet after the First World War, the Belgian 

group took a hard line against cooperation with any parliamentarians from the losing Central 

Powers. The Belgian group was horrified at the prospect of attending a conference “where 

they [Belgian parliamentarians] might run the risk of sitting with members of parliaments 

having endorsed the aggressions, depredations and other crimes perpetrated in Belgium by 

German barbarism” and rejected the notion of reconstituting the IPU, originally an 

organization based on promoting respect for international law, with the politicians of the 

Central Powers. The Belgian group argued that that none of these parliamentarians from 

their wartime enemies “r[ose] to register their protests against these scandalous attacks 

against International Law, made in violation of all the engagements taken within the [IPU].” 

The Belgian group instead moved to abandon the previous Union and reconstitute it on the 

basis of a new governing Statute that would “[e]xclude immediately […] the Germans, the 

Austrians, the Hungarians, the Bulgarians, and the Turks” and welcome the new 

parliamentary democracies in Central Europe that had “chivalrously supported the cause of 

the Allies.”895 
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 The Belgian attempt to win over the British and other groups to this project of 

remaking the Union failed, so the Belgian national group settled on a policy of boycotting the 

annual IPU conferences; the French national group joined them in this protest. In 1922, the 

French group ended its boycott in time to send parliamentarians to the IPU conference in 

Vienna, but the Belgian group stood by its earlier decision not to send members. This 

position was contested in Brussels by the Belgian socialists who had warmed to the idea of 

engaging with the IPU. When it was reported that the French would attend the next IPU 

conference, the Belgian socialist leader Émile Vandervelde moved that the Belgian group 

revisit its previous decision and send a delegation. The motion was voted down—86 to 41—

with the Catholics and liberals voting against the socialists. Rather than accepting the group’s 

decision, “right after the vote, Mr. Vandervelde declared that the socialist members are 

collectively resigning. This declaration produced a profound impression on the assembly.”896 

The socialists left the room and asked the IPU secretariat if they could attend the conference 

without the endorsement of the rest of the Belgian group. A previously united Belgian front 

opposing the politicians from the former Central Powers’ participation in the Union buckled 

under socialist opposition, and Belgium soon resumed attending the conferences.897 

 The brand of parliamentary internationalism the Inter-Parliamentary Union 

embodied was one of local groups participating in a larger international organization. An 
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individual parliamentarian would have associated the IPU both with his or her experiences 

with colleagues from a national parliament in a local group and with larger international 

conferences. Within the IPU, not all national groups were created the same—some, like the 

American and Czechoslovak groups, tried to be as expansive as possible and prided 

themselves on having members from all political parties. The Austrian group, on the other 

hand, brought together only members from the large conservative party with two minor 

parties; it did not serve as a forum for much cross-party cooperation. Returning to the Latin 

motto used by the organization Pro patria per orbis concordiam (for country through world 

harmony), the IPU ultimately wanted to build a grassroots community of internationally 

minded parliamentarians that came together in national groups to advocate domestically 

global issues.898  

 
THE INTERNATIONAL PARLIAMENTARY COMMERCIAL CONFERENCE AND 

ITS 1927 MEETING IN RIO DE JANIERO 

Tucked away in the Harvard University Archives in an uncatalogued accession of the 

papers of Heinrich Brüning is a curious photo of five men in suits standing on the deck of an 

ocean liner. Only the man on the far right is smiling as he holds a cigar; the other four look 

quite stern and somewhat confused about where to look for the photograph. More confusing 

for us is the fact that these men were the German delegates to the 1927 meeting of the 

International Parliamentary Commercial Conference in Rio de Janeiro; they seem like a 
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particularly motley crew: Heinrich Brüning, of the Catholic Center Party, not yet tarred by 

the Communists as the Hungerkanzler (Hunger Chancellor), who attempted to steer the 

German ship of state through the Great Depression; Rudolf Hilferding, a leading socialist 

theorist and former German Finance Minister; Oscar Meyer, the perennial delegate to these 

inter-parliamentary commercial conferences from the left liberal DDP; the right-liberal DVP 

parliamentarian and former Economics Minister, Hans von Raumer; and the German 

national conservative and later victim of the Nazis, Paul Lejeune-Jung.899 These men were 

the leading representatives of their parties on the Reichstag’s trade committee and had been 

chosen to represent the Reichstag at the Rio de Janeiro conference.900 However, since they 

came from competing political parties that were often at each other throats and in the 

interwar German public sphere, it is surprising to see them all standing together as one 

friendly team in this photograph. 
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FIGURE 8: German Delegation to CPIC conference Rio de Janeiro, 1927901 

 
In August 1927, these five politicians and their wives traveled to Bremerhaven to 

embark on the ship Sierra Morena for their long trip across the Atlantic.902 To attract 

European politicians to South America for the conference, the Brazilian government 

sponsored their trips, and the German consul later estimated that the Brazilian government 

spent the equivalent of five million marks on the conference. After the long sea voyage, the 

German delegates and their spouses arrived in Rio de Janeiro on August 25, 1927, where they 
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were greeted on board the Sierra Morena by a Brazilian senator, the secretary general of the 

conference, and German consular staff who helped ferry them to the luxurious Copacabana 

Palace Hotel, where the Italian and English delegations were also staying.903 

Similar to the conferences of the Inter-Parliamentary Union, a full social calendar 

awaited these men and their wives in Brazil. A critical Argentinian newspaper La Prensa 

mocked the conference’s meager political agenda and its focus on social engagements: “A 

quick glance is enough to recognize that the activity we should expect will be negligible. Two 

committee meetings, two plenary meetings, one council meeting and the opening and closing 

sessions cannot measure up to the activity that will be required of the delegates at banquets, 

dances, excursions, and strolls.”904 Indeed, the German delegation attended quite a number 

of these receptions, lunches, and dinners before the conference officially began—meeting or 

dining with the Vice President of Brazil, the Apostolic Nuncio, and “60 outstanding 

members of Brazilian society from leading circles of politics, economics, and the military.” 

The five German delegates also traveled with their Austrian colleagues to São Paulo on a 

three-day trip where they had a private audience with the Brazilian Foreign Minister. The 

German delegation’s extended stay prompted the German community in Rio de Janeiro to 

organize a number of gatherings including a special “community festival [Koloniefest] that, 

despite bad weather, was well attended.” These gatherings brought together a number of 
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German expatriates with the new representatives of the Reich.905 This entire visit piqued the 

interest of these Reichstag members of the Reichstag in South American issues; on their 

return to Berlin, they advocated upgrading German diplomatic representation to South 

American states to full embassies and supporting German schools and teachers in the 

region.906 

The conference’s critic wrote in La Prensa wrote that “[t]he main concern has been to 

graciously host the conference participants, so that they retain pleasant memories of their 

stay in the Brazilian capital.”907 This prediction came true, since this particular meeting of the 

International Parliamentary Commercial Conference left such an impression on the German 

participants that well into the 1950s and 1960s, Heinrich Brüning still fondly wrote to his 

travel companion Hans von Raumer about the trip: “During my illness I often thought about 

you, as well as your wife, who I specially admired. The memories of our trip to the economic 

conference in Rio became especially vivid to me.”908 Although the Brazil trip might have been 

the conference that first jumped to the feverish ex-chancellor’s mind, Brüning and Raumer 
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had attended others during the interwar period, and the CPIC was already over a decade old 

when these Germans first got involved.909 

The International Parliamentary Commercial Conference’s annual gatherings began 

right before the First World War, inspired by the Commercial Committee in the British 

House of Commons, which shepherded commercial legislation through the parliamentary 

process. At that time, Belgian parliamentarians wanted to create an international conference 

to bring together stakeholders in parliamentary discussions about trade and commerce and 

replicate the influence of the Commons’ Commercial Commerce on an international level.910 

The formal statutes of the CPIC adopted right before the outbreak of war in 1914 defined the 

goal of the association: “The International Parliamentary Commercial Conference aims to 

bring together, through harmonious action, commercial committees where trade legislation 

is drafted in the primary parliaments, in order to continue together to harmonize legislation 

on commercial matters, and thus guarantee more efficient protection of interests abroad for 

the participating nations, due to the similarity in commercial law.”911 

Unlike the IPU whose work of international cooperation ground to a halt during the 

war, the CPIC’s second international conference took place in the Palais du Luxembourg in 

April 1916 in wartime Paris. Some of the CPIC’s participants from before the outbreak of 
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war, including Austria, Hungary, and Germany, were obviously not invited, and the 

conference refashioned itself as the Entente’s international commercial gathering. 1917 saw 

the conference held in Rome, and the 1918 conference was held in London. The participating 

countries at these wartime gatherings were only from Allied states; the Netherlands, which 

had attended in 1914 but was neutral during the war, did not dispatch delegations during the 

war, and states like Greece were only represented after they joined the war on the Allies’ 

side.912 This Entente-only bloc continued at the 1919 CPIC conference, but the organization 

later grew more ecumenical in accepting delegations from around the world. By 1925, 37 

national groups, of which 30 had been officially endorsed by a national parliament, 

attended.913 By the mid-1920s, the CPIC was even supported by a permanent secretariat in 

Brussels.914 The leadership of the CPIC pushed to grow even more, dispatching numerous 

letters to parliaments and governments encouraging attendance. In both the Australian and 

Austrian archives, there are multiple letters from the CPIC sent during the same year urging 

the countries to dispatch delegations; these were sent by the secretariat over and over again 

despite having been turned down previously:915 “We entertain a firm hope that the Australian 
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parliamentarians will not remain outside that extremely fruitful movement, at a time when 

economical mutual help is for the nations a pass word for rising again.”916 By 1928, the CPIC 

settled for incorporating an Australian state legislator into the British delegation, although 

was undeterred in trying to add a national Australian delegation.917 

Although Germany had been the major foe of the CPIC’s members in World War I, by 

the time of the 1927 conference in Brazil, German delegates to the conference had key roles 

on the meeting’s agenda. The spotlight was on Germany from the first hours of the 1927 

meeting with a “very effective address” by Rudolf Hilferding, who had been chosen to speak 

right after the formal welcome of the Brazilian Foreign Minister and thus had the honor of 

having his speech translated into Portuguese for the assembled local press. Hilferding 

continued his starring role presenting a resolution he had prepared on cartels and trusts that 

was adopted without many changes by the whole conference. Hans von Raumer was also 

catapulted into the CPIC’s leadership when he took over the chairmanship of the Coal 

Commission because the original chair was absent; there Raumer and Heinrich Brüning 

together helped usher through a German compromise proposal on the issues at hand.918 
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Noting that the conference dodged the issues that were most relevant for the 

Americas, a number of South American delegates reported after the conference that 

European concerns had dominated the agenda and the discussion: “The other issues 

appeared to interest the European countries among themselves, and they especially chose this 

place and this time to calmly discuss them outside a European environment. In this regard, 

agreements were reached that will undoubtedly be proven beneficial for the countries of the 

old continent.” This prompted one of Peru’s delegates to suggest “regional congresses, i.e. 

European and American” separate meetings to work on regional economic issues, so 

European questions would not dominate the international agenda.919 Even one German 

delegate thought these kinds of conferences were not the most productive international 

events; Oscar Meyer wrote that “[t]he practical value of these conferences was not 

significant.”920 An Argentinian representative provided a more balanced assessment of the 

1927 gathering: “On the one hand, [the conference] sought the mutual rapprochement of 

delegates, and in that regard it was particularly useful, because it eased the process of meeting 

each other among representatives of all countries, who act leaders in their own parliaments; 

however in terms of its practical side, it was especially flawed.”921 
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Despite mixed reviews on the efficacy of this conference, politicians from around the 

world continued to attend these meetings to discuss issues that were often more specialized 

than those handled at the IPU’s conferences. The CPIC’s topics of discussion included 

bankruptcy laws, coal, shipping, circulation of capital, the world economic crisis, improving 

transport facilities, internal navigation, international broadcasting, agricultural credits, and 

price fixing.922 The conference itself was run differently than the IPU, with work divided 

between, on the one hand, individual members who drafted and circulated resolutions before 

the conference began and, on the other hand, the committees that reviewed draft resolutions, 

debated them, adopted amendments, and finalized the definitive text that would be 

forwarded to the plenary session.923 Constructive debate and high-level discussion were 

relegated to committees where members were often experts on their topics. Different 

national delegations focused their efforts in different committees; for example, at the 1928 

CPIC conference in Paris, British delegates attended the committee meetings on economic 

disarmament and on “Transport and Liberty of Transit” but completely skipped the meetings 

on “Long Term Treaties assuring equitable treatment” and “Legislative Measures to help 

international Commerce.”924 

                                                
922 See Union interparlementaire, Compte rendu de la XXVme conférence tenue à Berlin du 23 au 28 août 1928 
(Lausanne, Librairie Payot & Cie, 1928), as well as the other annual comptes rendus of the conferences. 

Memo, Conférence Parlementaire Internationale du Commerce, Douzième assemblée plénière, March 1926,  

I 494, 983, Archives Georges Theunis, Archives de l'État en Belgique-Brussels. 

923 Un. iprl. Conférence parlementaire du Commerce, Congrès de Prague, n.d., Box 721, Inter-Parliamentary 
Union Archive-Geneva. 

924 Interparliamentary Commercial Conference, Versailles, 19 to 22 June, 1928,” A 981/CONF 167 PART 1, 
National Archives of Australia-Canberra. 



 

 373 

Although CPIC committee work was a chance to muddle through finer policy details, 

the plenary discussion suffered: “The text [of a resolution] is presented to the conference by a 

rapporteur who is usually the originator of the project. The rapporteur briefly comments on 

the resolution, then a second speaker takes the floor to thank [the first speaker], then the 

resolution is put to a vote and unanimously adopted.” 925  A critic of the CPIC put it bluntly: 

“It is obvious that the plenary sessions are not interesting, which is made worse because the 

speakers just deliver a stream of compliments which are often exaggerated.” In addition, 

unlike the League of Nations or the IPU, the CPIC was almost completely in French, which 

meant that time and resources did not have to be budgeted for translation but also dissuaded 

parliamentarians without a good grasp of French from wandering off script. Despite the 

more focused topics and emphasis on committee work, the CPIC conferences remained well 

attended throughout the interwar period.926 

 Like the IPU, CPIC conferences were also occasions to wine and dine delegates and 

for the host country to engage in a bit of soft diplomacy. Brazil worked on boosting its image 

at the 1927 conference. A year before, at the 1926 CPIC conference in London, the organizers 

ensured that the participants had invitations to the theater, lunch in Westminster Palace, 

dinner with the Prince of Wales, and a reception with the king, along with a trip to Oxford.927 
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This same festive atmosphere had even characterized the earlier 1923 CPIC conference in 

Prague with receptions and dinners at the fine state buildings in the city. “In this the 

Czechoslovak organizers tried […] to provide the conference participants with an especially 

high opinion of Czech culture and economic power.” The Prague conference was also 

marked by another recurring feature of these international gatherings that we saw with the 

IPU: national political tension. Although Czechoslovak parliamentarians were hosting the 

CPIC, the government neglected to formally invite the country’s German-speaking political 

parties. Although two German-speaking Czechoslovak parliamentarians had been invited in 

a personal capacity, they boycotted the conference, since their parties had been ignored.928 

This link between domestic politics and international conference was one that cropped up 

over and over again. 

 
MINGLING AND NETWORKING: PARLIAMENTARIANS’ INDIVIDUAL 

EXPERIENCES 

The first five chapters of this dissertation have explored the social z around national 

parliaments and analyzed case studies to point to unexpected collegiality and cooperation 

within national political cultures. Parliamentarians also experienced the international 

conferences of both the Inter-Parliamentary Union and the Conférence parlementaire 

internationale du commerce as chances for networking, often as an opportunity to grow 
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928 Prague Consulate to Bundesminister des Äussern, 30 May 1923, Karton 53, AdR AAng BKA-AA HP 
Handelspolitik, Abteilung 14, Archiv der Republik, Österreichisches Staatsarchiv-Vienna. 
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closer to colleagues from one’s own national parliament. However, these conferences also 

expanded politicians’ international connections. They prompted the exchange of visiting 

cards and post-conference correspondence with colleagues around the globe. The 

international networks that were built up at these conferences help us reimagine 

parliamentary life in the interwar period as something less nationally isolated.  

 Turning again to the German delegation to the CPIC conference in Rio de Janeiro, 

the memoirs and personal correspondence of the delegates show that this trip to Brazil left a 

lasting impression, particularly because it brought them closer to each other. Although a 

group including a Marxist theorist and a conservative German nationalist is not a likely 

candidate to grow particularly close, the three months these lawmakers were cooped up 

together on steamers and in conference rooms did the trick. The DDP parliamentarian Oscar 

Meyer remembered one experience when on board the Sierra Morena en route to Brazil when 

the delegation saw the German national holiday go by unacknowledged on the ship: “On the 

new German national holiday [Verfassungstag] we were on the high seas. Nothing marked 

the national day of remembrance. Two days later the ship was resplendent with flag 

decorations that we did not at first recognize; the captain’s celebratory speech at dinner 

informed us that it was the national holiday of Uruguay!”929 One can read the fact that Meyer 

even remembered this experience so vividly as evidence that this made the German 

parliamentarians think of themselves as Germans first, rather than as socialists, Catholics, or 

                                                
929 Oscar Meyer, Von Bismarck zu Hitler: Erinnerungen und Betrachtungen (Offenbach a.M.: Bollwerk-Verlag Karl 
Drott, 1948), 139. 
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German nationalists. Surrounded by blue and white flags, they realized they had more in 

common with each other than with the celebrating Uruguayan passengers. 

  More than the resolutions of a particular CPIC meeting, or even “personally meeting 

the parliamentarians of different countries who were interested in trade issues,” Meyer 

treasured the close relationships that developed among the German delegates: “I also still 

value the special opportunity for me to develop a closer acquaintance with my fellow 

delegates. On the way, we set aside our party blinders and realized that we all really liked each 

other.”930 These new personal relationships were apparent in a postcard sent to Elisabeth 

Thesing from a port where the German delegation’s ship docked. Thesing was Rudolf 

Hilferding’s stepdaughter from his wife’s earlier marriage, and not only did her mother sign 

the card, but so did “Onkel Rudi” and all the other delegates and their spouses. This was a 

friendly personal gesture that showed the delegates had grown close.931 One could even 

speculate that Hilferding’s engaging personality was partly responsible for bringing the 

entire delegation together. Meyer remembered him fondly: “Ever since then [during the trip], 

a close friendship connected my wife and me to the Hilferdings. Rudolf Hilferding, a man of 

the most noble volition, a deep education, and a never-failing goodness of heart, became the 

best friend I ever made as an adult.” These new relationships with his Reichstag colleagues 

                                                
930 Oscar Meyer, Von Bismarck zu Hitler: Erinnerungen und Betrachtungen (Offenbach a.M.: Bollwerk-Verlag Karl 
Drott, 1948), 140-141. 

931 Jointly signed postcard to Elisabeth Thesing, 1/RHAB000010, Nachlass Rose Hilferding. Archiv der 
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were the main reason Meyer called this trip “one of the most generous gifts that fate ever gave 

me.”932 

Sometimes parliamentarians were brought together during these international trips 

to network and strategize in smaller special-interest groups. For example, the IPU’s 

conferences frequently featured events, often in less-formal social settings, for 

parliamentarians from different countries of the same ideological persuasion. At the 1922 

IPU conference in Vienna, the German socialists were invited to an evening gathering at 

Vienna’s City Hall. Hosted by the Austrian socialist party leadership, this gathering included 

socialists from Denmark, Belgium, Austria, and Germany.933 An even more formal invitation 

from the British Labour delegates at the IPU’s London conference in 1930 summoned all 

“Socialist and Labour Delegates to the Inter-Parliamentary Union Conference” to a meeting 

in Westminster Hall “to enable Socialist delegates from the various countries to make 

personal contacts and to raise any questions which concern Socialist policy in connection 

with the work of the Inter-Parliamentary Union.”934 These party-political gatherings on the 

sidelines of the IPU’s conferences were supplemented by separate meetings of national and 

linguistic groups. For instance, all the German-speaking delegates from Central Europe met 

                                                
932 Oscar Meyer, Von Bismarck zu Hitler: Erinnerungen und Betrachtungen (Offenbach a.M.: Bollwerk-Verlag Karl 
Drott, 1948), 139-141. 

933 Diary Entry, 29 Aug 1922, N 1027/17, Nachlass Eduard David, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

934 British Socialist Delegates to the Socialist and Labour Delegates to the Inter-Parliamentary Union 
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together and discussed issues of relevance to German minorities at the IPU conferences in 

Washington, Paris, and Berlin.935 

 This international networking could also take place outside the official conference 

program on a personal level, sometimes not even in the same country as the inter-

parliamentary conference. For instance, the Romanian delegation to an inter-parliamentary 

meeting stopped by for official receptions in Vienna en route to Switzerland where the IPU 

conference was being held.936 During a trip to the United States for the 1925 IPU conference, 

Heinrich Schnee, the former governor of German East Africa and right-liberal DVP member 

of the Reichstag, met privately with a number of bigwig foreign policy players in the American 

capital. Schnee secured an appointment with Senator William Borah of Idaho, who chaired 

the Senate Foreign Relations Committee for a long private conversation that touched on 

reparations, colonial ambitions, and Soviet Russia. That same day after meeting Borah, 

Schnee attended a large dinner with Senator Henrik Shipstead who praised Schnee in his 

remarks as a leading “German statesman.”937 

 In addition to meeting political counterparts in other countries, these inter-

parliamentary conference trips also offered politicians the chance to interact with expatriates, 

business associates, and other friends of their home country. For instance, when German 

                                                
935 Abschrift Brief Löbes an Czech, 2 Mar 1929, Partei-Archiv vor 1934, M 130, Partei und Internationales, 
Partei und Ausland (Korrespondenz mit CSR), Verein der Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung-Vienna. 

936 Amtserinnerung! Zl. 5555/A, 16 Aug 1924, Karton 25, AdR AAng BKA-AA NPAPräs Neues Politisches 
Archiv, Präsidium, Österreichisches Staatsarchiv-Vienna. 

937 Untitled Document, 1925, Nr. 24, VI. HA Nl. Schnee, Nachlass Heinrich Schnee, Geheimes Staatsarchiv 
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Catholic Center Party members traveled to the United States, another Center Party 

parliamentarian provided them with letters of introduction to Dr. Scholl of orthopedic shoe 

fame, to famous German-American doctors, to leaders at General Electric, and to Henry 

Goldman, of Goldman-Sachs, who was a “big American financier, who remained true to 

Germany during the war and because of that was forced out of his companies and off boards 

of directors. [He is] a very good economic thinker, philanthropist.”938 There was an even 

more concerted effort for the German delegation to meet privately with friends of Germany 

at the CPIC in Rio de Janeiro in 1927.939 Oscar Meyer later remembered how visiting the 

local German expatriate community, ostensibly to connect them with representatives of the 

new German republic, was actually troubling for some Reichstag members: “On the table in 

the society’s lounge there were numerous newspapers and magazines spread out; of those 

from Germany, there was only the infamous anti-republican and anti-Semitic rag Fridericus, 

which at the time no reputable person in Germany would have touched with a ten-foot pole. 

The society’s president responded to my stunned expression: ‘One should also hear from the 

other side,’ to which I answered that it seemed to me that they only wanted to hear the other 

side.”940 Meyer’s recollection hinted at more friction on these friendly visits than the German 

                                                
938 Friedrich Dessauer to Joseph Wirth, 21 Aug 1925, FD 3, Nachlass Friedrich Dessauer, Kommission für 
Zeitgeschichte-Bonn. 

939 Pistor, Deutsche Gesandtschaft Rio de Janeiro to AA, 17 Sep 1927, R 401/1047, Vorläufiger 
Reichswirtschaftsrat, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

940 Oscar Meyer, Von Bismarck zu Hitler: Erinnerungen und Betrachtungen, (Offenbach a.M.: Bollwerk-Verlag Karl 
Drott, 1948), 139-140. 
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consular report suggested; nevertheless, these private contacts were seen as important soft 

diplomacy.941 

In the end, what do all of these ties between international politicians and between 

politicians and expatriates actually accomplish in a concrete sense? A gesture towards an 

answer can be found in an undated letter from the German liberal and leading 

internationalist Walter Schücking to the French parliamentarian and minister Édouard 

Herriot. Schücking’s letter starts with a reference to a friendly conversation between the two 

men at an IPU reception: “You probably do not know what kind of unforgettable impression 

this comment left with me. The comment was from the person who has brought about the 

greatest turn in world history by building the groundwork for reconciliation between France 

and Germany [i.e. Herriot]. Along with your compatriots in Paris, at the time all people of 

goodwill in the entire world cheered ‘Vive Herriot!’ They still cheer that today.” After such 

effusive praise, Schücking turned to something he needed from Herriot. A German school 

director from Frankfurt who was a close friend of Schücking’s was in Paris and could not get 

permission to go observe classes in French schools. Assuring Herriot that this educator was 

not an evil German out of an old French wartime nightmare, Schücking wrote: “With the 

firmest conviction, I can recommend this person wholeheartedly; his relationship to the 

Catholic Center Party marks him as a republican with pacifist tendencies.”942 This pairing of 

a fond memory of an IPU conference with a personal request indicates to the value of this 
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international social network in the minds of some of its members. Schücking used his IPU 

contact with Herriot to get a favor for a friend. One cannot argue convincingly that a single 

international parliamentary culture developed and this Schücking-Herriot correspondence is 

an example of that, but these international conferences did forge connections between 

politicians and political actors around the world that could be called on behind-the-scenes for 

personal and political favors. 

 
IDENTITY CRISES AND COMPETITION BETWEEN THE IPU AND CPIC 

 After the First World War, the Inter-Parliamentary Union worked to rebuild its Nobel 

Peace Prize-winning brand of internationalism for a new era.943 This soul searching at the 

IPU was a gradual process of muddling through relationships with other associations, 

determining what the organization was not, and finally settling on a direction for the future. 

The International Parliamentary Commercial Conference was also confronted with similar 

problems in this period, although the organizations took different paths through the 

interwar years. They quickly started encroaching on each other’s territory which led to 

competition and then pushback from the older IPU against the newcomer CPIC.  

As the League of Nations system was getting off the ground, the IPU explored the 

possibility of becoming an ancillary organ of the League, offering to give the League a veneer 

of parliamentary legitimacy in return for funding and support. When the League was 

                                                
943 See Nobelprize.org, accessed 22 October 2016, 
https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/, for information on the Nobel Peace Prizes won 
by those associated with the IPU. The winners in 1901 (Frédéric Passy), 1902 (Albert Gobat), 1903 (William 
Randal Cremer), 1908 (Frederic Bajer), 1909 (August Beernaert), 1913 (Henri La Fontaine), 1921 (Christian 
Lange), and 1927 (Ferdinand Buisson) were all linked to the IPU and the interparliamentary movement. 
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surveying international organizations to see how it could be supportive of their efforts, a 

League official reached out directly to the IPU’s secretary general to offer “other kinds of help 

which may affect such a Union as yours.” “[W]hen they [international organizations] hold 

their reunions at the seat of the League,” this assistance from the League would primarily 

consist “in securing halls for conferences in furnishing interpreters and clerical work, or 

possibly in collecting government subventions provided they had been previously agreed 

upon.”944 This offer of assistance fell short of the IPU leadership’s hopes in 1920, when the 

IPU’s secretariat was particularly concerned with finding out how the League’s Council 

might be able to endorse the IPU in such a way as to encourage renewed subsidies from 

national governments which would solve the IPU’s budget woes.945 

 Later in 1920, the Secretary General of the League of Nations actually considered the 

idea of creating or partnering with an inter-parliamentary organization in a more formal 

capacity. An internal League memo suggested that since the IPU was just now rebuilding its 

connections between parliamentarians and parliaments in the wake of the war, the League 

could closely work alongside the organization to remake it as an affiliated institution through 

which the League could disseminate information and gain some modicum of popular 

democratic legitimacy.946 However the League’s leadership eventually stopped this 
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partnership program in its tracks: “The League should not […] officially separate 

Parliaments from Governments. What is of importance is that it should keep in contact with 

the various countries, or say nations as a whole, that is to say with their various elements […] 

We must keep in touch with Governments, Parliaments, private associations, public opinion, 

and so on.”947  

Nevertheless, the IPU was undeterred in grappling with the hot-button international 

issues of the day, duplicating much of the work of the League’s committees and commissions. 

The IPU’s secretary general reached out to the leadership at the League to ask that the IPU’s 

findings and publications be circulated at the Council of the League. Eric Drummond, 

secretary general of the League replied: “[I]t would not be in order for a document or 

resolution received at the Secretariat from a non-official organization […] to be transmitted 

by the Secretary General to the Council or to the members of the League.” However, 

Drummond permitted the IPU’s material to be forwarded to commissions of the League 

studying the same topics. This meant, for example, the IPU’s resolutions on disarmament 

and colonial mandates were forwarded to committees at the League.948 As a result of this 

partial success in getting IPU material into the hands of League diplomats, the IPU kept 

sending countless reports on the codification of international law, banning opiates, and 

many other matters to the League’s offices, whose officials diligently noted receipt of these 
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reports before filing them away. These IPU reports still turn up unused and unopened in the 

United Nations archives in Geneva.949 

 Once rebuffed by the League of Nations, one might have expected that the IPU would 

turn to other internationalist-minded movements in Europe for support. However, 

surprisingly, the inter-parliamentary organization intentionally defined itself against these 

new ideas, including that of the growing Pan-European movement. Pan-Europa was a call to 

create an ethnically heterogeneous state in Europe. Richard von Coudenhove-Kalergi, a 

young Bohemian nobleman with a Japanese mother and Austrian father, was ginning up 

support for a Pan-European Union, underpinned by conservative values and Coudenhove-

Kalergi’s own aristocratic sensibilities. European integration projects like the Pan-European 

movement were still in their infancy in the interwar period and were then seen as being at 

odds with an international inter-parliamentary association.950 

The opposition between the philosophies of the IPU and Pan-Europa was so stark for 

contemporaries that the American Foreign Affairs Association hosted a debate in the Astor 

Hotel in New York City between Coudenhove-Kalergi, representing the ideas of the Pan-

Europa movement, and the IPU Secretary General Christian Lange. The German DVP 

parliamentarian Heinrich Schnee attended this dinnertime debate during his 1925 trip to the 

United States. Coudenhove-Kalergi was the first at the podium, speaking “in fluent, although 

                                                
949 See, for instance, the booklet: Elihu Root, Rapporteur, Développement Du Droit International / 
Codification Du Droit International, in Cl. No. 13, Doc. No. 38653, Dossier No. 1139, League of Nations 
Archives-Geneva. 

950 For more information on Coudenhove-Kalergi and other forerunners of European integration, see, 
Katherine Sorrels, “Pan-Europe's Cosmopolitan Outsiders,” Austrian History Yearbook 46 (April 2015): 296-326. 
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not flawless, English,” with points that Schnee judged to be overly simplistic in presenting the 

lofty ideas of a European super-state to an American audience. Lange then took the floor to 

argue that he did not “expect salvation for Europe from a Pan-European movement, but 

instead from the further development of the League of Nations and the Inter-Parliamentary 

Union.” Three British MPs were also in the audience, and although they came from different 

political parties, all three challenged Coudenhove-Kalergi’s ideas. Playing to the peanut 

gallery, one British lawmaker even suggested that if Britain were faced with the choice of a 

Pan-Europe or a Pan-America, he would be in favor of Britain joining with America rather 

than with Europe. Schnee thought that Coudenhove-Kalergi lost the debate, and there was 

little attempt to find common ground between his ideas and those of Christian Lange.951 

 Rebuffed by the League and seeing the nascent Pan-European movement as 

incompatible with its aims, the Inter-Parliamentary Union returned to its bread and butter—

parliaments and parliamentarians. During the First World War, Christian Lange had written 

to the United States’ IPU group with plans to bring “Central and South American States into 

association with the Interparliamentary Union.” Lange’s US congressional contact had 

“moderate familiarity with Spanish,” which he would have been willing to improve with a few 

months in a Spanish-speaking country to serve as an emissary for the IPU in Latin America, 

but this congressman left politics soon after the war, and the IPU put South American 
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 386 

expansion on ice.952 However, a few years later, the IPU sent another intermediary, Hans 

Sandelmann, to South America to meet parliamentarians there and boost the IPU’s 

membership. Sandelmann’s visits prompted the creation of Bolivian and Chilean national 

IPU groups, and one Chilean legislator specifically commended the IPU for focusing on this 

growth in a period of so-called “bankruptcy and crisis of parliamentarism.”953  

 During the 1920s the IPU’s expanded membership included Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, 

Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Egypt, the Dutch East Indies, Mexico, Panama, Peru, the 

Philippines, and Venezuela. The pace of new members joining slowed in the early 1930s, but 

even then Uruguay, Iran, Ecuador, Colombia, and Argentina joined the organization’s 

ranks.954 The IPU’s leadership had elected to redouble its efforts to transform itself into the 

biggest tent organization possible, bringing many new parliamentarians into the fold. This 

decision to grow was, in many ways, the IPU’s response to its identity crisis. Rather than 

refashion itself into an organ of the League of Nations or partner with growing 

internationalist movements like Pan-Europa, the IPU would grow quickly to gain legitimacy 

as the biggest club for parliamentarians in the world. However, its choice to incorporate as 

many parliaments and political parties as possible led to conflicts over the question of 

whether the IPU still had democratic principles at heart.  
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 Like the Inter-Parliamentary Union, the International Parliamentary Commercial 

Conference also set out to remake itself during the interwar period. Unlike the IPU, however, 

the CPIC had remained active during the war and had transformed itself into the Allies’ 

international commercial congress.955 The CPIC was closely associated with the Brussels-

based International Institute of Commerce, which was also led by Eugène Baie and hosted 

the conference’s permanent secretariat. In the early 1920s, the Belgian government took an 

interest in transforming this institute into the League’s international commercial statistics 

organization, which would have directly linked the CPIC and the League.956 Like the failed 

attempts at fusion between the IPU and the League, this plan also came to naught, but it 

reflected the CPIC considering the idea of becoming a more specialized and technocratic 

organization.  

Although “parliamentary” was in the CPIC’s name, even in the early days of the 

organization, states could be represented at annual conferences by either parliamentarians or 

ambassadors specializing in trade policy. Allowing professional diplomats to sit alongside 

parliamentarians meant that as the interwar period progressed, the CPIC gradually moved 

further away from its founders’ original goal of being like an international parliamentary 

trade committee to being yet another diplomatic forum for discussion between official 

government representatives. Over time, the professional diplomats at the CPIC’s events 
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started to outnumber elected parliamentarians, who tended to come from pro-free trade 

bourgeois liberal parties. An IPU observer at a CPIC conference pointed out that “[t]he 

representative nature of the Commercial Conference is particularly diminished” because 

ambassadors were there.957 The CPIC’s refashioned organization, which had technocratic 

dreams from its earliest days, entered its interwar heyday as a specialized organization that 

was also a big tent; however, unlike the IPU, which encouraged as many parliamentarians as 

possible to sign up, the CPIC expanded to new countries by allowing ambassadors rather 

than parliamentarians to represent member countries. 

 Because of the growing prominence of both the IPU and CPIC, a rivalry between the 

two began. The IPU’s executive circulated a memo to all its national groups taking a firm 

stand against “the tendency towards multiplication among inter-parliamentary 

organizations.” It urged national groups “to see that there shall not be a dispersal of efforts in 

the field of activity covered by the Inter-Parliamentary Union.” Although the IPU’s memo 

brought up a potential Agricultural Inter-Parliamentary Union as problematic, the memo’s 

real bogeyman was the CPIC: 

An ‘International Parliamentary Commercial Conference’ was founded in 1913; its 
central office is in Brussels and it includes a certain number of non-parliamentary 
members. Annual conferences are called which now no longer, as was at first the case, 
limit themselves to commercial questions; last year, at Rio de Janeiro, questions of 
emigration and immigration were discussed. 
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According to the IPU, this shift in the CPIC’s topical focus caused even more of “a danger of 

overlapping, of harmful competition and of a wastage of effort” between the organizations. 

The IPU had its sights set on becoming an “unofficial international Parliament,” and the 

CPIC was getting in the way of its hoped-for IPU-dominated inter-parliamentary system.958 

The rivalry between these two organizations often swung between outright 

competition and mild détente. After the anti-CPIC 1928 memo to all the IPU national 

groups, the CPIC’s secretary general Eugène Baie invited an official IPU delegate to the 

CPIC’s 1930 conference in Prague. This seemingly friendly gesture was instead used by the 

IPU to gather intelligence on the CPIC to put together a critical internal memo about the 

CPIC’s Prague conference.959 Formal invitations to the other organization’s conferences 

were still forthcoming, but fierce competition reigned when membership numbers and funds 

were at stake. The IPU leadership’s sense of urgency was heightened with reports from 

national groups on the CPIC’s maneuverings. For instance, the clerk of the Dutch Tweede 

Kamer reported in a “strictly confidential” letter to the IPU leadership that there was a 

movement to create a separate national group for the CPIC in the Dutch parliament, which 

threatened to split the already small group of politicians interested in inter-parliamentary 

affairs.960 Another confidante of the IPU’s secretariat in the Belgian Senate, secretly sent the 

IPU leadership a letter saying that the CPIC expected 500,000 francs from the French 
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Union Archive-Geneva. 

960 L.A. Kesper to Christian Lange, 17 Feb 1930, Box 721, Inter-Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva. 



 

 390 

parliament as a subsidy. Behind-the-scenes Belgian partisans of the IPU then used this 

information to try to get strings attached to Belgian funding for the CPIC so that the 

government would only disburse funds if the two inter-parliamentary organizations agreed 

to merge.961 As the older and larger organization, the IPU hoped to take on a dominant role 

in any fused inter-parliamentary organization. 

Other than informants of the IPU or CPIC, firmly on one side or the other in the 

contest between the two organizations, how did most interwar parliamentarians experience 

the tension between the two? At the national level, for the most part, these two organizations 

seemed redundant. After having hosted the IPU conference in Berlin in 1928 and then having 

the CPIC conference come to Berlin the following year, the German IPU group advocated 

“that right after the Inter-Parliamentary Commercial Conference held this year in Berlin a 

merger with the Inter-Parliamentary Union be recommended.”962 The Japanese delegation 

traveling to Europe for the 1928 IPU conference in Berlin aimed to keep the same delegation 

in Europe to attend the CPIC as well.963 Because some parliamentarians actually attended 

both conferences, lawmakers have been known to have gotten mixed up in their memoirs—

writing about an Inter-Parliamentary Union conference in Rio de Janeiro, rather than the 

                                                
961 Albert François to Christian Lange, 5 May 1931, Box 721, Inter-Parliamentary Union Archive-Geneva. 

962 Sitzung der Deutschen Gruppe der Interparlamentarischen Union, 27 Jun 1929, N 1132/110, Nachlass 
Wilhelm Heile, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

963 Memo, German Embassy Tokyo, 11 Jun 1928, R 83524, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 



 

 391 

actual CPIC conference there.964 Since many politicians could not even keep these 

organizations straight, the conflict raging at the highest levels between the IPU and CPIC did 

not seem to perturb individual politicians who were members of one or both organizations. 

 
A TOLERANT OR A DEMOCRATIC PARLIAMENTARY INTERNATIONALISM? 

 The differences between the Inter-Parliamentary Union and the International 

Parliamentary Commercial Conference can be read as a contest between how to understand 

the idea of an interwar parliamentary international. As has been shown, the IPU became a 

larger big-tent organization that welcomed as many parliaments and parliamentarians to its 

conferences as possible. The CPIC grew as well, but by permitting more specialist diplomats 

to represent countries in lieu of elected parliamentarians. However, decisions about how to 

advocate for parliamentarism in a world that was skeptical of democracy confronted both 

organizations—which still saw themselves as part of a common inter-parliamentary 

movement. 

The IPU grappled with the question of how to support parliamentarism in the late 

1920s, usually surrounding challenges to the legitimacy of Fascist Italy’s participation in the 

organization. For instance, at a 1927 meeting of the governing Inter-Parliamentary Council 

held in the senate building in Paris, the IPU’s president brought up a letter from eleven 

former Italian parliamentarians in exile in France. The president read the letter aloud, which 

attacked the state of democracy in Mussolini’s Italy: “There is no longer constitutional 
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government in Italy. The dictatorship was openly proclaimed as the political system of the 

country, all individual and social liberty has been suppressed there.” These former members 

of the Italian national IPU group then called on the organization to stand up for democracy: 

“We cannot imagine that you tolerate powerful dictatorship and despotism […] Your 

institution is, by itself, a living protest against any corruption of democracy or the 

parliamentary system.”965 

Two Italian delegates on the IPU’s Council represented the country’s Fascist-

dominated legislature, and they objected loudly to various parts of this letter as it was read 

aloud. These Italians spoke first during the council’s debate urging that the letter be ignored 

and provocatively asked the other members of the council what they would do “if one of your 

compatriots wanted to use the Inter-Parliamentary Union as a tool of propaganda against his 

government?” Paul Löbe, the socialist president of the Reichstag, was the second to speak. He 

politely, yet pointedly, disagreed with the Italians. After paying lip service to respecting 

domestic affairs in individual countries, Löbe asked: “But is it not required that the Union 

now decide if it intends to act as representative for a parliamentary system or simply as a 

representative of all the parliaments?” He continued by posing the rhetorical question 

whether the IPU should admit Bolsheviks into its ranks—insultingly lumping the Fascists in 

Italy in a group with the Communist leaders of the Soviet Union. Löbe was no fan of the 

Bolsheviks or of the Fascists, and he wanted the IPU to stand for something. However, even 
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behind closed doors at the council meeting, Löbe’s strong position on the side of 

parliamentary democracy was echoed only by the Belgian socialist senator Vincent Volckaert. 

The French socialists and bourgeois liberal politicians from other countries instead sought a 

compromise with the Italians, finally agreeing to pass the exiled Italian parliamentarians’ 

letter on to the president of the next large IPU conference in a private capacity with no 

recommendation on whether to distribute it.966 The council thus dodged the question of how 

or if it should officially support democratic politicians.  

 Paul Löbe’s lonely stand for an inter-parliamentary movement that was more than a 

club for legislators or an excuse for an annual junket highlighted a division in the Inter-

Parliamentary Union that persisted into the 1930s. Coincidentally, Löbe later found himself 

in a position similar to the exiled Italian parliamentarians when he was an undesirable former 

socialist parliamentarian in 1935 Nazi Germany. Löbe remained in Berlin, but his status as an 

early opponent of the Nazi regime meant that he was unable to find work. Having been 

unemployed for a year and a half and having no savings whatsoever, he turned to friends 

abroad, including those affiliated with the IPU. Hat in hand, this former partisan of 

democracy asked for help.967 

 Walter Schücking, the erstwhile liberal German parliamentarian and then a judge on 

the Permanent Court of Justice in The Hague, opened a bank account in Holland to support 
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Paul Löbe financially, and Schücking enlisted the help of the IPU’s secretary general to 

contact IPU national groups who had been friendly to Löbe in the past. The new IPU 

Secretary General Léopold Boissier unofficially appealed to a select set of national groups to 

ask “whether they would not consider the possibility of participating in a help action, 

considering the invaluable services which Paul Löbe rendered, not only to the Inter-

Parliamentary Union, but also to parliamentary institutions.”968 The leadership of the IPU 

made very clear that “[t]his action will be of a confidential nature and will not at all be 

political.”969 The IPU collected the handsome sum of 1,384 Swiss francs from a set of donors 

including the Irish national group, a private donation from a Welsh liberal MP, a collection 

taken up from British MPs and members of the House of Lords, a large lump sum from the 

Danish group, and the largest donation from Löbe’s friends in Geneva, particularly members 

of the secretariat itself.970 Privately these groups and individuals were all supportive of Löbe 

but asked to remain confidential.971 

  The IPU secretary general’s self-congratulatory letters sent to the donors thanked 

them on behalf of Paul Löbe “not only for the financial help in this time of acute need, but 

also for the moral support which the knowledge that he had friends abroad was to him.”972 
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However, in private correspondence between Boissier and Schücking, Löbe was chastised for 

even mentioning the IPU in his correspondence out of Nazi Germany: “I was shocked […] 

that he mentioned the Inter-Parliamentary Union itself. I would be grateful if you ask the 

bank to not mention the Inter-Parliamentary Union in this matter because the Union is 

neither officially nor semi-officially involved in this matter. Collecting donations has been 

organized by a few members of the Union in a personal capacity, which is very different. If 

there were even the mildest impression, that the Union itself supported private citizens, 

allegations could be heaped on it either by the German government or other national IPU 

groups.”973 ‘Do not ruffle feathers’ was Boissier’s mantra. In keeping with this idea that only 

individual parliamentarians could take a stand in favor of parliamentary democracy, at the 

1937 IPU conference in Paris, 87 of the 376 participants petitioned the Nazi government on 

behalf of the condemned former communist parliamentarian Robert Stamm that “mercy 

take the upper hand,” and Stamm be granted clemency rather than executed; their plea fell on 

deaf ears, and the former lawmaker was beheaded.974 Once again, like the Löbe case, support 

for parliamentary democracy and for ex-parliamentarians was seen a private matter, not the 

concern of the Inter-Parliamentary Union as a whole. 

The IPU’s changing understanding of its role as a defender of parliamentarism was 

also reflected in the issues taken up by its study commissions. In the 1920s, the IPU’s 

international committees had items like the “Crisis of the Parliamentary Regime” on the 
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agenda,975 and the Berlin conference of 1927 specifically debated the state of parliamentary 

democracy. In the 1920s, the organization routinely worked to reinvigorate support for 

parliamentary institutions. However, by the mid-1930s, the study sub-committee tasked with 

examining the “Evolution of the Representative System” debated highly technical issues like 

“public finances and parliaments,” “financial autonomy of public subdivisions,” and 

“parliamentary disqualification.”976 Pressing issues in democratic governance had thus given 

way to minutiae. 

Although the IPU itself tried to maintain a low profile and remain neutral on the 

question of how much to support parliamentary democracy, since the IPU aspired to be the 

world’s “unofficial international Parliament” with freeform debates, anything could happen 

in its conferences’ plenary sessions.977 Without the strictures of formulaic speeches by experts 

in French as at the CPIC, debate on the floor of the IPU conferences was livelier. On July 22, 

1932, during that year’s Geneva conference, after an Italian professor delivered a speech 

defending Fascism, a French socialist delegate “sprang to his feet [and] objected to the 

Italian’s frequent use of the word ‘justice’ and his ‘lecture to us on the parliamentary rules of 
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Italy, a country without a free parliament,’ and concluded: ‘There is no justice where liberty 

does not exist.’” After the subsequent furor, the French delegate responded to the request of 

the chair that he apologize: “Never to the representatives of the government which ordered 

the murder of Matteotti!”978 Under direct orders from Mussolini, the Italian delegation left 

the IPU conference in protest. The Italians subsequently persuaded the secretary general of 

the League of Nations to revoke the invitation for the IPU to use the League’s conference 

facilities where the meeting was being held.979 Of the incident, the IPU secretary general 

wrote: “This case is also very delicate because it touches on different conceptions of the Inter-

Parliamentary Union that we find among the members of the Union.”980 Although the 

majority of the parliamentarians at this IPU conference may have been uneasy with fascism, 

the organization’s leadership just wanted to forget everything and remain a big tent 

organization. 

Strangely enough, the anti-parliamentary Nazi government provides a useful final 

take on the brands of parliamentary internationalism put forward by the IPU and the CPIC. 

As the winds of fascist change blew over Germany in early 1933, the German Foreign Office 

put together a long report to the Nazi leadership arguing that Germany should cut funding 

from the IPU and not attend future conferences. After the spat with the Italian delegation 

during the 1932 conference, Italy had responded by temporarily withdrawing from the IPU, 
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and Japan had threatened to leave the IPU as well. The German consulate in Brussels had 

learned that at the 1933 IPU conference in Madrid, “the Belgian delegation intends to bring 

up the question of admitting German National Socialist parliamentarians in Madrid; [the 

Belgian group] decided, to refrain from participating in the conference, if the National 

Socialists were allowed to participate. Even at the Geneva conference in 1932 strong currents 

were present that favored expelling ‘fascist’ groups from the Union on principle.”981 For the 

Nazis, the IPU was an anti-fascist and uncontrollable parliamentary organization. In reality, 

the IPU tried to be more neutral in its stance towards illiberal parliaments, but the Nazi 

regime hated the IPU’s model that allowed individual parliamentarians to debate freely at its 

conferences. This reproduced the elements of the parliamentary regime the Nazis 

particularly despised, and the Third Reich would not be associated with this organization. 

On the other hand, the Nazis had far fewer qualms about participating in the 

International Parliamentary Commercial Conference or associating Nazi Germany with its 

brand of internationalism. In 1935, the state secretary in the Nazi Foreign Ministry argued in 

a lengthy memo that “right now the Reichstag should not go through with cancelling its 

membership in the International Parliamentary Commercial Conference.” Although by this 

time Germany had left the League of Nations, the Disarmament Conference, the IPU, and 

other international organizations, the state secretary argued that a decision to leave the CPIC 

would isolate Germany even more in the international arena. The state secretary saw 
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membership in the CPIC as important to German international interests and the blowback 

from leaving as too great.982 The German Reichstag had ceased to function as any kind of 

parliament by 1935, but to the CPIC that really did not matter. Germany would get a seat at 

the table with a professional Nazi diplomat sent in lieu of actual parliamentarians. 

Remaining active in the CPIC allowed Germany a back door into the international arena that 

it had earlier left in such a huff by withdrawing from the League.  

 The proof that the Nazis were willing to accept the CPIC and its technocratic brand of 

parliamentary internationalism comes from the minutes of the Reichstag session on March 

23, 1933. This day is infamous for the passage of the Enabling Act. Nazi stormtroopers had 

surrounded the Reichstag’s provisional chambers at the Kroll opera house, across the street 

from the burned-out parliament building. The social democrats who were not already in jail 

or in hiding had braved a gauntlet of stormtroopers to take their places for one final defense 

of German democracy. The socialist leader Otto Wels had already defiantly and famously 

challenged the government’s course of action: “Freiheit und Leben kann man uns nehmen, 

die Ehre nicht [Freedom and life can be taken from us, not our honor]”.983 Votes had been 

cast, and the Enabling Act had been approved.  

However, the Enabling Act was not actually the last act in that Reichstag session. 

Among the procedural measures that Reichstag President Hermann Göring brought up right 
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before he adjourned the meeting, there was one to empower him to consult with the various 

parties in the Reichstag to select the delegates to the CPIC’s conference in Rome later that 

year. In the Reichstag’s minutes, tucked in between the excitement and bravos of the 

National Socialists, the parliament voted Göring that power, and German attendance at the 

1933 CPIC meeting was assured. Minutes later, the raucous session came to an end with this 

note in the stenographic record: “Tumultuous Heil cries among the National Socialists. The 

members of the National Socialist party in the Reichstag sing the first verse of the Horst-

Wessel-Lied with a raised arm.”984 Those jubilant singing Nazis had killed off German 

democracy and, right afterwards, voted to dispatch a delegation to the International 

Parliamentary Commercial Conference. The CPIC’s version of parliamentary international 

was illiberal and technocratic enough for even the new Nazi regime to sign up. 
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Chapter Seven 
Interwar Diplomatic Experimentation: 

Parliamentarians, Women, and National Representation at the League of Nations 
 

During the summer of 1921, the Australian government was deciding who to appoint 

as the country’s representative to the second annual Assembly of the League of Nations. This 

task was a fairly new diplomatic responsibility for the antipodean commonwealth; the self-

governing dominions of British Empire had only appeared independently on the world stage 

with their own diplomatic objectives at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference.985 Australia sent a 

one-man delegation to Geneva for the first Assembly of the League of Nations in 1920 whose 

sole member was both a federal senator and minister, but the cabinet had seen that as a 

special occasion and was looking for a lower-profile delegate to dispatch in 1921.986 

Accordingly, the Australian government selected a civil servant based at the High 

Commission in London as its preferred representative. When Australian supporters of the 

League learned that only an ordinary bureaucrat would be the commonwealth’s sole delegate 

in Geneva, they criticized the cabinet. Stung by this unexpected attack, the Australian 

government scrambled to find any higher-ranking Australian politician who happened to be 
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in Europe who could be quickly pressured into a month-long stay in Geneva for the League’s 

Assembly.987 

 Someone in the Australian government remembered that Stanley Melbourne Bruce, a 

member of the House of Representatives, had recently gone to Britain for business, and the 

cabinet reasoned that having a parliamentarian lead the delegation to the League might 

assuage the concerns of the League’s partisans in Australia. Bruce was himself a relatively new 

politician who had spent most of his adult life in Britain rather than in Australia. Although he 

had been born in Victoria, when his family’s fortune dried up, Bruce went to England to study 

and later work in London as a lawyer. When war broke out in 1914, Bruce signed up for the 

British army rather than the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC), only 

returning to Australia to run the family business and recuperate after he was wounded in the 

conflict. While back in Victoria, Bruce ran in a by-election as a Nationalist candidate, first 

taking a seat in the Australian House of Representatives in 1918.988 

 Having launched a political career, Bruce needed to wrap up his affairs in Britain in 

order to spend more time in Australia. In 1921, Bruce traveled with his wife back to London, 

taking along their distinctive Sunbeam car with an Australian-built body for the journey. 

When the Australian cabinet decided to tap Bruce as its last-minute delegate to the League of 

Nations, he was no longer in England, having left for France with plans to travel down to 
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Marseilles. The Australian diplomats in London frantically rushed to track down the errant 

politician, reaching out to the French Sûreté and the British Automobile Association 

requesting that agents keep an eye out for “a tall man in a Sunbeam car with an Australian 

body.” One of these telegrams looking for Bruce ended up in the hands of an Australian ex-

soldier who had settled down in Dieppe running a garage with his French wife. This 

Australian garageman-cum-British Automobile Association agent had noticed Bruce’s car 

entering his facility because of its unique Melbourne-built body. Bruce’s compatriot rushed 

out to a northern French golf course to deliver the news from London to the Australian 

politician and his wife. Bruce was located in France on a Friday and made it to Geneva in time 

for the Assembly’s opening the following Monday. He later recalled: “When I took the job 

on, inconceivable as it seems today […] I had little idea of what the League of Nations was and 

had not the remotest idea of what it was supposed to be doing or what the agenda 

contained.”989 Nevertheless, Bruce represented his country well, helped make a name for 

himself back in Australia, and inadvertently set the precedent that Australian legislators 

should make up part of the country’s diplomatic delegations to Geneva.990 

In retrospect, Bruce’s participation in the second Assembly of the League marked the 

beginning of his meteoric political rise in Australia. After his unexpected stint as a diplomat, 

he returned from Europe in 1921, landing in Western Australia to a handwritten note from 
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the prime minister offering him a position in the cabinet. Bruce waffled, but he was eventually 

bought into the cabinet as the Treasurer, the Australian equivalent of finance minister. Fate 

continued to favor Bruce when a disappointing electoral setback for the sitting prime 

minister pushed Bruce into the role as the governing coalition’s compromise candidate for 

the cabinet’s top job in 1923. Throughout the rest of his career, as the Australian prime 

minister and then as his country’s High Commissioner in London, Bruce remained an avid 

supporter of the League of Nations, representing his country again in the Assembly during 

the 1930s and serving in the League’s Council from 1933 to 1936.991 

Bruce’s original accidental appointment to the League of Nations was not as much of 

an outlier as one might expect. When Australia decided to appoint a woman to its delegation 

to the League Assembly in 1924, the cabinet also scrambled in the eleventh hour to find a 

suitable Australian candidate living in Britain who could spend a month in Geneva.992 In a 

strange twist of fate, Billy Hughes, the Australian prime minister who appointed Bruce to the 

Assembly in 1921 and was expecting a lackluster finale to his political career as a backbencher, 

received a frantic cable from the Australian government in 1932 asking him to represent the 

country at the League Assembly. Hughes’ ship had just docked in Naples when he got this 

last-minute telegram, and he was happy to change his travel plans to include time in Geneva. 

“In a sense this was merely a compliment to a member of parliament with an interest in 
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international affairs who happened to be available in Europe, but it was also the first official 

recognition of Hughes since he had ceased to be Prime Minister, and an invaluable 

opportunity for him to renew his contact with world affairs.”993 In the 1932 Australian 

delegation to Geneva, Hughes was actually paired as a delegate with Bruce, who was then the 

High Commissioner in London, but Bruce was detained, so Hughes led the delegation in his 

place.994 Hughes had been the Australian prime minister at the Paris Peace Conference who 

had helped ensure separate membership for the dominions of the British Empire in the 

League, so his career on the international stage had come full circle with this 1932 gig in 

Geneva.995 

One would assume that national governments deliberated long and hard about whom 

they intended to dispatch as official delegates to international conferences, especially when 

that conference was as predictable as the annual Assembly of the League of Nations, the acme 

of the international diplomatic calendar. However, as is shown in these examples from 

Australia, specific appointments of delegates seemed to come about more by accident and 

happenstance than as the product of carefully weighed deliberations. This chapter will 

demonstrate that delegates were appointed in a similar fashion from across the world and 

that last-minute domestic political circumstances that brought parliamentarians and women 

into diplomatic delegations set a precedent that shaped the make-up of future international 
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delegations. To use a more social scientific phrase, there was a path dependency to 

appointing legislators and women to Assembly delegations; these trends were both hard to 

break and refashioned the composition of national delegations on the international stage. If 

Stanley Melbourne Bruce had not parked his car in an Australian-owned garage in northern 

France during his 1921 golf vacation, Australia might not have begun the practice of sending 

elected parliamentarians and later dispatching women to the League of Nations. Because he 

was found in France in time to attend the Assembly, Bruce set the precedent that elected 

legislators were appropriate Australian delegates. 

The chapter will focus primarily on the parliamentarians and women who served as 

national delegates to the Assembly of the League of Nations. It will sketch out general trends 

and turning points in their participation before delving into several national examples to 

illustrate the power that domestic organizations and local party-political jockeying had on the 

makeup of diplomatic delegations. In one sense, this chapter borrows from the trusty 

approach of the political historian Lewis Namier whose first chapter in his seminal volume 

The Structure of Politics at the Accession of George III was called “Why Men Went Into 

Parliament.”996 Namier sketched out the demography of the mid-eighteenth-century British 

House of Commons, while being guided by the underlying assumption that for would-be 

MPs a “seat in the House [of Commons] was not their ultimate goal but a means to ulterior 

aims.”997 Such nefarious aims or hope for personal enrichment did not motivate the women 
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and men who went to Geneva in the 1920s and 1930s, but political and provincial goals did 

motivate the men who sent them there. This chapter will explore those aims to understand 

the unexplored role parliamentarians, as well as elected and unelected women, played at the 

League of Nations. 

 
CHANGING DIPLOMATIC PRACTICE AND THE ROLE OF THE ASSEMBLY OF 

THE LEAGUE OF NATIONS 

Every September during the 1920s and 1930s, delegations from around the world 

converged on Geneva to attend the annual session of the Assembly of the League of Nations. 

One German delegate remembered how the gathering transformed the Swiss city: crowds of 

people speaking a multitude of languages wandered the streets, cars of diplomats raced 

around town, the worldwide press crowded into the halls and salons of the city, and 

motorboats constantly plied the waters of Lake Geneva between the Assembly hall and the 

luxurious hotels where delegations took up residence.998 Recalling his time in the city, a 

British delegate’s memories were not quite as pleasant; he instead highlighted “the gossip of 

the cosmopolitan politicians, the huge dreary dinner-parties given by different nations in 

turn, the depressing cocktail parties and receptions.”999 Whether one remembered Geneva 
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fondly or not, it is little exaggeration to say that the annual Assembly marked a high point on 

the public diplomatic calendar during the interwar period. 

 For us in the present, it is easy to draw parallels between the yearly session of the 

League’s Assembly and the annual General Debate of the United Nations’ General Assembly 

held in New York. Today, presidents, premiers, and foreign ministers speak at the UN every 

September. Our current diplomatic world of multilateral conferences, particularly those 

hosted by the UN, is dominated by national leaders, hand-picked ambassadors, and 

professional diplomats.1000 To some extent, the Assembly of the League of Nations boasted a 

similar cast of characters. In the 1920s and 1930s, the world’s foreign ministers and maybe 

even a prime minister or chancellor would be among the delegates, along with specialized 

envoys and ambassadors. However, also milling around as national delegates, substitute 

delegates, and technical advisors were elected parliamentarians. Even more surprisingly, a 

number of these legislators came from opposition parties, serving in national delegations 

appointed by governments that they themselves opposed.1001 

Anyone familiar with international diplomacy who compared the key participants at a 

League of Nations Assembly during the 1920s to the movers and shakers in the diplomatic 

world before the First Word War would have immediately noticed the absence of 

independent aristocratic envoys representing powerful European countries. Instead, foreign 
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ministers led delegations, debates were carried out in public, and multilateral negotiations 

were au courant.1002 Scholars have noted that during the 1920s and 1930s, professional 

diplomats—plenipotentiary envoys or members of a foreign service fully empowered to 

negotiate on behalf of their countries—were less active in international diplomacy than they 

had been in previous decades. In reflecting on the longue durée history of the European 

diplomatic corps, the political scientist Mai’a K. Davis Cross echoed the scholarly consensus 

in pointing to the First World War as the moment “old diplomacy”—the secretive, behind-

the-scenes negotiations of often-aristocratic plenipotentiaries—lost its clout because it failed 

in preventing a cataclysmic war. Instead, Cross gestured towards the rise of a “new 

diplomacy” that was open, public, and directed by democratic statesmen in the form of 

“summitry, defined as direct conferences of statesmen or political leaders, as opposed to 

negotiation by professional diplomats.”1003 A contemporary called this trend towards 

multilateral summits, “diplomacy by conference,” which he argued was in vogue during the 

1920s.1004 

The leading British civil servant from 1916 to 1938, Maurice Hankey, coined this 

phrase “diplomacy by conference” in his memoirs. He traced the roots of “diplomacy by 

conference” to direct meetings between responsible British and French ministers during the 
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First World War; these ministers usurped the traditional roles of ambassadors and envoys as 

intermediaries between states. Hankey argued that awkward formal meetings between high-

ranking politicians eventually gave way to friendships, which he saw as crucial for this new 

form of diplomacy: “As the war progressed, and as the conferences became more and more 

frequent, the degree of intimacy became even greater. Sometimes the whole atmosphere of a 

conference has been improved by an informal dinner party, and I have known a knotty 

problem to be solved by a friendly conversation in a corner at a crowded reception.”1005 

According to Hankey, these high-level ministerial contacts between France and the UK grew 

to include the US when America entered the war on the side of the Allies, and the Paris Peace 

Conference was another manifestation of this summit-like “diplomacy by conference.”1006  

In their synthetic history of diplomatic practice, Keith Hamilton and Richard 

Langhorne echoed the importance of Hankey’s insights about “diplomacy by conference” but 

suggested that the roots of this “new diplomatic” practice might lie further back at the Hague 

Peace Conferences of 1899 and 1907, which Hankey had only glossed. Nevertheless, 

Hamilton and Langhorne conceded the First World War accelerated the trend towards 

summit diplomacy and increased the importance of face-to-face meetings among responsible 

ministers.1007 Patricia Clavin, an economic historian of the League of Nations, read Hankey’s 
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phrase in an even broader sense to capture even more diplomatic conferences including 

larger, public international gatherings that involved leading politicians and experts, if not the 

top government ministers. Borrowing from Hankey, she dubbed the 1920s the “decade of 

‘diplomacy by conference,’” since the League called international conferences on everything 

from worldwide disarmament to standardizing economic statistics and from suppressing 

obscene publications to supporting rabies research.1008 This world of summits and 

assemblies was a dramatic break from the prewar diplomatic past. 

Within this new diplomatic system, the League of Nations itself marked the most 

dramatic break with the old order. On paper, the League was to embody open, democratic 

Wilsonian diplomacy. The Covenant required that treaties be registered and published, and 

the League’s Assembly was to represent the “organized opinion of mankind.” Gone were 

secret treaties and self-interested deals between royal courts. The League system was 

designed to cast moral opprobrium on diplomats advancing only their narrow national 

interests in private diplomatic meetings. Older diplomats understood this to be a sea change. 

In reflecting on his son’s first posting as French diplomat abroad, Paul Cambon, a master 

diplomat of the prewar era, remarked: “I regret having allowed my son to choose a dying 

career.”1009 
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Nevertheless, radicals’ hopes for a clean break with the diplomatic past were not borne 

out. Although diplomacy was undoubtedly changing, Cambon was wrong to imagine that old 

diplomatic practices were moribund. Indeed, Sir Eric Drummond, the first Secretary General 

of the League of Nations, came from the British foreign policy establishment. Even at the 

apex of the League, dedicated to a new, open form of diplomacy, Drummond drew on his 

prewar training and maintained informal connections with former colleagues in London 

who were more than happy to share confidential British diplomatic documents with him. The 

League’s French deputy secretary general had similar connections with the Quai d’Orsay in 

Paris. Thus, secret communication and individualized background knowledge were not 

banished and still flourished, even in the halls of the League itself.1010  

These tensions between the new diplomatic style embodied in the League system and 

the practices that departed from that were evident to everyone in the negotiation of the 

landmark Locarno treaties. This 1925 diplomatic success settled German border disputes and 

ushered the interwar Germany back into the community of nations. Nevertheless, the pact 

was secretly negotiated by the foreign ministers of Germany, Britain, and France. Although 

four men would eventually win shares of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1925 and 1926 for their 

work on these treaties, miscommunications and misunderstandings threatened the final 

product during the negotiations. Perhaps professional diplomats could have handled these 

moments with more finesse than elected politicians, but the treaties themselves did 
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eventually materialize. Nevertheless, partisans of the openness and multilateralism of the 

League system cried foul, alleging that the “Locarnoite” Great Powers had returned to a 

secretive, prewar form of diplomacy with the results presented to the League’s Assembly and 

Council as a fait accompli.1011 In fact, the figure of the Locarnoite minister as a “statesman-

diplomat” was actually new for the interwar period. Earlier generations had delegated these 

tasks to aristocratic plenipotentiaries, rather than democratically responsible ministers. 

Thus, alongside the openness of the diplomacy promised by the League, the interwar era was 

marked by removing diplomatic negotiating power from the professional diplomats to 

politicians. 

 In writing about the changes that the First World War brought to European 

diplomatic practice, scholars overlooked the international role of elected politicians who 

were not themselves governmental ministers. This section will show how a number of 

European countries experimented with using national parliamentarians as official delegates 

to the League of Nations. In order to focus this study on legislators serving as diplomats, we 

will concentrate on parliamentarians dispatched as official national representatives to the 

Assembly of the League of Nations. Although the League hosted many multilateral 

conferences to which legislators were also appointed, the Assembly of the League of Nations 
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met annually which enables studying the changing participation of parliamentarians 

changing over time. 

*  *  * 

The Covenant of the League of Nations gave pride of place to the Assembly in 

enumerating the bodies that would make up the new international organization. The treaty 

laid down the Assembly’s powers in Article 3, before any other part of the League. However, 

this article was exceptionally brief, specifying only that the Assembly would be made up of 

representatives of each member-state, that each state could have up to three official delegates 

but cast only one vote, and that the Assembly could “deal at its meetings with any matter 

within the sphere of action of the League or affecting the peace of the world.”1012 The 

Assembly’s powers were especially limited compared to the smaller Council that was seen by 

the drafters of the Covenant as the League’s real executive body; one commentator likened 

the Council to a national cabinet and the Assembly to a national parliament.1013 However, the 

relationship between the Assembly and the Council was never clear cut, and the Assembly’s 

own role was somewhat ill defined. Indeed, when the Covenant was drafted, the Assembly 

had no authority over the League’s budget, and it was unclear how often it would even 

meet.1014 The idea of meeting only every four years had been floated in discussions while 
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drafting the Covenant.1015 

 The role and composition of the Assembly had always been a fuzzy topic for the 

writers of the Covenant. Ideas about an Assembly-like organ crop up in official British and 

American proposals on the shape of the League starting around mid-1918 and early 1919. The 

earliest proposals for a League of Nations devoted most of their time to exploring the role of a 

court or general council in adjudicating or arbitrating international disputes. By mid-1918, 

however, American plans began to call for a “Body of Delegates” to be like an “International 

Parliament” in almost constant session.1016 Various plans advanced by the British Foreign 

Office, as well as by officials from the British dominions, proposed a smaller executive 

council and a larger meeting of representatives, much like the Assembly the Covenant would 

eventually create. The British proposals explicitly tied this representative body to 

parliamentarians, calling for the members of the Assembly to be selected proportionally from 

the parties in a national parliament, specifying in one draft that there be a “periodical 

congress of delegates of the parliaments of States belonging to the League.”1017 During the 

meetings of the commission in Paris charged with hammering out the shape of the future 

League, a consensus grew around pairing an executive council with a larger representative 

body; however, the composition of this larger body was in doubt for some time. At one point, 
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a South African representative had the requirement that only ambassadors attend the 

Assembly removed from the draft Covenant, since he felt the Assembly should “include 

representatives of national Parliaments, and other bodies representative of public 

opinion.”1018 The commission’s final debate on the shape the Assembly was not particularly 

contentious, and it never defined who was supposed to represent countries at the Assembly, 

leaving that decision open to individual member-states.1019 

 Who should attend sessions of the League’s Assembly depended in large part on what 

the Assembly was supposed to do, something that remained unclear even after the Covenant 

had been adopted. The Assembly was not really a legislative organ, a controller of the 

financial purse strings, or even simply an electoral college for the Council’s non-permanent 

members.1020 The general requirement for unanimity in most of the Assembly’s decisions 

made it strange as a legislative body. Opponents of the League, particularly in the United 

States, latched onto the fact that six of the seats in the Assembly went to parts of the British 

Empire—Great Britain itself along with Australia, New Zealand, Canada, South Africa, and 

India.1021 The opponents were right that the government of the United Kingdom exercised 

an inordinate amount of power over these dominion delegations, since any British subject 

could be appointed to any delegation from any part of the British Empire. This is why Robert 
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Cecil, a British politician and diplomat leading the League of Nations Union in Britain, 

represented South Africa at the League’s Assembly.1022 However, pro-League 

contemporaries argued that the unanimity requirement in the Assembly negated the power of 

the British Empire’s six votes; in fact, if the Assembly was a place to shape international 

public opinion, adding more seats to the table could be seen as a good thing.1023  

In pushing for America to join the League, President Woodrow Wilson gave a speech 

in 1919 in San Francisco in which he explicitly addressed the criticism about the British 

voting share and responded with his own vision for the Assembly. Wilson argued the 

Assembly was to be “the forum of opinion, not of action [...] it is the body where the thought 

of the little nation along with the thought of the big nation is brought to bear upon those 

matters which affect the peace of the world [...] where this stifled voice of humanity is at last to 

be heard, where nations that have borne the unspeakable sufferings of the ages that must have 

seemed to them like aeons will find voice and expression, where the moral judgment of 

mankind can sway the opinion of the world. [...] The assembly is the voice of mankind.”1024 

Wilson’s defense of the League did not produce enough votes to ratify the treaty in the Senate, 

and America remained outside the League, but his vision for a deliberative Assembly does 

help explain why parliamentarians were thought to be good delegates. 
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The hopes of Woodrow Wilson and other drafters of the Covenant that the Assembly 

would be a “forum of opinion” for the entire world were echoed in book published by the 

British League of Nations Union about the First Assembly of the League:  

[It was n]ot the first International gathering—there had been many of those—but the 
first World Parliament; a deliberative (not yet however a legislative) body with a 
definite constitution, a definite responsibility and a definite programme of work; 
composed not of diplomats but of statesmen; not here to-day and gone to-morrow, 
but with a continuing personality, an enduring seat and a permanent staff to give 
effect to its decisions.1025 
 

Despite these high hopes that legislative power would eventually be granted to the Assembly, 

throughout the life of the League of Nations, it remained more like a weak nineteenth-

century parliament in strong monarchy. Debates could be held, and the press would take 

notice, but ultimate power resided elsewhere—in the case of the League, with the Council.1026 

If the Assembly was supposed to be the premier international debating society designed to 

sway public opinion, who could be better to attend that parliamentarians, politicians 

experienced in debating and swaying national public opinion. As we shall see, a number of 

countries agreed with this idea and dispatched elected national politicians to the annual 

meetings of the Assembly. 
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PARLIAMENTARIAN-DELEGATES: THE CHANGING COMPOSITION OF 

NATIONAL DELEGATIONS TO THE LEAGUE’S ASSEMBLY 

From the very first Assembly of the League of Nations that convened in 1920, national 

delegations were heterogeneous. Delegates, substitute delegates, and special technical 

advisors could include everyone from governmental ministers to famous professors, leaders 

of the opposition, appointed senators, or supportive backbench legislators.1027 The exact 

composition of these delegations to the League of Nations was even seen as valuable 

intelligence in the diplomatic world of the 1920s and 1930s, and foreign embassies made sure 

to report back to their capitals as soon as appointments in other countries had been 

announced publicly.1028  

Looking at the delegations sent to the Assembly of the League of Nations over the 

long term, we see that there are roughly three types of delegations—those led by 

ambassadors, those dominated by governmental ministers, and those that incorporated 

parliamentarians. In this breakdown, the ambassadorial delegations represented the more 

traditional form of diplomacy spearheaded by professional diplomats and foreign service 

officials, the ministerial delegations put representatives of the national executive at the 

forefront of participation in the League, and delegations that included parliamentarians 

represented a belief that legislators had a role alongside the government in the conduct of 
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foreign policy. Of course, these are not rigid categories; ministerial delegations often 

included ambassadors or parliamentary delegations were often led by a foreign minister, but 

these categories are useful in tracking change over time in who went to the League Assembly. 

If we focus specifically on the composition of the 41 national delegations dispatched 

to the First Assembly of the League in November 1920, slightly less than a majority—the 

delegations of 20 countries in total—consisted of special envoys, ambassadors, or national 

representatives based in Europe. For instance, both Liberia and Nicaragua sent the chargés 

d’affaires from their diplomatic missions in Paris to represent their countries at the Assembly 

in Geneva. Bolivia empowered a Bolivian industrialist who resided in Paris represent its 

interests. Since the Assembly broke into various committees that met simultaneously, 

additional delegates guaranteed national representation in the individual committees, Cuba 

ordered three envoys to leave their diplomatic postings in Paris, Berlin, and Rome to head to 

Geneva for the duration of the Assembly.1029  

On the surface, these 20 ambassador-dominated delegations to the First Assembly 

seemingly run counter to the scholarly arguments that “old diplomacy” was discredited and 

on the decline during the interwar years. However, it is unwise to read these delegations as a 

vote in favor of older practices of independent diplomatic plenipotentiaries.1030 All of these 

ambassadorial delegations in 1920 came from countries outside Europe and were generally 
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made up of special envoys or diplomatic staff already based on the continent. These were 

essentially delegations of convenience that avoided the expense and time of long sea voyages 

for delegates to attend the League’s Assembly.1031 For example, the Japanese government 

only rarely sent special delegates all the way to Europe on the seven-week journey from Tokyo 

to Geneva for the Assembly. Japan instead usually sent ambassadors stationed in Brussels, 

Paris, London, Berne, Berlin, or Rome to League conferences and assemblies.1032  

Moreover, telegraph lines connected Geneva to capitals around the world and 

requests for instructions on how to vote on nominations or resolutions before the League 

Assembly were not uncommon.1033 Although ambassadorial delegations included members 

who had not been in their home country for some time, cabinets and foreign ministries were 

still well informed of the goings-on in Geneva and wired instructions and goals for their 

delegation to pursue on the ground.1034 The independence and authority of these 

ambassadors in 1920 could in no way rival the power of individual diplomats during previous 

decades, in part because of the ability to instantly communicate over great distances to their 
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home countries. Nevertheless, ambassadors were generally excluded from the “‘hotel 

diplomacy of Geneva’ [which was made up of the] quiet, personal exchanges among power 

brokers outside the formal sessions.” Although many European foreign ministers, and in 

1929 all of them, attended the League Assembly, countries that were too far from Geneva not 

have this luxury, and their ambassadors were left out of this “hotel diplomacy” aspect of the 

annual League Assembly.1035 

In the second category of delegations, there were those that primarily included current 

or former governmental ministers; more often than not, these included a country’s minister 

of foreign affairs. Nine countries sent these ministerial delegations to the First Assembly. 

These delegations were closely associated with the government in power in their home 

country. For instance, Czechoslovakia’s delegation included the foreign minister, as well as 

the Czechoslovak ambassadors to Switzerland and France, and Greece’s delegation included 

the foreign minister alongside the Greek ambassadors to Switzerland and the UK. The 

delegations of Spain and the Netherlands included a larger entourage including law 

professors and leading civil servants from the foreign ministry, but the foreign ministers were 

still the focus of these delegations. A slight outlier in this ministerial delegation category was 

the 1920 delegation of Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes that included no sitting 

ministers, but it was led by a special envoy who happened to be a former foreign minister 

especially close to the king.1036 All of these ministerial delegations amounted implicitly to a 
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vote for a new style of diplomacy dominated by the national executive, in the spirit of 

Hankey’s “diplomacy by conference” spearheaded by leading national statesmen. 

 Thus, twenty-nine of the delegations to this first League Assembly were composed 

similarly to how delegations to the United Nations or international conferences to look 

today; they were made up primarily of foreign ministers, ambassadors, and special envoys. 

However, twelve delegations to this first assembly of the League of Nations included current 

or former parliamentarians. These delegations ranged from Brazil’s, which was made up of 

an official from the foreign ministry, an ambassador, and a federal deputy who was serving in 

the lower house of parliament. This Brazilian parliamentarian already had experience from 

the Paris Peace Conference, so he was not completely new to this world of international 

diplomacy. Other delegations that were made up entirely of sitting parliamentarians included 

Italy’s, which consisted of the president of the Senate and the speaker of the Chamber of 

Deputies. Chairing the meetings of one chamber of a bicameral legislature is not usually seen 

as a prerequisite for activity on the international stage, but the Italian government 

automatically appointed the country’s parliamentary leaders as its delegates to the League 

Assembly.1037 

 In a parliamentary system, a sitting government is challenged by an opposition, so a 

strong indicator of a belief in parliamentary involvement in diplomacy was a national 
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government appointing members of its own parliamentary opposition to represent the 

country abroad. Among the parliamentary delegations to the First Assembly, four included 

politicians from political parties which were not represented in the national government at 

the time. For example, the French delegation included two former prime ministers who were 

then serving in the French parliament, one as the president of the French senate and the other 

as a deputy. Both men had been active in diplomacy at the League of Nations previously, but 

officially their political parties were not supporting the conservative National Bloc 

government in office in Paris. The 1920 Danish and Swedish delegations had been expressly 

created to include as wide a political spectrum as possible. The Danish delegation boasted 

parliamentarians from two left-wing parties that were not represented in the sitting 

conservative Danish cabinet. The Swedish delegation included two once-and-future prime 

ministers—one socialist and one conservative—as well as a liberal and an aristocrat, all of 

whom traveled to Geneva while a caretaker government without party-political backing ruled 

in Stockholm.1038 

During the course of the early 1920s, there was a general trend towards more and 

more Assembly delegations including parliamentarians. This was in keeping with early 

British and American proposals during the Paris Peace Conference that expected 

parliamentarians would serve in the Assembly.1039 As we have seen, in 1920, twelve 

delegations—or almost 28% of the total League membership—sent delegations that included 
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parliamentarians to the League’s Assembly.1040 By the 1925 Assembly, 23 countries, or over 

43% of the total League membership sent delegations that included legislators. Over time 

more countries sent parliamentary delegations; for example, Cuba began sending a 

parliamentarian with the Second Assembly when Cosme de la Torriente y Pereza was 

appointed to the delegation by virtue of his position as the chair of the Foreign Relations 

committee in the Cuban Senate.1041 He was reappointed and was elected president of the 

League’s Fourth Assembly in 1923.1042 Unlike the First Assembly, by the 1925 Assembly, 

parliamentarians or former parliamentarians came from much further afield with legislators 

traveling all the way from Cuba, Venezuela, and Uruguay to Geneva for the annual 

meeting.1043  

Although there was a marked increase in the number of parliamentary delegations 

sent to the League Assembly between 1920 and 1925, not all countries were eager to send 

opposition parliamentarians to Geneva. Nevertheless, some interwar European 

parliamentarians, particularly those in national opposition parties, saw the Assembly as an 

easy way to exert more legislative control of foreign policy. Although diplomacy is generally 

the responsibility of the executive, parliaments have foreign affairs committees and 
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frequently struggle with the cabinet for influence in this realm.1044 One battlefield in this fight 

between the legislature and the executive was over national policy at the League of Nations. 

In the Netherlands, for example, the Dutch socialists and their allied trade unionists called 

for the “right of the parliament to participate in decision-making about the composition of 

League of Nations delegations.”1045 Since the conferences of League of Nations were not 

immensely powerful diplomatically, the Dutch cabinet was willing to concede some ground 

here, appointing socialist senators to delegations dispatched to Geneva.1046 All this took 

place, before the Dutch social democrats ever joined a Dutch cabinet.1047 Serving at the 

League of Nations as a parliamentarian from a party not represented in the national 

government, or working on a bilateral international committee, was a way for opposition 

politicians to exert some influence on foreign policy but it felt only like a minor concession on 

the part of a government in power. 

A contemporary observer in the late 1920s argued that sending diverse parliamentary 

delegations actually yielded more consistent diplomacy results and policy positions at the 

League of Nations over time.1048 In 1928, the British journalist C. Howard-Ellis advocated 
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for sending representatives of all the major political parties in a country to the League 

Assembly. According to him, French delegations made up of parliamentary representatives of 

the major political parties gave “French policy in the League a stability and definiteness that 

contrasts with the record of the British Government.” Howard-Ellis pointed out that the UK 

totally changed its position on “arbitration, security and disarmament” twice in the first six 

years of the League, based on the positions of the parties forming the British government. 

Instead, Howard-Ellis suggested “[i]t would seem that some sort of all-party representation 

on questions of foreign policy, particularly when dealt with through the League, must 

eventually be adopted by all countries who wish their foreign policy to be both democratic and 

continuous.”1049 

Despite the endorsements of contemporary journalists and political analysts, the 

enthusiasm for dispatching parliamentary delegations to the Assembly waned in the late 

1920s and early 1930s. In tracing this decline, there was first a loss of interest in sending 

members of the opposition to the League Assembly. For instance, Britain quickly abandoned 

the practice after first sending a Labour MP representing a Conservative-Liberal ministry to 

the First Assembly in 1920.1050 Although a conservative Australian cabinet dispatched a cross-

party delegation that included a conservative cabinet member, along with the Labor leader of 
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the opposition in 1924, there was already pushback from Australian Labor parliamentarians 

in 1924, and a similar effort for a cross-party delegation failed in 1926.1051  

The entire practice of sending parliamentary delegates lost steam among League 

members. In 1932, for example, only 12 of 58 members of the League dispatched 

parliamentary delegates who were not simultaneously ministers, and this number included 

Italy, whose delegates were officially parliamentarians but in a Fascist state. Moreover, far 

fewer of these parliamentary delegations in 1932 included politicians who represented the 

opposition. For example, the massive 15-person French delegation included 12 members of 

the French Sénat and Chambre des députés, but they were all representatives of the parties 

supporting the Cartel des gauches that was in power in Paris. Only the Norwegian and 

Danish delegations in 1932 still included opposition politicians.1052  

France was one of the last bastions supporting parliamentary representation at the 

League of Nations. When French Prime Minister André Tardieu decided not to appoint a 

political delegation to Assembly one year, he was roundly criticized for having “decidedly 

broke[n] with all traditions” and for displaying “an offhand attitude with regard to the rights 

of the parliamentary minority to be represented” at the League. This widespread pushback 
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confirmed the rule that France normally sent parliamentarians from all political parties to the 

League’s Assembly.1053 This episode also sheds light on how path dependency in diplomatic 

appointments worked on the ground—in the form of popular and political pushback—to 

force the executive to continue with patterns developed in the early 1920s about 

representation at the League.  

Since France usually followed its own precedent of sending large parliamentary 

delegations to the League of Nations Assembly, when a French lawyer wrote his doctoral 

dissertation on national representation at the League in 1938, he was convinced that a “trend 

favoring the democratization of foreign policy” by having legislators at Geneva was still 

ongoing. He analyzed a radical proposal to elect national delegates to the League Assembly 

and considered more moderate plans to further involve parliaments—or perhaps incorporate 

the Inter-Parliamentary Union—in the work of the League of Nations.1054 This French 

dissertation left the reader with the impression that the republican march towards increasing 

parliamentary control of foreign affairs, which—the author argued—began with the French 

Revolution, would continue to shape the League in even more open and democratic ways.1055 

Ominously, in turning briefly to “recent and serious events,” the dissertation’s author mused 

on the Munich accord of 1938, in which Nazi Germany was given carte blanche to annex the 
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Sudetenland. The writer minimized this deal made by heads of government without 

parliamentary approval, despite the fact “some political party leaders bitterly complained” 

about this in France. The dissertation’s author wrote off the Munich agreement as one 

“striking example of the limited nature of parliament’s check on the executive in matters of 

foreign policy,” but he assured his readers that this was an isolated case.1056 Despite the hopes 

of this idealistic French lawyer, by 1938, the League’s flirtation with parliamentary 

delegations had waned. Proposals for the democratization of the League died with the 

outbreak of war, and parliamentary delegations were not to be found in the same form on the 

international stage after the Second World War. 

 
THE DOMESTIC ROOTS OF FOREIGN POLICY: THE GERMAN FOREIGN 

MINISTER’S CHOICE TO GO WITH PARLIAMENTARIANS 

 So far, this chapter has taken a broad global perspective in examining the presence of 

parliamentarian-diplomats at the League of Nations. Although general trends indicate that 

numerous parliamentarians, including those from the opposition, went to Geneva 

representing their countries in the 1920s, the exact reasons that a national foreign policy 

establishment pushed for lawmakers or for specific legislators to go to the Assembly of the 

League of Nations can only be examined in individual national cases. Here we turn to the 

history of the German delegation to the Assembly and why German members of the 

Reichstag—especially conservatives and socialists—were sent to Geneva. Germany is a useful 
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example because it was only admitted to the League in the mid-1920s. Its diplomats had a 

chance to reflect on other countries’ delegations to the League Assembly in putting together 

their own slate of delegates. Rather than simply copying the practice of other League 

member-states in sending parliamentarians, German domestic political concerns drove the 

decisions of the Foreign Office about the delegation’s makeup. Moreover, domestic party-

political concerns shaped the decisions of the socialist SPD and the conservative DNVP to 

send or not to send parliamentarians as delegates to Geneva. Although Germany ended up 

taking part in the international trend dispatching elected legislators and women to the 

League of Nations, this analysis reveals that this decision was shaped more by domestic 

politics than larger diplomatic concerns. 

The Covenant of the League of Nations took up the first 26 articles of the Treaty of 

Versailles that Germany signed to bring an end to the First World War. However, Germany 

was not a founding member of the League. Initially ostracized by the former Entente 

countries as being outside the realm of interwar European diplomacy, Germany turned to the 

east and opened up to another diplomatic black sheep, Soviet Russia, with which Germany 

signed the 1922 Treaty of Rapallo. German Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann then moved 

for Germany to rejoin the more European diplomatic world now centered in Geneva, 

petitioning to join the League for the first time in 1924. Germany’s demand for a permanent 

seat on the League Council and pushback from former Entente powers meant that 
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Germany’s League membership was delayed for two years. Finally, the previously mentioned 

Locarno treaties paved the way for Germany to join the League in 1926.1057  

As Germany’s admission to the League appeared on the horizon, the German Foreign 

Office readied proposals on the delegation the country would dispatch to the 1926 League 

Assembly. The Covenant limited each state to three official Assembly delegates, but the 

Assembly’s rules permitted three substitute delegates and an unlimited number of technical 

advisors. Substitute delegates and technical advisors could represent their country in the 

Assembly’s committee meetings. 1058 Since committees met simultaneously, many countries 

sponsored large delegations so they would be represented well in the Assembly’s six major 

committees and any specialized commissions.1059 When the German Foreign Office 

proposed potential delegation members for the Germany’s debut appearance at the League, 

the goal was to have one main delegate and one expert assigned to each of the six committees 

of the Assembly. This meant the Foreign Office sought a six-person team of delegates and 

substitutes to take the lead in committee meetings, as well as six technical advisors.1060 

Bureaucrats at the German Foreign Office drew up three lists of proposed delegates to 

send to Geneva, and each list represented a different way to think about who should represent 
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Germany abroad. The first list “has been selected purely on the basis of one’s portfolio and 

primarily takes into consideration the topics that will presumably be addressed [in the 

individual committees].” This list privileged professional bureaucrats and diplomats at the 

Foreign Office who specialized in a specific topic. The proposal was that consuls would be 

sent to some committees, the state secretary to another, and the Foreign Minister would lead 

the delegation; this plan was in the style of ministerial delegations that other countries 

dispatched to the League Assembly. The second list drawn up by the German Foreign Office 

was put together to include “as much as possible all parties, including the parties just to the 

right and left of the government that are not in the cabinet.” This list included only the 

Foreign Minister and parliamentarians who represented the governing parties, along with 

the DNVP and the SPD as “parties on the wings [Flügelparteien].” A final list from the 

Foreign Office tried to mix the two proposals by including other ministers in the cabinet 

based on their party affiliation, alongside token representatives from the conservative DNVP 

and the socialist SPD; unlike the first two proposals, this third list proposed an exclusively 

ministerial delegation ditching both professional diplomats and parliamentarians.1061  

In the end, the German Foreign Minister went with the most parliamentary 

delegation—inviting parliamentarians rather than ministers to attend the Assembly. The 

minutes of the German cabinet show very little engagement on the appointment of delegates 

sent to Geneva. In the cabinet discussion, one minister asked that an expert from his ministry 
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be added to the team, but then the minutes simply record: “The cabinet accepts the 

recommendations of the Foreign Office.”1062 The decision had essentially been left up to 

Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann. His reasoning for going with parliamentarians is not 

explicit in in the archives, although after the Assembly, it was reported to the cabinet that: 

“the composition [of the delegation] was a particularly good one, especially because of the 

peculiar connections and relationships in Geneva, where it is not only the politics of ministers 

that matter, but issues are worked back and forth through journalists, deputies, 

parliamentarians, [and] friends of the individual delegations. It was shown to be highly useful 

to also have German parliamentarians there.”1063 Access to this informal diplomacy in which 

parliamentarians could participate could have been a reason for Stresemann’s decision to go 

with a parliamentary delegation, or perhaps he wanted to follow the precedent set by 

countries like Sweden, Denmark, and France, which, as we have seen, dispatched a number 

of parliamentarians from the leading parties.1064 However, one should read Stresemann’s 

decision to build a Reichstag-heavy delegation as making Stresemann the most influential 

delegate as the only member of the cabinet present. This centralized control of foreign policy 

around himself, rather than ceding power to other ministers. Any professional diplomats 

who went to the League served in Stresemann’s ministry, and the parliamentarians were only 
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part-time diplomats unable to challenge his expertise or authority. Stresemann’s personal 

control of German foreign policy was actually bolstered by having elected politicians from 

various party as his fellow delegates in Geneva. 

 
GERMAN PARTY-POLITICAL PUSHBACK AGAINST SENDING 

PARLIAMENTARIANS 

 Sending members of the Reichstag rather than ministers or professional diplomats to 

the League of Nations encountered pushback in Germany in 1926. The Bavarian state 

representative in Berlin communicated to the Chancellery that “[s]ending parliamentarians 

to Geneva has brought about concern in a number of circles in Bavaria that surprisingly 

enough has not yet been expressed in the [national] press.” This report mentioned some 

opposition in Bavarian press, highlighting the Bayerische Staatszeitung and quoting the 

München-Augsburger Abendzeitung’s opposition to “entrusting parts of the Reichstag with the 

roles of the executive.” The Bavarian government took a hard line against the “fusion of the 

legislature and executive.” Adopting a different tack near the end of this lengthy protest to the 

cabinet, the Bavarian official pointed out that the upper chamber of the legislature, the 

Reichsrat, in which the German states were represented, had not been included in the 

delegation to Geneva.1065 The implication was that members of the Reichsrat—which would 

likely include a Bavarian—should have been considered if the cabinet insisted on sending 

legislators. 
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 There was also opposition within the German national DNVP that manifested itself 

when Stresemann’s Foreign Office approached the DNVP member of the Reichstag Otto 

Hoetzsch about serving as a substitute delegate and Germany’s lead representative on the 

budget  committee at the League Assembly. Rather than Hoetzsch responding directly, the 

chairman of the DNVP reached out to the Foreign Office with a general argument against 

parliamentarians representing Germany at the League: “bringing in parliamentarians to the 

conference in Geneva could endanger a united front on national politics.” The DNVP leader 

continued his letter by enumerating political disagreements with the cabinet’s policies on the 

occupation of the Rhineland and disarmament and objected to sending Hoetzsch or any 

other parliamentarian to Geneva to support the standpoint of a cabinet in which it was not 

represented.1066 

 However, the DNVP’s principled objection in 1926 to sending parliamentarians to the 

Assembly was revealed to be less important than party-political concerns. In 1927, the DNVP 

was more than happy to send a delegate. The DNVP had joined the German cabinet at the 

beginning of 1927; Otto Hoetzsch who had been asked to attend the Assembly the previous 

year but was asked not to go by the party leadership, showed up at the Foreign Office in early 

June 1927 to express his committee preferences for the Assembly.1067 Less than two months 

later, the DNVP party in the Reichstag approved Hoetzsch’s attendance.1068 The following 
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year in 1928, the DNVP once again refused to send a delegate to Geneva. Elections in May 

1928 had dealt a blow to the DNVP and brought a Grand Coalition under a socialist 

chancellor to power. The DNVP was again excluded from the government, and when the 

Foreign Office approached a DNVP politician about attending the Assembly, he refused. 

Moreover, this DNVP parliamentarian made a big deal out of the issue, publishing an article 

in the right-wing press on why he did not attend the League.1069 Attendance at the League’s 

Assembly by a conservative DNVP parliamentarian was thus wholly contingent on whether 

the party was in government at the time. 

 Unlike the DNVP, the socialist SPD sent a representative to the League’s assemblies 

starting in 1926, even when the socialists were not in the German cabinet. The socialist who 

attended the League Assembly was always Rudolf Breitscheid. Breitscheid came from a 

liberal middle-class background but joined the social democrats during the First World War 

and was more oriented towards the left flank of the SPD during the Weimar years. He rose 

through the ranks of the parliamentary party and became an important foreign policy 

spokesman for the SPD.1070 Breitscheid consistently went to the Assembly in Geneva from 

1926 through 1930.1071  

One would be wrong to read the SPD’s decision to dispatch Breitscheid to the 

Assembly as an unqualified endorsement of the practice of sending parliamentarians to the 
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League. In fact, Rudolf Breitscheid protested against the practice on principle every year and 

tried passionately to convince the SPD not to send anyone to the League in 1927. 

Breitscheid’s objections to sending parliamentarians to Geneva gained traction within the 

SPD in 1927, and Foreign Minister Stresemann personally reached out the SPD leadership 

after getting wind of the growing socialist opposition. Stresemann laid out the argument that 

socialist participation was crucial for German foreign policy success: “Precisely because at 

this very moment as we await important decisions, the social democrats staying away [from 

Geneva] could be easily used by the French right to draw certain conclusions.” Stresemann 

invoked the famous historian Leopold von Ranke: “For this very important conference, let 

the phrase ‘primacy of foreign policy’ [‘Primat der Außenpolitik’] guide your decisions.”1072 

Stresemann called on the SPD to cast aside domestic political concerns and select someone to 

attend the Assembly. 

 Stresemann’s letter was discussed at the next meeting of the SPD’s party leadership 

which would decide if Breitscheid would attend the Assembly as he had in 1926. Breitscheid 

was not in Berlin to make his case opposing his own appointment on principle, but the 

socialist leadership considered his objections and rejected them. The SPD’s two main 

arguments for Breitscheid to attend were rooted in party-political concerns. The first was the 

fear that if the SPD did not send someone to Geneva and negotiations were unsuccessful or 

Germany lost face at the Assembly, the conservative German cabinet would blame the lack of 
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progress on the SPD’s absence. By sending Breitscheid, this argument would fall flat. Second, 

Müller invoked the efforts of Dutch socialists to encourage the conservative Dutch 

government to send Dutch social democratic politicians to the League Assembly. 

Breitscheid’s presence at the League would strengthen the Dutch claim by showing that 

opposition socialist politicians attended and performed their duties well at the League 

Assembly.1073 Despite the SPD party leadership’s decision to continue sending a socialist 

parliamentarian to the League, Breitscheid did not let this issue rest; behind the scenes, he 

continued to raise objections to sending parliamentarians who were not from the governing 

parties to the League. Nevertheless, Breitscheid still submitted himself to the decision of the 

SPD leadership.1074 He wrote to the state secretary in the Foreign Office: “As a good soldier, I 

must obey and push aside my reservations about which you already know.” As a consolation 

prize, Breitscheid asked the Foreign Office to at least move him from the Assembly 

committee dealing with social affairs to something else, mentioning that he “did not exactly 

hope to once again work on problems of child trafficking” at the Assembly.1075 

 
GERMAN PARLIAMENTARIANS IN GENEVA AND MOUNTING CRITICISM 

In practical terms, what did it mean for Germany to send a delegation of 

parliamentarians to Geneva for the Assembly? Officially, German parliamentarians were 
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considered substitute delegates representing their country. Because of the League Covenant’s 

restriction of the number of full delegates to the Assembly to three, the German Foreign 

Office made sure the three main delegates were the Foreign Minister and two high-ranking 

bureaucrats. Parliamentarians were substitute delegates, but they still had a role to play as the 

lead German representative in committee meetings. However, not being full delegates 

seemed to some parliamentarians to be a slight.1076  

During the twice-daily German delegation meetings during an Assembly session in 

Geneva, the members of the Reichstag were presented with a draft proposal or standpoint 

that had been worked up in advance by the Foreign Office. The socialist Rudolf Breitscheid 

complained that the parliamentarians often lacked any information on the process of how 

these positions were developed. The German delegation was also not always unanimous in its 

decisions. However, the Foreign Minister had the upper hand, since the two leading civil 

servants from the Foreign Ministry who served alongside the Foreign Minister were the only 

other full delegates. “Both civil servant delegates felt like subordinates in the delegation 

meetings and did not express opinions that diverged from those of their superior.”1077 This 

set-up meant that the Foreign Minister had a set bloc of three delegates loyal to him. The SPD 

made clear in advance that “by agreeing to participate in the delegation we are, of course, not 
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taking responsibility for the politics of the cabinet.”1078 However, Breitscheid pointed to this 

rigged delegation, with the Foreign Minister’s viewpoint determining the positions of the 

civil servants, as an example of how the parliamentarians were co-opted into the cabinet’s and 

government’s standpoint.1079 

Nevertheless, having German  parliamentarians present at the League of Nations 

meant that the Reichstag’s political parties were keyed in to what was happening on the 

ground diplomatically. For instance, Breitscheid once wrote directly from the Hotel 

Métropol in Geneva to the SPD leadership in Germany about a curious conversation he had 

with Aristide Briand, the French foreign minister. Breitscheid had met privately with Briand 

for about 45 minutes, and Briand expressed the opinion that “if you in Germany had a left-

leaning, democratic government, the Rhineland issue would be solved in three months.”1080 

Essentially, Briand offered to end the French military occupation of the Rhineland if 

Germany changed its political direction. This was a concession Foreign Minister Stresemann 

had been trying to win from Briand for some time and one that would benefit the SPD’s 

standing in German politics. Rather than capitalizing on this information for an internal 

party-political reason, Breitscheid dutifully communicated the conversation to Stresemann, 

who used this knowledge as a starting point for a future negotiation with the French. 

However, Breitscheid also wrote from Geneva to the SPD to keep his socialist parliamentary 
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colleagues in the loop.1081 Parliamentarians’ participation at the League Assembly could be 

read as tying a political party more closely to the cabinet’s diplomatic approach—something 

Breitscheid objected to—but it also meant that political parties were kept well informed and 

personally involved in Germany’s foreign policy. 

As happened in this private conversation with Aristide Briand, a delegation of 

parliamentarians could help open diplomatic doors. However, Breitscheid still never let up 

on his criticism that serving in a delegation representing a government of which he was not a 

member meant that he lost too much political freedom: “The parliamentary members [of the 

delegation], who in the end cannot completely forget their own party affiliation, sometimes 

end up in all the more difficult and possibly desperate situations if they are not informed from 

the very beginning about all the details of an initiative. If we do not simply want to be reduced 

to being the mouthpiece of official government policy, there will always be differences [in our 

actions].”1082 Breitscheid was especially worried about the balancing act required of 

parliamentarians as diplomats: “If he [a parliamentarian-delegate] only parrots the official 

line of the bureaucrats or of the delegation in his many private conversations, he just becomes 

a robot. If he expresses independent points of view, then there is always the danger of being 

portrayed as a dangerous obstructionist.”1083 
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Breitscheid was not the only person who criticized having too many parliamentarians 

as delegates in Geneva. The German ambassador in France reported that he had heard from 

French critics that the “French delegation was too big and too heterogeneously put together 

[which also meant] the delegates did not have one common guiding principle.”1084 This 

French heterogeneity was due to the number of parliamentarians, and this criticism could 

have easily been extended to Germany. Albert Dufour, the highest-ranking German diplomat 

serving in the secretariat of the League, directly pushed back against the German practice of 

selecting Assembly delegates for domestic political reasons: “With very few exceptions, our 

delegates were usually not well prepared when they arrived in Geneva, probably because they 

did not have the time to prepare. Moreover, often they showed too little interest in the topics 

that they were there to discuss, and they showed absolutely no interest in the topics that did 

not involve Germany directly.”1085 Dufour advocated trying to professionalize and train the 

delegates who traveled to Geneva. His concern that parliamentarians’ interests tended to be 

niche and related to national political issues is confirmed by the fact that several German 

politicians invited to go to the Assembly made their attendance contingent on being assigned 

to an interesting committee.1086 

 The question of whether or not to continue sending German parliamentarians to 

Geneva at all was discussed in the cabinet only after Stresemann’s death in 1929 and after a 
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conservative minority government took over from the Grand Coalition in 1930. The cabinet 

records reflected more concern about sending parliamentarians to the League, and ministers 

mused about transitioning to sending only cabinet representatives.1087 However, the German 

government only abandoned sending parliamentarians to the Assembly in 1931 when Rudolf 

Breitscheid finally convinced the SPD to no longer send German socialists to Geneva.1088 

Breitscheid’s hobbyhorse had long been how unwise it was to send lawmakers to the 

Assembly, yet he had himself submitted to party discipline for years. In 1931, Breitscheid’s 

persistence paid off, and he successfully argued to his socialist colleagues that it was 

impossible for him to represent the German cabinet’s position on a customs union with 

Austria. The SPD finally backed Breitscheid’s position, and the party also rejected the 

government’s suggestion of at least sending a social democrat to Geneva among the technical 

advisors. Breitscheid helped torpedo the entire delegation make-up when he pointed out that 

if the government sent parliamentarians from only right-wing parties without any socialists 

in the delegation: “Domestically and abroad, one would get the impression that the 

government was making a concession to the right, or that it wanted to orient itself towards 

the right.”1089 

Less than a week after Breitscheid announced that no socialist would go to the League, 

the German Foreign Minister decided “not to include parliamentarians or former 

                                                
1087 Vermerk, 9 Oct 1930, R 96944, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

1088 Aufzeichnung „Ganz geheim!“, 6 Aug 1931, R 96945, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

1089 Aufzeichnung „Ganz geheim!“, 6 Aug 1931, R 96945, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 



 

 445 

parliamentarians in the delegation to Geneva.”1090 Several lawmakers who had been planning 

to attend the Assembly were told they were no longer needed. One the these rebuffed 

parliamentary delegates, Thusnelda Lang-Brumann of the conservative Bavarian BVP, took 

to the radio to describe the reason she thought the government was not sending 

parliamentarians to the Assembly: “[The Chancellor] seems to think that parliamentarians 

can pursue their own political goals in Geneva [in Genf eigene Politik machen].”1091 When 

read beside archival evidence about Breitscheid’s opposition to the practice of sending 

parliamentarians to Geneva, Lang-Brumann’s comments do not seem to be entirely accurate. 

On the contrary, Breitscheid and others’ disappointment that they were unable to pursue 

their own political goals in Geneva and were instead too closely tied to the standpoints of the 

government led to the SPD finally pulling the plug on the practice of using members of the 

Reichstag as diplomats.  

Although other countries, including France, continued sending parliamentarian-

dominated delegation to Geneva until the eve of the Second World War, Germany elected to 

stop sending legislators in 1931, in large part because of the party-political objections of the 

SPD, mixed with the specter of a foreign policy disaster if only right-wing parliamentarians 

attended.1092 Domestic political issues in the early 1930 reshaped the composition of the 
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German delegation far more than international political concerns. Looking back to 1926, 

German parliamentarians went to Geneva under then-Foreign Minister Gustav 

Stresemann’s watchful eye, so he could centralize power in his ministry. Although this 

German delegation, which included parliamentarians, took part in a larger international 

trend of sending legislators to Geneva, the specific reasons behind the German delegates’ 

appointment were primarily tied up with domestic politics. As was evident in the Australian 

case, once parliamentarians were first appointed to the national delegation that attended the 

League, a precedent was set that was exceedingly hard to break. 

 

FIGURE 9: Rudolf Breitscheid (center) and two French socialists in Geneva during a League 
of Nations Assembly Session, September 1928. Breitscheid would later call on one of these 
men to pass along confidential messages from the German government to French 
parliamentarians.1093 
 
                                                
1093 Erich Salomon, 1928, bpk Bildagentur, accessed 20 Jul 2018, www.bpk-bildagentur.de. 
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WOMEN’S ORGANIZATIONS AND PARLIAMENTARIANS AT THE LEAGUE OF 

NATIONS 

 The interwar years marked a moment of transition for women in politics around the 

world. Movements for women’s suffrage gained steam during the First World War, and there 

was a rapid expansion of voting rights for women in the wake of the conflict. Postwar political 

changes meant that women could serve as elected politicians in more countries, and elections 

in Central Europe brought a surprisingly large number of women to political office. 

However, the postwar expansion of political participation for women was not universal. 

Although German women, for instance, made great strides forward, on the other side of the 

Rhine, French women could not even vote, much less serve in parliament.1094  

 When women entered national political life in greater numbers following the First 

World War, there was a similar push for them to take an even more active role on the 

international stage. An organized transnational women’s movement, often spearheaded by 

wealthy Anglo-American women, had existed since the end of the nineteenth century, formed 

in the same burst of internationalist enthusiasm that created groups like the Inter-

Parliamentary Union.1095 When women took to the interwar diplomatic stage, often it was 
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under the aegis of these national and international women’s organizations.1096 In European 

countries that had extended the franchise to women, some of the first women elected to 

political office as came from this milieu of the organized women’s movement. For example, 

the German DDP parliamentarian Gertrud Bäumer had helped found women’s 

organizations in Germany, edited feminist publications, and was the long-time partner of 

Helene Lange, the doyenne of the German women’s right movement.1097 

In 1919, a legal guarantee related to women’s political participation was written into 

the Covenant of the League of Nations. After the first draft of the treaty had not mentioned 

women at all, representatives from the International Woman Suffrage Alliance and the 

International Council of Women lobbied the Allied leaders, especially President Woodrow 

Wilson, to include guarantees about women’s participation in League institutions directly in 

the Covenant.1098 This work by organized “feminist internationalists” was designed to 

“‘bring feminist pressure’ […] to bear on the men of Versailles.”1099 In the end, their activism 

paid off, and Article 7 in the Covenant was quite clear: “All positions under or in connection 

with the League, including the Secretariat, shall be open equally to men and women.”1100 
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Reflecting back on the activism that brought about this part of the treaty, an international 

women’s campaigner called Article 7 “women’s great charter in the League.”1101 Practically 

speaking, however, this article did not bring about the millennium; while women were 

appointed to the civil service section of the League’s secretariat, they were clustered in clerical 

positions or jobs associated with “women’s issues,” reflecting the gendered expectations of 

the day.1102 Nevertheless, over time, there was some movement towards reserving seats and 

positions for women at various multilateral conferences hosted by the League of Nations, 

although no woman ever held a seat on the League’s Council.1103 This trend of including more 

women in the work of the League was not brought about by male politicians intuiting that the 

spirit of the age was turning in favor of women’s political participation but came about 

because of the constant pressure of organized national and international women’s groups on 

governments and political leaders. 

The very first League Assembly included three women—Anna Bugge Wicksell of 

Sweden, Kristine Elisabeth Bonnevie of Norway, and Henni Forchhammer of Denmark. 

Anna Bugge Wicksell was a Norwegian-born Swedish lawyer who later served as the first 

woman on the League committee on mandates. Kristine Bonnevie was a Norwegian biologist 
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and the first female professor in the country; she also served a term in the Norwegian 

Storting before going to Geneva as a delegate in 1920.1104 As we have seen, the Covenant of 

the League of Nations limited each country to three official delegates to the Assembly, but 

allowed three additional substitute delegates, who had speaking rights, as well as voting 

rights in the Assembly’s subject-specific committees.1105 Both Wicksell and Bonnevie were 

substitute delegates, but Henni Forchhammer of Denmark was not even listed in the official 

program of delegates and their substitutes, since she was officially a “Technical Advisor on 

Women’s Questions” for the Danish delegation. Despite being a technical advisor, 

Forchhammer was actually the first woman to speak to the Assembly, delivering an address 

on the trafficking of women and children. These three Scandinavian women returned to the 

Assembly in 1921 and were joined by the Romanian substitute delegate Elena 

Văcărescu/Hélène Vacaresco. Văcărescu was a French-educated poet from a wealthy 

Romanian aristocratic family who lived in Paris. Her presence at the League was particularly 

surprising since women did not even have the right to vote in Romania until later in the 

1920s.1106 However, like her Scandinavian colleagues, Văcărescu became a perennial figure at 

the League’s Assembly.1107 
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The women at the League of Nations, including those who were not parliamentarians, 

often attended the Assembly because of a similar dynamic to the accidental, last-minute 

domestic political machinations that brought elected parliamentarians to the League. Once a 

woman had attended the Assembly of the League of Nations on behalf of her country, a 

precedent was set, and that spot in the delegation virtually became reserved as a women’s seat. 

Sometimes, as in the case of the earliest female delegates to the League Assembly, it was the 

same women who were appointed to the Assembly year after year. However, other countries 

wanted to send a different woman to the League each year; this practice was followed by 

Australia and the United Kingdom, both of which included one woman in their delegations 

starting in 1922.1108 Having a female delegate to the Assembly became such standard practice, 

that in the British Foreign Secretary’s letter to the Prime Minister enumerating which 

ministers should be dispatched to Geneva in the British delegation to the League Assembly in 

1936, he concluded: “In addition, there will have to be one woman delegate, who would 

normally be a Member of Parliament.”1109 In the end, a former Conservative female MP who 
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had recently lost her seat was sent to Geneva, but the Foreign Secretary’s letter left no doubt 

that the British government must send a woman.1110 

Path dependency in the appointment of a female delegate to the League Assembly is 

illustrated by the fact the first Austrian woman to participate in the Assembly came to the 

position by happenstance. Although women’s organizations in Austria had long lobbied the 

Austrian government to include a woman among the country’s delegates to the League 

Assembly, they were rebuffed. Nevertheless, ten days into that year’s annual Assembly in 

1927, Lilian Matsch-Hendrick cropped as an official Austrian substitute delegate. After the 

fact, a female parliamentarian wrote to the Austrian Foreign Minister asking why Matsch-

Hendrick—a woman who was not a lawyer and who was born in America and only later 

married an Austrian—served on the committee debating the nationality of married 

women.1111 The Austrian foreign minister responded that Austria had originally not sent a 

woman delegate to Geneva to save money, but that when the official Austrian representative 

had to miss the last four meetings of one of the committees, Lilian Matsch-Hendrick stepped 

in; she was already in Geneva as the wife of an Austrian diplomat.1112 Matsch-Hendrick was 

not the choice of women’s groups or of politicians in Vienna, but her presence as a female 
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Austrian representative in Geneva set a precedent that women’s groups could use to lobby the 

government in the future. Indeed, women did represent the Austrian government in later 

years, concretely illustrating the effect Matsch-Hendrick’s accidental appointment had on 

Austrian representation abroad.1113 

 
DOMESTIC POLITICS AND WOMEN’S REPRESENTATION: EXAMPLES FROM 

AUSTRALIA AND GERMANY 

 The Australian delegation to the League of Nations might seem like an odd case study 

for women attending the League of Nations, but it was the only non-European country that 

regularly sent a female delegate all the way to Geneva for the League Assembly. From 1922 

until 1938, the last League Assembly held before the outbreak of the Second World War, one 

woman was always included in the Australian delegation in a substitute delegate position.1114 

The Australian case demonstrates the power of nongovernmental actors in shaping decisions 

about who should represent the country abroad. 

Despite the fact that Australia was a trail-blazer in women’s representation at the 

League, both contemporary sources and the niche scholarship on Australia at the League of 

Nations have overlooked the country’s role dispatching a female delegate annually to Geneva. 

A pamphlet entitled “Australia and the League of Nations” that was last revised, enlarged, 
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and published in 1927 made no mention of Australian women at the Assembly.1115 W.J. 

Hudson’s 1980 study, Australia and the League of Nations, sponsored by the Australian 

Institute of International Affairs, included references to Australian female delegates at the 

League only in the caption to a photo of the 1924 delegation and in an appendix listing all the 

Australian delegates to the Assembly, but the text of the book never mentioned a single 

Australian woman delegate by name.1116 Instead, Hudson’s study took a traditional 

diplomatic historical approach examining how Australians influenced and were influenced 

by negotiations in Geneva. In this regard, Hudson found all the Australian diplomats lacking: 

“A fundamental problem for Australia lay in the appalling candour of Australian politicians, 

and the slowness of them and their representatives to learn the rules of the Geneva game or 

even to dissemble a little in the ordinary diplomatic way.”1117 Since Hudson paid significant 

attention to discussions of Australia’s League mandate territories in his book, he does 

mention one female delegate in the text, but she was not from Australia. In 1922, the Swedish 

representative on the Mandates Commission, Anna Bugge-Wicksell, unfavorably compared 

the Australian report on its mandate in Nauru to the New Zealand report on Western Samoa, 

and the Hudson reads this as a public Australian failure at the League exposed by Bugge-

Wicksell.1118 In looking for concretely relevant Australian interventions at the League, 

                                                
1115 A.D. Ellis, Australia and the League of Nations (Melbourne: Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1927). 

1116 W.J. Hudson, Australia and the League of Nations (Sydney: Sydney University Press, 1980), 50, 193-196, 219-
224. 

1117 W.J. Hudson, Australia and the League of Nations (Sydney: Sydney University Press, 1980), 140. 

1118 W.J. Hudson, Australia and the League of Nations (Sydney: Sydney University Press, 1980), 158-159. 



 

 455 

Hudson did not see Australia’s female delegates as interesting. Nevertheless, Australia set a 

precedent that other countries invoked to send their own female delegates to Geneva; this 

fact might not be valued by traditional diplomatic historians, but it is still important to 

women’s participation on the international stage. 

The appointment of the activist and playwright Marguerite Dale as Australia’s first 

female representative to the Assembly in 1922 was not part of a coordinated effort among the 

delegations of the British Empire.1119 Moreover, it was not brought about because Australian 

diplomats abroad pressured the cabinet to join the bandwagon on women’s representation at 

the League. Instead, in the months leading up to the 1922 Assembly, organized delegations 

from Australian women’s groups incessantly lobbied the country’s prime minister as he 

traveled around the country. In Perth, representatives of the Women’s Service Guild of 

Western Australia and the Federation of Women’s Societies of Australia pressured the prime 

minister to appoint a female delegate to the League.1120 Two months later in late June 1922 in 

Brisbane, a national parliamentarian joined representatives from the National Council of 

Women and the League of Nations Union to also advocate for a female representative: “They 

were asking that […] one of [the delegates] should be a woman. They did not think that this 

would bring about the millennium, but the woman’s viewpoint was needed, not only in the 
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home, but also in the State and council.”1121 Only months before the Assembly of the League 

was to meet in Geneva in 1922, the prime minister promised to take the issue to the 

Australian cabinet. In the subsequent discussion, the then-Australian treasurer Stanley 

Bruce, who had been the last-minute delegate dispatched to the League Assembly in 1921, 

took an interest in including a female delegate and helped steer the decision through the 

cabinet to send a woman to Geneva representing the country at the 1922 Assembly.1122 

 When selecting a female delegate to the League, the Australian government put a 

premium on these women returning to Australia to educate people about the work of the 

League of Nations. One woman described this work as “spread[ing] the gospel of the League 

of Nations” throughout the country. To effectively pursue this goal, the Australian 

government tried to find as many different women as possible from as many states as possible 

to “popularize the League of Nations in Australia” as far and wide as they could.1123 One issue 

with this plan was the Australian government did not generally finance the female delegate’s 

trip from Australia to Europe, but only paid for the woman’s transportation from London to 

Geneva and provided a daily allowance during this travel and during the Assembly itself. This 

meant that the Australian government was frequently looking for wealthy Australian women 

already based in London who could return to Australia in the near future to do their bit of 
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pro-League of Nations publicity tour across the country.1124 These were requirements on 

Australia’s female delegates that were not imposed on their male colleagues.1125 

The domestic Australian advocacy groups that had campaigned for the appointment 

of a female delegate did not let up after 1922; if anything, the pressure and meetings with 

government officials about Australian women at the League of Nations increased 

significantly. Every year when the cabinet was deciding which woman to appoint to the 

Assembly, letters from women’s organizations, government ministers, and former 

politicians poured into officials’ offices nominating specific women for the substitute 

delegate spot. These letters and suggestions came from various associations and individuals 

ranging from the Australian League of Nations Union to the New South Wales Division of 

the New Settlers’ League of Australia and the federal Minister for Home and Territories.1126 

 More importantly, however, Australia’s prime ministers were lobbied frequently 

during the 1920s and 1930s by women’s delegations campaigning for a “full woman delegate” 

rather than keeping women in the substitute delegate position.1127 At a meeting in Melbourne 

which included Edith Cowan, the first female state parliamentarian in Australia, the case to 

the prime minister was put succinctly: “We consider that we are entitled to full representation 
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and we are not contented to take a substitute delegate, and, what is more, we do not desire 

that our that our representative should be chosen from women who happens to be 

abroad.”1128  

The prime minister was constantly confronted with a series of arguments across the 

country pushing for a women to be appointed as a full delegate. In Queensland, a deputation 

advanced the claim: “They did not wish the woman Delegate to be considered a 

representative only of the women of Australia. She would represent the men also, in the same 

way as the men delegates represented the women as well.”1129 This advocacy continued 

throughout the 1920s and into the 1930s, but Australian prime ministers and cabinets 

dodged the request, stalling with perfectly wishy-washy language:  

[Y]ou may remember I did express what my views were as to the desirability of a full 
woman delegate, but suggested that I thought that the time had not quite come for 
such an appointment […] I have no doubt that at some time it will be determined that 
one of the representatives of Australia to the League of Nations will be a full woman 
delegate. Whether that will be this year or not I cannot yet say.1130 
 

Successfully putting the issue on the backburner for almost two decades, Australia never sent 

a “full woman delegate” to the League Assembly despite the pressure from so many women’s 
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groups. Although women remaining second-class substitute delegates showed that there 

were limits on the influence of this domestic political advocacy, one cannot deny that the 

women who attended the League of Nations representing Australia did so because domestic 

advocacy in the early 1920s forced the government’s hand. It set a precedent that future 

cabinets followed regardless of the political complexion of the Australian government 

throughout the interwar years. 

Turning from the Southern Hemisphere back to Europe, domestic pressure in 

Germany also played a role in determining which women would represent the country at the 

League. In 1926—Germany’s first year in the League—one woman was among the technical 

advisors dispatched to Geneva, almost by happenstance. This official was Gertrud Bäumer, 

one of the few high-ranking female civil servants who served as a department head in the 

German Interior Ministry. In 1926, she had been sent to the League of Nations Assembly to 

work with the socialist Reichstag member and Assembly delegate Rudolf Breitscheid as the 

expert advising him in the committee on humanitarian issues. As a technical expert, Bäumer 

took part in the meetings of the committee but not in the private discussions of the German 

delegation. However, Bäumer was not only a bureaucrat; she was at the same time also a 

member of the Reichstag for the left-liberal DDP.1131 
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After the Assembly that Bäumer had attended in her capacity as a bureaucratic expert, 

when she put on her politician hat again, she had a frank discussion with members of her 

political party in October 1926. In this conversation, she criticized German policy at the 

League, expressed skepticism about representatives from other countries, and accused some 

of the Assembly committees of a certain dilettantism. When word of Bäumer’s criticism got 

out, rather than treating her like a fellow parliamentarian and colleague, Foreign Minister 

Gustav Stresemann challenged her as a bureaucrat, complaining to her civil service superior 

at the Interior Minister and asking him to raise these concerns with Bäumer.1132 This 

example not only serves to show the power of a minister over civil servants, but it also 

explains why Bäumer was not invited back to the League in future years. For 1927, someone 

else needed to be found to serve in the social and humanitarian committee, where—as a result 

of the gendered expectations of the period—women were most often assigned.1133 

Bäumer’s fall from Stresemann’s good graces coincided with the Bavarian state 

government’s previously mentioned opposition to sending parliamentarians to the League of 

Nations.1134 This confluence of events led to Thusnelda Lang-Brumann taking Bäumer’s spot 

in the humanitarian committee. Lang-Brumann was a member of the conservative Catholic 

regional Bavarian BVP party. She seemed perfect for the German Foreign Office in 1927: she 

was a woman, she was not Gertrud Bäumer, she was a member of the Reichstag, and she was 

                                                
1132 Stresemann to Dr. Külz, 23 Oct 1926, R 83524, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

1133 D.M. Northcroft, Women at Work in the League of Nations (London: Page & Pratt Ltd, 1924), 5. 

1134 See, R 43-I/2242, Bl. 304–305 quoted in “Akten der Reichskanzlei. Weimarer Republik” online, accessed 21 
Sep 2017, http://www.bundesarchiv.de/aktenreichskanzlei/1919-
1933/0000/ma3/ma31p/kap1_2/kap2_83/para3_1.html 
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Bavarian. Even though the BVP was small and only the postal minister in the cabinet came 

from the party, adding a BVP member of the Reichstag would curry favor within the BVP 

parliamentary party and would hopefully allay the concerns of the Bavarian state 

government.1135 Moreover, a female politician could be added to the delegation. After Lang-

Brumann attended the Assembly and learned the ropes in 1927, the Foreign Office kept 

reappointing her, and most of the other parliamentary delegates, again and again, almost out 

of inertia.1136 

 Beginning in 1930, however, German women’s organizations started pushing back 

against Lang-Brumann, hoping that another German woman, who was more active in the 

world of liberal organized German women’s organizations, would take her place. Gertrud 

Bäumer, who Lang-Brumann had replaced at the League, was very active in these national 

and international women’s organizations. Bäumer reported to a German diplomat in 1930 

that at an international women’s association meeting in 1930 there was a debate on a draft 

resolution “that the [national] associations attempt to ensure that their governments dispatch 

female delegates to the League of Nations who are experts.” Bäumer and the other German 

women at this meeting took the resolution to be directed against Lang-Brumann and fought 

hard to convince the association not to pass it.1137 However, the fact that Bäumer reported 

                                                
1135 Thusnelda Lang-Brumann, Datenbank der deutschen Parlamentsabgeordneten, accessed 2 Feb 2018, 
http://www.reichstag-abgeordnetendatenbank.de. 

1136 “List of Assembly Delegates and Substitutes,” League of Nations Photo Archive, last modified October 
2002, http://www.indiana.edu/~league/ 

1137 Except from Letter from Generalkonsul Völckers, 29 Apr 1931, R 96945, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen 
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this event to diplomats, knowing that it would be recorded and sent to the Foreign Office, 

suggested that she and German women’s organizations already had Lang-Brumann in their 

sights and wanted her replaced with a woman more active in the German women’s 

movement. 

 When the Foreign Minister decided to end parliamentarians’ participation in the 

League Assembly “due to general political concerns” in 1931, this provided the Foreign Office 

with the opportunity to find someone other than Lang-Brumann for the delegation.1138 The 

Foreign Office’s State Secretary asked bureaucrats to reach out to the German women’s 

organizations for a list of potential delegates to the League, and five women’s names were 

passed along to the Foreign Office.1139 Because parliamentarians were not being dispatched 

to Geneva anymore, “an old desire of the women’s organizations to select an person from 

their ranks [as a delegate] could be easily fulfilled. Earlier we were unable to accommodate the 

wishes of the women’s associations.”1140 Accordingly, the Foreign Office appointed Agnes 

von Zahn-Harnack, who was active in the German Association of Women Academics 

(Deutscher Akademikerinnenverband) but had no political party affiliation.1141 

                                                
1138 von Kamphoevener to Lang-Brumann, 14 Aug 1931, R 96945, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-
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1139 Draft, v. Kamphoevener to Staatssekretär, 13 Aug 1931, R 96945, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-
Berlin. 

1140 Bülow to Reichsminister, 13 Aug 1931, R 96945, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

1141 Konzept, v. Kamphoevener to Staatssekretär, 13. Aug 1931, R 96945, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen 
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 One is tempted to agree with the German women’s organizations that Lang-Brumann 

was a token female parliamentarian sent to the League because she checked a number of 

political boxes at the right time. However, this does not do justice to Lang-Brumann’s 

commitment to her work or to her pioneering position as a woman at the League of Nations. 

Her devotion to internationalism and to the League in general is evident in her papers held at 

the Bundesarchiv in Koblenz where there is an unsigned manuscript entitled “Frauen im 

Völkerbund” (Women at the League of Nations) in which someone wrote caringly about all 

the female delegates at the League—from Scandinavian to Australia—and especially 

highlighted Lang-Brumann’s work there. Lang-Brumann also gave a rare radio interview 

about being at the League, the transcript of which has also survived in her papers.1142 Lang-

Brumann took her role at the League seriously, despite the machinations at a more party-

political level that pushed her into the role and eventually ushered her off the stage. 

 In both the extended Australian and German examples about the appointment of 

women to League delegations, advocacy by domestic women’s groups drove the decision to 

send women to the League and influenced which women were appointed as delegates. 

Domestic party-political concerns played an especially important role in the German case but 

were evident in Australia as well. The Australian treasurer who took up the banner of 

including a female delegate in the 1922 cabinet discussion was Stanley Bruce, who deposed 

the sitting prime minister in 1923 and intentionally reached out to Australian women for 
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 464 

political support at election time.1143 However, the importance of domestic concerns in 

driving decision-making about these international delegations should not diminish the 

importance of the topics being debated at the League in which interwar women took 

particular interest. These included negotiations on treaties related to women’s work, 

questions of trafficking in women and children, and, most importantly, debates about 

regulating the nationality of married women.1144 Although these international issues were 

hot-button topics on the global stage, in the two cases of Australia and Germany, a desire to 

appoint women specializing in these issues was not the main driving force behind women 

serving at the League; domestic political concerns were. 

 
CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

 As we have seen, diplomacy at the League of Nations included experiments on who 

should represent the nation abroad. In choosing delegates to the League’s Assembly, broad 

international trends showed an early enthusiasm for parliamentary delegations, among 

European states in particular. The 1920s were a moment when traditional professional 

diplomats had lost standing, so involving elected legislators in diplomatic missions and 

delegations to the League of Nations fit in with the quickly changing shape of international 

diplomacy. However, with the exception of holdouts in Scandinavia and France, the use of 

parliamentarians as diplomats at the League had waned by the early 1930s. Abandoning all-

                                                
1143 Heather Radi, “Bruce, Stanley Melbourne (1883–1967),” Australian Dictionary of Biography, accessed 2 Feb 
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party parliamentary delegations meant a further centralization of diplomatic power within 

the national executive. In practical terms this usually meant strengthening a foreign minister 

over cabinet colleagues and vis-à-vis the legislature in the making of national foreign 

policy.1145 This Locarno-like diplomatic model of face-to-face ministerial negotiations 

between ministers of the Great Powers made some foreign ministers invaluable to their 

governments. This system helps explain why men like Gustav Stresemann in Germany and 

Aristide Briand in France kept their office as foreign minister through so many changing 

governments.1146 

 Although the general international trend showed a burst of enthusiasm for 

parliamentary delegations that waned, when we move to the specific case of appointing 

German parliamentarians as international delegates, the importance of party-political 

machinations comes to the foreground. Foreign Minister Stresemann’s maneuvering to 

secure his own power and influence over that of his ministerial colleagues led to the original 

appointment of a parliamentary delegation, and the SPD’s political concerns in the early 

1930s torpedoed the practice after Stresemann’s death. Indeed, national appointments to 

other League posts were often seen as sinecures to be dispensed at the pleasure of the foreign 

minister. Eight months after the former German Justice Minister had resigned from the 

                                                
1145 Mai’a K. Davis Cross, The European Diplomatic Corps: Diplomats and International Cooperation from Westphalia to 
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Peace Process” in Brian C. Rathbun, Diplomacy’s Value: Creating Security in 1920s Europe and the Contemporary 
Middle East (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014), 236-245, and Conan Fischer, A vision of Europe: Franco-
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cabinet, he seemed to have gotten bored with his backbench lifestyle and wrote to his former 

colleague at the Foreign Office: “Now I have another request on my mind and for that I need 

to turn to you. I would very much like to attend a League of Nations conference, more for 

scientific than political reasons.”1147 Although this particular request in 1931 had to be denied 

for extenuating circumstances, a former Reich Interior Minister was appointed in 1927 as the 

president of the international conference for founding the International Relief Union. Ex-

minister Wilhelm Külz realized that he might be a bad choice, since his English was poor, and 

his French was not up to snuff, but Foreign Minister Stresemann convinced him to go 

nonetheless.1148 This appointment was more a farewell sinecure to occupy the time of a 

recently departed Reich minister, again reflecting the primacy of national party-political 

concerns in determining who went to Geneva. 

 Similar domestic political concerns—and the pressure of national women’s groups—

determined whether women would be included in national delegations to the League and 

which women would go. In Australia, women active in state women’s organizations or state 

politics were often tapped for the trip to Geneva; whereas, in Germany, until 1931, female 

members of the Reichstag represented their country abroad. Once women were appointed or 

happened to join a delegation at the last minute, as in the case of Lilian Matsch-Hendrick of 

Austria, then this fact could be invoked a precedent to ensure women were appointed in 

subsequent years. 

                                                
1147  Bredt to Curtius, 4 Aug 1931, R 96945, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

1148 Dr. Wilhelm Külz, Lebenserinnerungen, p. 195-196, N 1042/11, Nachlass Wilhelm Külz, Bundesarchiv-
Koblenz. 
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On the whole, this chapter has largely overlooked ideological arguments for including 

parliamentarians and women in national delegations on the international stage. Perhaps to 

the chagrin of historians of political thought, this chapter has shown that ideological 

arguments did not change the practical political calculus about who should represent a 

country abroad. This does not mean that these arguments were not invoked. For instance, the 

deputations of Australian women who lobbied the country’s prime ministers to include more 

women in international delegations often mentioned that women were more than half the 

population of the country and should be included as representatives of the people abroad. 

Similar arguments would continue to circulate in the international world after the Second 

World War and in the struggle for more female diplomats on the international stage. 

 In the end, there were obvious international trends in appointing both women and 

parliamentarians to national delegations at the League of Nations, but the underlying causes 

for their appointments were rooted far more in domestic political contexts than in copying 

the decisions of other countries. When the League was founded, the contours of interwar 

diplomacy was still up in the air; this was a situation that permitted diplomatic 

experimentation that allowed both parliamentarians and women to serve on the 

international stage. The historian Norbert Götz explored the Scandinavian delegations to the 

League of Nations, which were seen as progressive in that they appointed both 

parliamentarians and women starting with the First Assembly of the League. Götz, however, 

calls this “[t]he coincidence of institutional similarities” challenging the contemporary idea of 

a “Nordic model” of international diplomacy. Götz instead argues that the “Nordic model” of 

all-party parliamentary delegations that included women was an “ex-post rationalization of 
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autonomous institutional developments.” He demonstrates that the Danish decision to send 

an opposition parliamentarian to the League was designed to tamp down opposition 

objections that the government was too pro-German, and pushback in the Norwegian 

Storting led to parliamentarians attending the League from Norway.1149 What Götz 

discovered in Scandinavia was true on a more global scale. The political solutions of the early 

1920s that created delegations of parliamentarians or of women to respond to immediate 

domestic concerns then inadvertently set a national precedent about the composition of 

diplomatic delegations during the interwar years. However, there was never a universal 

model that called for dispatching parliamentarians or women to the League. 
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Chapter Eight 
National Parliamentarians on the International Stage: 

Private Contacts and Political Cooperation in Interwar Europe 
 

In 1904, the 84-year-old American champion of women’s rights Susan B. Anthony 

traveled to Berlin to preside over the founding of the International Women’s Suffrage 

Alliance. She was warmly welcomed in the German capital, at one point being handed a 

bouquet by a man on the street. In response, she said: “When I was young[,] men threw 

stones at me in the street—now that I am old[,] they shower roses upon me.” Even before the 

outbreak of the First World War, this new suffrage alliance could claim to have a global reach, 

with at least twenty-five national suffrage societies as members, ranging from Russia to South 

Africa and from Hungary to China. As early as 1909, the International Women’s Suffrage 

Alliance could also boast official support, since the Norwegian government dispatched a 

delegation to the alliance’s conference that year. More often, however, the organization’s 

prewar conferences featured women who did not yet enjoy full political rights in their home 

country. For example, the 1913 conference included a speech by the Czech nationalist writer 

Božena Viková-Kunětická, who had been the first women elected to the Bohemian diet in 

1912 but had been denied her seat because she was a woman.1150 

As we have seen, the refashioning of European politics after the First World War 

brought a huge influx of women into parliamentary politics. Viková-Kunětická even took up 

                                                
1150 Regine Deutsch, “The International Woman Suffrage Alliance,” in The International Woman Suffrage Alliance: 
Its History from 1904 to 1929 (London: Stephen Austin and Sons, 1929), 13-18; “Božena Viková-Kunětická aneb 
Příběh nacionalistické feministky,” Český rozhlas, 30 Sep 2012, 
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her own seat in the new Czechoslovak revolutionary parliament. To mark this historic 

change, the 1920, 1923, and 1926 conferences of the International Women’s Suffrage 

Alliance included evenings dedicated to “women members of Parliament from different 

countries.”1151 Although women had long been active on the international stage fighting for 

equal rights, the postwar political reordering in Europe brought far more women into high 

political office and this was reflected among the conferences’ participants, many of whom 

held their own national parliamentary seats. This was part of a larger trend in European 

politics towards increasing political participation and the development of a new style of mass 

politics.1152 The interwar period marked a moment when many women, workers, and other 

outsiders formally entered politics and joined their more bourgeois male colleagues as 

national politicians. As we have seen in the previous two chapters, national parliamentarians 

were understood to have roles on the international stage during the 1920s and 1930s. Because 

of this interconnectedness of national parliamentarians and this larger diplomatic world, the 

transformation of the demographic, cultural, and social make-up of the national political 

class brought new participants to the international stage as well. 

Political outsiders of the pre-1914 era took up new roles on the international stage, but 

this came with challenges that had not existed earlier. An international socialist gathering 

was no longer merely a meeting of international trade unionists or radical political activists; 
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instead, these congresses were attended by and often presided over by ministers, 

parliamentarians, and government officials who also happened to be socialists. The same was 

true at the interwar gatherings of the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance. In the 1920s, 

21 countries dispatched official delegations to the event and for these countries’ female 

parliamentarians, and their new formal role in national politics raised the political stakes of 

their attendance.1153 On the one hand, it turned these trips into a form of soft diplomacy. 

When the German socialist Adele Schreiber-Krieger was invited by the suffrage alliance to 

speak at its 1926 conference in Paris, she decided that she wanted to combine this event with 

trips to French schools speaking about Germany. The German Foreign Office decided that 

“making contact in school circles [….] seems useful to us,” so funding could be made available 

for her trip.1154 What better way was there than to a have a female politician—something that 

would not exist in France until after World War II—from a former enemy country speak to 

young schoolchildren to demonstrate that Germany had changed?  

In addition to potential in the form of soft diplomacy, there was also the new danger 

that domestic politics and the international travel of parliamentarians could become 

intertwined in politically polarizing ways. This happened at the same 1926 Paris suffrage 

alliance conference Schreiber-Krieger attended. Leading women’s activists from around the 

world had come together to discuss the “nationality of married women, family endowment, 

illegitimate children, equal moral standard, like conditions of work for men and women,” 
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and, of course, expanding the franchise to include women.1155 However, this conference 

cropped up in the German press not because of the issues discussed but because of a dispute 

about flags. The official German delegation to this conference was made up of elected female 

politicians and included a number of members of the Reichstag, as well as members of the 

Bavarian state parliament. When these German delegates first entered the Parisian 

conference hall in 1926, they noticed that the Women’s Suffrage Alliance had decorated the 

room, as was traditional, with the national flags of the delegations that were present. 

However, the German women spotted a black, white, and red flag behind their appointed 

seats, which the conference organizers had simply pulled from their collection of national 

flags and set up to represent the German delegation. Unfortunately, these national colors 

were the flag of the old German Empire, which had long since been replaced by a new black-

red-gold national flag. Mixing up national flags has always been a common faux pas on the 

diplomatic stage, and, in fact, at the previous international women’s conference in Rome in 

1923, the old imperial flag was used by mistake, but at that time the Germans politely did not 

object so as not to embarrass the organizers.1156 

However, in 1926, the situation was different. German domestic politics had just 

weathered a national debate over the German flag and its use abroad. The flag question—

black-white-red or black-red-gold—had been settled by the German National Assembly in 

1919 with a sloppy compromise that ended up in the new Weimar constitution: “The colors 
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of the Reich are black-red-gold. The civil ensign is black-white-red with the colors of the 

Reich in the upper inside corner.”1157 Black, red, and gold might have been the new colors of 

the Reich, but the civil ensign mixed the old and new flags and still reminded everyone of the 

country’s recent imperial past. In the politically charged atmosphere of the 1920s, these two 

competing color schemes became more firmly entrenched as the colors either of the 

conservative nationalist political movement or of the republic’s supporters on the center and 

left. The German nationalist DNVP party and the right-wing paramilitary Stahlhelm 

organization liberally used the old black-white-red flag on their posters and propaganda, 

while the parties of the moderate Weimar coalition were more eager to employ the colors of 

the new national flag. An author in Frauenstimme, the women’s supplement in the socialist 

newspaper Vorwärts, invoked these competing color schemes to draw a stark dichotomy 

between the worldviews that stood behind them: “Only under the colors of the republic could 

the filing cabinets that had previously contained the general staff’s war plans and maps 

instead hold folders about youth welfare. Black-white-red meant inferiority, slavery, and a 

lack of rights. Black-red-gold means emancipation and freedom. Black-white-red was the 

banner of war, black-red-gold embodies peace.”1158 The flag issue boiled over in spectacular 

political fashion in May 1926 when the German Reichstag voted to disapprove of the conduct 

of Chancellor Hans Luther in pushing a new flag regulation that would have appeased 
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conservatives and more prominently displayed the civil ensign at German missions abroad. 

Luther was forced to resign as chancellor.1159 

 After such tumultuous debates on the colors of the flag in Germany, when German 

parliamentarians arrived as delegates to the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance 

conference in Paris and spotted the black-white-red flag, the recent political fights must have 

been on their minds. These very same women had just voted in the Reichstag to topple a 

chancellor over his flag regulations, so, to them, this Parisian flag mix-up was an issue that 

deserved immediate attention.1160 The German delegation met privately about the affair, 

agreed to fix the problem, and passed along a black-red-gold flag they had conveniently 

brought with them to the conference organizers. The flags were exchanged before the 

congress got underway, and the issue largely seemed to die away.1161 

 However, the dust-up around the flag exploded in the German press when the more 

conservative women in the German delegation criticized their colleagues publicly. The 

women’s delegation to the conference had included several socialist and left-liberal DDP 

Reichstag members who had been active in the German women’s movement since before the 

First World War. However, in order to be more politically inclusive, women from the right-

liberal DVP from various German state parliaments joined the official delegation to the Paris 

conference. One of these DVP delegates wrote a short piece for the Süddeutsche Frauenzeitung 
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that was critical of her progressive and socialist colleagues’ stance on the flag issue. She called 

this whole affair a “sad experience” that represented the “transplantation of domestic strife to 

new ground in Paris.”1162 Evoking wartime patriotism, she concluded her essay: “Trembling 

with passion, we wholeheartedly believe: We will not perish from the wounds inflicted on us 

by the enemy.” This over-the-top nationalist rhetoric, about a conference held in Paris, the 

capital of a wartime enemy country, was potent in a German political environment still 

rocked by the flag question.  

As this criticism circulated around the German media landscape, the DDP 

parliamentarian Marie-Elisabeth Lüders who had led the women’s delegation to Paris, wrote 

to the DVP leader and Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann to set up a personal meeting to 

complain. Afterwards, Stresemann was on the case, and the DVP state parliamentarian who 

had originally penned the article against her fellow delegates, apologized in writing that she 

“was painfully surprised by the response to my essay.”1163 Despite this private apology, the 

squabble reverberated around the German press for a while; it illustrated how hard it 

disentangling international and national politics could be. By virtue of now being politicians, 

these women could no longer act solely as activists on the international stage; they attracted 

media attention and represented both their political parties and national concerns abroad. 

                                                
1162 Attachment “Verantwortlosigkeit” to letter Tony Breitscheid to Lüders, 12 Jul 1926, N 1151/261, Nachlass 
Marie-Elisabeth Lüders, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

Therese von Ladiges to Lüders, 2 Jul 1926, N 1151/261, Nachlass Marie-Elisabeth Lüders, Bundesarchiv-
Koblenz. 

1163 Therese von Ladiges to Lüders, 2 Jul 1926, N 1151/261, Nachlass Marie-Elisabeth Lüders, Bundesarchiv-
Koblenz. 



 

 476 

*  *  * 

 Unlike the previous two chapters that looked, first, at formal inter-parliamentary 

organizations and, second, at parliamentarians as officially appointed diplomats at the 

League of Nations, this chapter turns to the more ad hoc, often informal, roles that 

parliamentarians took on the international stage. These politicians often built on their party-

political ties as socialists, liberals, or conservative nationalists to create international 

networks. They sometimes worked toward a common goal on the global stage; for instance, 

many German politicians, regardless of political persuasion, worked to build foreign support 

for revision of the Versailles peace settlement. At the same time, international political and 

diplomatic activity was simply seen as part and parcel of being an interwar parliamentarian 

and these worldwide parliamentary networks were created in that context, creating personal 

rolodexes that could perhaps be called on for pragmatic reasons in the future. 

 This chapter will examine the nature of these informal inter-parliamentary contacts—

from the party-political to the regional and from the corrupt to the practical. There was no 

contemporary archive or newsletter dedicated to informal or impromptu inter-parliamentary 

networks. Evidence must be culled from personal papers, newspaper reports, biographies, 

and appointment calendars to recreate the extent and nature of these inter-parliamentary 

contacts. These records do not exist to the same extent in each country. For example, the 

filing office of the German Reichstag was destroyed during the Second World War, so a 

comprehensive list of all formal inter-parliamentary events in Berlin no longer exists, if it ever 

did. This chapter is therefore not arranged chronologically moving from file to file in one 

particular archive but progresses from theme to theme. First, the chapter tackles the 
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international networking of the British Labour MP and Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald. 

This well-documented individual example demonstrates the presence of a new class of 

politicians active on the international stage, a theme that recurs throughout this chapter. 

From there, the chapter moves to moderate socialist networks and how these networks took 

on greater significance as socialists entered and led European governments during the 

interwar years. Although bourgeois and conservative parties were not known for 

internationalism like the socialists, they also developed networks that are explored. The 

chapter then turns to bilateral and regional inter-parliamentary connections that brought 

politicians together irrespective of political party. Finally, this chapter looks at the 

international parliamentary network surrounding the Czechoslovak presidency during the 

interwar years to draw larger conclusions about the extent and strength of these informal 

international parliamentary contacts. 

 
A NEW ACTOR ON THE INTERNATIONAL STAGE: RAMSAY MACDONALD AND 

MODERATE SOCIALIST NETWORKS 

By the end of his life, Ramsay MacDonald’s own political party thought of him as a 

villain, despite the fact he had made history as the first Labour Prime Minister of the United 

Kingdom. Born in the north of Scotland, MacDonald was the illegitimate son of a farm 

laborer and domestic servant. He dabbled in Liberal and then in more radical politics as a 

young man, eventually helping to found the British Labour Party. He won a seat in the House 

of Commons in 1909 and rose through the ranks of Labour’s leadership to become the leader 

of the parliamentary party in 1911. MacDonald’s own pacifism and opposition to the First 
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World War brought about his fall from grace and the loss of his parliamentary seat in 1918. 

Undaunted, MacDonald returned to the Commons in 1922 rising again to become Leader of 

the Opposition. In 1924, he formed a minority Labour government becoming the first Prime 

Minister from the working class. Although MacDonald’s first ministry only lasted nine 

months, he returned as Prime Minister in 1929. However, because of tension in his Labour 

Cabinet in 1931 about reducing public benefits during the depression, MacDonald ditched 

the majority of the Labour party to form a new coalition government supported by the 

Conservatives, Liberals, and a rump Labour faction. MacDonald soon called a general 

election that his new National Government handily won by decimating the Labour party, 

which expelled him. A bitter and ailing MacDonald remained the figurehead of this 

Conservative-dominated National government until 1935.1164 

MacDonald was no stranger to being ostracized by his peers and hated by the public. 

His pacifism earned him no plaudits during the First World War. When the Second World 

War broke out and contemporaries looked for guilty men to tar as Hitler’s appeasers, 

MacDonald posthumously joined this unfortunate club. Labour despised MacDonald as a 

traitor who handed political control of 1930s Britain to the Tories. A man so loathed by his 

contemporaries was ripe for historical reassessment, and MacDonald’s fortunes turned in 

the historiography of the 1970s and 1980s. Later, MacDonald was read as a forerunner of 

Tony Blair’s New Labour of the 1990s.1165 Nevertheless, here we will not reevaluate 
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MacDonald’s British political biography but instead turn to his completely understudied role 

on the European stage both as an advocate for moderate socialist organizations and a 

consummate international networker of the 1920s and 1930s. MacDonald’s example stands 

in for a new class of politicians who came from backgrounds and milieus that were not part of 

the cross-party political elite active on the international stage before the First World War but 

took center stage in building up political contacts across Europe during the 1920s and 1930s. 

Between 1918 and 1922, Ramsay MacDonald was out of Parliament and had more 

time on his hands that he devoted to traveling around on behalf of international socialist 

causes. In 1920, for instance, MacDonald partnered with a French socialist for a trip through 

Switzerland and Italy to talk up a new moderate socialist international organization.1166 

Sometimes MacDonald even ventured further afield as during his 1920 trip to the newly (and 

only briefly) independent Georgia as a member of an international socialist study 

commission.1167 Another especially adventurous trip was to Egypt in 1922 during a wave of 

anti-British sentiment, followed by a side venture to Palestine to meet with Jewish social 

democrats.1168 More often than not, however, MacDonald’s travel was to more official 

socialist conferences and to large international socialist events. When the Danish Social 

Democrats were celebrating the 50th anniversary of their party’s founding in 1921, 
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MacDonald and other leading European socialists were all on the invitation list. This three-

day gathering in Copenhagen included several sessions at Christiansborg Palace, a reception 

at the city hall, a procession with speeches, and an international socialist conference.1169 

Although MacDonald’s days sojourning around the Caucasus and Middle East as an 

apostle of socialism ended when he regained a seat in the House of Commons, he continued 

to travel to international socialist conferences and maintain connections with his comrades 

abroad. Sometimes these foreign friends even called on him in the UK. When two socialist 

ministers from Belgium flew to London to confer with Conservative British ministers, 

MacDonald, who was not in government at the time, set up a private walk through an 

exhibition of Flemish art to chat with these friends while they were in town.1170 After his first 

stint as Prime Minister in 1924, MacDonald’s European network expanded to include more 

non-socialist politicians. During visits to Prague, MacDonald was always invited to lengthy 

meetings and receptions with the Czechoslovak president and Foreign Minister, neither of 

whom were socialists.1171 MacDonald’s trips to Paris also attracted the interest of a wider 

swath of the political spectrum. In 1925, a dinner was given in MacDonald’s honor by the 
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President of the French Chambre des députés Édouard Herriot. Herriot, a member of the 

centrist Radical Party, invited leading socialists and Radicals to the event.1172 In 1928, 

MacDonald returned to Paris to give a speech on “The Labour Party, its activities at home, 

and its international policy” to a French organization. This event was attended by the 

presidents of both chambers of the French parliament, as well as a broad range of leftist and 

moderate politicians.1173 MacDonald was so popular on this visit to Paris that Léon Blum, 

then the leader of the French socialists, had a hard time getting onto MacDonald’s busy 

schedule.1174 

 Throughout MacDonald’s European travels in the 1920s, few places attracted him as 

much as Berlin. He frequently made a point to visit Berlin before or after a trip anywhere else 

on the continent. Although there were more direct routes from London to Copenhagen, 

MacDonald planned his trip to the 1921 Danish socialist party anniversary festivities via 

Berlin.1175 The year before, MacDonald traveled to a conference in Geneva via Berlin where 

he watched a debate in the Reichstag.1176 On a 1920 visit to the city, MacDonald even had 

time to give an interview to a Vorwärts socialist newspaper editor in support of democratic 

socialism in which he claimed that “[s]ocialism without democracy is an impossibility. The 
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revolution could usher in dictatorship, but the dictatorship of the proletariat is ultimately no 

better than the dictatorship of the aristocracy.”1177 MacDonald made the front page. 

MacDonald’s experiences confirm that Berlin had become a cosmopolitan center of 

moderate socialism during the 1920s. He often coordinated his visits to Berlin to overlap 

with Belgian or other foreign socialist colleagues, who spent evenings together with socialist 

members of the Reichstag.1178 MacDonald trusted his Berlin networks enough to send along 

personal letters of introduction for his Labour party comrades who were passing through the 

city.1179 MacDonald became so busy during his visits to Berlin that during a short 1928 trip on 

which he intended to meet numerous friends in the Reichstag, the socialist German 

Chancellor Hermann Müller had to personally encourage MacDonald to meet the British 

ambassador who was very anxious for a meeting and was afraid MacDonald would be 

otherwise occupied.1180 

Ramsay MacDonald’s international political life was far more than an MP’s pastime 

during parliamentary recesses or the simple window-dressing of interwar sociability. 

MacDonald himself believed that nurturing these international connections would not only 

advance the cause of socialism but also help like-minded politicians govern. These hopes 
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seemed to be realized when MacDonald’s good friend Hermann Müller was serving as 

German Chancellor when MacDonald became British Prime Minister for the second time in 

1929. Müller sent MacDonald a private letter congratulating him to which MacDonald 

earnestly replied: “As you know, one of my greatest desires is to help to leave peace behind me 

as the contribution which this generation makes to civilization. This, I am convinced, can be 

done only by the cooperation of all. […] As was yours, this is of course a personal & not a 

governmental letter, but I too rejoice that at this moment we should both hold the positions 

we do. We can help best in that way.”1181 More than sappy language, MacDonald was 

convinced that this personal network was something he could call on during his tenure 

leading the British government. 

 MacDonald’s German friends also felt that their personal relationship to the British 

Prime Minister would have concrete results, but they were tragically disappointed, as is 

poignantly illustrated by an October 1933 letter to MacDonald from the German SPD ex-

parliamentarian Otto Wels who was exiled from Nazi Germany. MacDonald had recently 

reacted publicly to an unsuccessful attempt on the life of the authoritarian Austrian 

Chancellor Engelbert Dollfuß with shock, and Wels viciously attacked MacDonald: 

Why do you not express your shock about the thousands of murders, the unspeakable 
torment and the expulsions, the hunger and the hardship suffered by millions of 
people in Germany, who saw in MacDonald, their former party comrade, a high-
spirted, warm-hearted person […] Does the attack on the life of the world, on 
socialism and democracy, the Magna Carta of your own people, not matter to you at 
all?1182 
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Wels was “conscious of our many years of work for a common cause,”1183 and he obviously felt 

betrayed by the British Prime Minister, whose own aide pointed out that “the inhumanity of 

the concentration camps has been a proven horror for over 6 months, and that you have made 

no public allusion to it.” MacDonald’s staff believed that Wels’ letter might be enough to 

move the Prime Minister to bring up the issue at the next Cabinet meeting.1184 Although 

Germany was a topic at that next Cabinet session, it was discussed only in terms of new 

proposals for disarmament; MacDonald did not bring up the mistreatment of his socialist 

friends.1185 Having MacDonald as a political ally ultimately did not pay off for the Germans. 

Ramsay MacDonald might have been one of the highest profile socialist 

internationalists of the interwar years, but strong personal and political networks 

characterized the moderate European socialist movement of the 1920s and early 1930s more 

broadly. MacDonald, however, is a useful case study because when it came to cashing in on 

these networks for concrete personal and political gain; the socialists exiled from Nazi 

Germany learned that these networks proved to be too fragile. International socialist 

cooperation was not enough to avert historical catastrophe. As we shall see, these robust 

international political connections sometimes paid off with information exchange, through 

advocacy from a foreign colleague on a specific point, or even for personal gain, but they did 
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not build an international community of parliamentarians standing up for democratic values 

against the rising tide of authoritarianism. 

 
PARTY-POLITICAL CONTACTS: INTERWAR SOCIALISTS 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, socialists had channeled Karl 

Marx’s famous slogan “Workers of the world, unite!” into strong formal international 

organizations, including the First and Second Internationals. Although ideological 

differences plagued socialists from their early years, the First World War ended with a 

permanently splintered working-class movement, which was reflected in left-wing 

international associations. The powerful Second International eventually faltered during the 

war. Although subsequent standalone socialist conferences in Switzerland and Austria 

eventually fused into the more moderate Labour and Socialist International, the enduring 

split with the Communists and the Moscow-based Comintern divided the international 

world of the left. Despite this splintered postwar atmosphere, cooperation among moderate 

socialists continued. However, rather than taking place at a party level as in earlier 

international socialist organizations, this new moderate socialist international was rooted in 

the connections among individual socialist politicians, almost all of whom were members of 

their national parliaments during the interwar years.1186 
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 Although the roots of international socialist cooperation go back long before the First 

World War, there were several private meetings by socialists during the war that were 

representative of the kinds of individual exchanges that continued among moderate socialists 

during the interwar years. For instance, as the war wound down in August 1918, the leader of 

the Dutch socialist party Pieter Jelles Troelstra hosted an informal meeting in the neutral 

Netherlands between socialist representatives from belligerent states. Camille Huysmans, a 

former mayor of Antwerp and secretary of the Socialist International, represented the 

Belgian socialists in this conversation with Philipp Scheidemann, a parliamentary leader of 

the German SPD. Troelstra, Huysmans, and Scheidemann walked together around the 

Haagse Bos park for two hours before settling into the forest café for a conversation on 

ending the war and the potential for revolution.1187 The German SPD continued to use these 

connections to the Belgian Huysmans to put pressure on the international socialist 

movement to temper the demands in the Treaty of Versailles. Hermann Müller, a German 

socialist and the foreign minister who signed the treaty for Germany, frantically telegraphed 

Huysmans: “Report to you privately: If the Second International does not do anything 

vigorously against the suffocation of the German people by the Entente imperialists, the 

Second International will lose ground in Germany and the Third International will have the 

greatest appeal.”1188 Huysmans replied that a socialist action committee was circulating a 
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protest letter and reaching out to leading Swedish and British socialists for support. 

Huysmans himself sought a conference with the French prime minister, but all of this 

backroom maneuvering amounted to little in moderating the peace settlement. 

 Despite the inability of formal socialist institutions and networks to rein in the Allies’ 

demands in the final 1919 peace treaty, the German SPD’s enthusiasm for this international 

socialist world did not wane. On the contrary, German socialist ministers planned to roll out 

the red carpet for an international socialist study commission scheduled to be in Berlin in 

March 1920. This commission was tasked with examining the postwar political situation in 

Germany and was made up of leading socialist politicians and trade unionists from Belgium, 

the UK, France, and the Netherlands. German President Friedrich Ebert hoped to host a 

reception in his residence to which he had invited leading SPD ministers, parliamentarians, 

trade unionists and others.1189 This socialist commission was supposed to arrive in Berlin on 

March 13, 1920, but that date marked the beginning of the reactionary Kapp Putsch, which 

prompted the government to flee the rebellious soldiers to the relative safety in Dresden. 

Rather than greeting an international socialist delegation, the socialist ministers were calling 

a general strike to save the republic. The new republic weathered this life-or-death moment, 

and the international socialist delegation arrived in Berlin with less pomp than originally 

planned nine days later on March 22, 1920.1190 This international visit served as a socialist 
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vote of confidence in the new German republic and familiarized the commission’s members 

with the precarious situation on the ground in Germany. 

 These international socialist study commissions fell out of favor early during the 

interwar period. Although there were still specific socialist committees on topics like 

disarmament that brought socialist comrades together to strategize on policy issues, the 

broader mandate of early interwar socialist study commissions to scope out the situation on 

the ground firsthand was replaced with the more informal international efforts of individual 

politicians.1191 Leading socialists traveled around Europe on their vacations, to conferences, 

and in the course of their parliamentary business. When local party groups learned that 

foreign socialists were in town, they often tried to get them to drop by. For instance, when the 

leadership of the Freie Vereinigung sozialistischer Akademiker der deutschen Hochschulen 

(German Universities’ Free Association of Socialist Academics) in Prague learned that the 

German Communist-turned socialist Paul Levi was planning a trip to Czechoslovakia, they 

reached out to him to arrange for him to speak.1192 When the Austrian socialist Karl Renner 

attended a 1926 meeting of the International Cooperative Alliance in Hamburg, he 

scheduled a return trip via Berlin so he could speak at three different local socialist events.1193 

When invited for a non-socialist speech at a republican association in Latvia in 1929, the 
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socialist President of the Reichstag Paul Löbe also arranged personal visits to socialist groups 

in Tallinn and Riga while he was in the area.1194 Similarly, when the Austrian socialist Julius 

Deutsch traveled to Oslo for an international socialist sporting event, arrangements were 

made for him to speak to Norwegian party members and receive a tour of Red Oslo by local 

party members.1195 To the average European socialist supporter attending regular party 

meetings, these traveling politicians would have left the impression that the socialist 

movement was especially international. To the socialist political elite, these trips helped 

create networks that stretched across the continent. 

These interwar socialist connections were reinforced by exchanging information 

between socialists in different countries. Sometimes requests came in from far afield. For 

instance, the New Zealand Labour Party wrote to Hermann Müller as the leader of the 

German socialists asking for his thoughts and experiences with proportional representation. 

The New Zealanders then debated that issue at their annual conference, and Müller’s 

response figured into that discussion.1196 Often socialist newspapers and journals in one 

country would reach out to socialist politicians in another for an article or submission. Since 

socialists who were cabinet ministers were too busy or too concerned about optics to write an 

article for a neighboring country’s political party, often these requests went to socialist 
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parliamentarians. For instance, for a special May 1 edition of the Czechoslovak social 

democratic newspaper Právo lidu in 1926, the editors sought quotes and comments from 

German, Belgian, and British comrades.1197 In 1932, the socialist theorist, journal editor, and 

member of the Reichstag Rudolf Hilferding pestered British Labour Party leaders for articles 

for Die Gesellschaft.1198 Sometimes a socialist leader would even reach out to a foreign 

colleague to confirm or deny reports in the local press. For instance, a Dutch socialist leader 

wrote to his Belgian colleague when a Dutch newspaper reported that the Belgian socialists 

were cooperating with Communists in the hopes of uniting with them; the Belgian leader’s 

denial of this report then informed interviews the Dutch socialists gave to the media.1199 This 

world of socialist information exchange did not only shape internal party debates or create 

material for national party publications, but it also influenced larger political debates. For 

instance, in 1926, the German SPD’s parliamentary group reached out to the Austrian 

socialists when the Reichstag took up the question of reforming the German army along the 

lines of the Austrian army. The SPD had specific questions about Austrian legislation on this 
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issue.1200 A member of the SPD later followed up directly with the Austrians, since the 

firsthand Austrian experiences had figured so prominently in the German public debate.1201 

In addition to an interwar socialist international of traveling individual politicians and 

global socialist information exchange, there also was a robust world of parliamentarians 

going to socialist party assemblies and participating in election campaigns regionally. Some 

of these close relationships between socialist parties existed across the national borders that 

sprung up as a result of the postwar settlement. For instance, in the southwest of Germany 

where Alsace-Lorraine had become French, the local “U.S.P. [Independent Socialist Party] of 

the Republic of Baden” meeting in Offenburg sent greetings in 1920 to the French socialist 

meeting in Strasbourg and wrote “we send fraternal greetings to our French brothers and the 

most fervent wishes, that your conference may serve the unity of all international 

socialists.”1202 These ties between the Alsatian-speaking working class and the Badenese 

socialists on the other side of the Rhine were maintained throughout the Weimar Republic. 

In 1932, the Strasbourg-based socialist and prewar member of the imperial Reichstag Eugen 

Imbs reached out to Adolf Geck in Baden to see if Geck could participate in a large socialist 

demonstration in Strasbourg: “You are one of those who left a lasting impression among the 
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old comrades in Strasbourg and in Alsace.”1203 Imbs wrote first to Geck before formally 

writing to the Badenese socialists to ask about this partnership. 

Although personal ties bound the socialist movements together across the Rhine in 

Baden, an even longer joint history, personal connections, and organizational ties linked the 

German-speaking Social Democrats in Czechoslovakia with the Austrian SDAP. The 

German-speaking socialists in Czechoslovakia resisted forming an independent party until 

the summer of 1919: “By the command of the victorious imperialists, the Germans of the 

former crownlands of Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia were annexed into the Czechoslovak 

state. We are thus forced to undertake the founding of our own party.” The organizers of this 

inaugural party conference in Czechoslovakia reached out to the Austrian sister party, 

inviting the entire leadership.1204 This pattern of sending official party delegates between the 

Czechoslovak party’s congresses and the Austrian party’s conferences happened regularly 

throughout the interwar years.1205  

The Austrian socialists and German-speaking socialists in Czechoslovakia were 

particularly close, reading the Arbeiter-Zeitung from Vienna and exchanging information and 

speakers frequently. The social democratic parliamentarians in Prague sent their 
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parliamentary activity reports to Vienna,1206 tried to keep their party programs as close as 

possible to the mother party in Vienna, and sent brief letters asking short clarifying 

questions—e.g. “what position did your party take on the League of Nations association? Are 

there specific [party] decisions on that? Are any comrades members of the association?”—that 

were asked personally by members of the parliamentary party so policies could be aligned 

between the two countries. At one point, the socialists in Troppau/Opava were worried that a 

party member who had been expelled from the local socialist party for fraud at workers’ 

cooperative might rejoin the socialist party in Austria; to prevent this, they reached out to the 

Austrian party leadership to warn them about this nefarious character.1207 In fact, this cross-

border local cooperation could even incorporate Czech and Slovak-speaking socialists 

alongside German-speaking ones. After the Socialist International encouraged national 

parties to focus on disarmament in October and November 1930, the Austrian socialists 

coordinated with Czechoslovak socialists—German, Czech, and Slovak speakers—to hold 

joint rallies in the border towns of Gmünd in Austria and Bratislava/Pressburg in 

Czechoslovakia.1208 Close regional relationships persisted during the interwar years, so that 

new borders after World War I were not yet impermeable in the political minds of 

Europeans. 
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In addition to day-to-day socialist exchange across the new borders in Central 

Europe, there was broader European socialist cooperation evident during election 

campaigns. In the run-up to the 1927 Austrian Nationalrat elections, the Viennese SDAP 

planned a socialist sports competition that would transition into an election rally. The 

Austrians arranged for socialist sports teams from Leipzig to compete and worked on 

convincing German paramilitaries from Reichsbanner Schwarz-Rot-Gold to march 

alongside the Austrian Republikanischer Schutzbund. The event would conclude as a 

socialist campaign rally at which 30,000 to 40,000 participants were expected. The Austrian 

socialists specifically sought out a leader from the SPD executive, and Hermann Müller 

volunteered to attend. Müller’s travel was arranged by the Austrian SDAP; he was greeted 

with a reception at the train station, treated to a tour around the city, and asked to stay for 

several other election events the following day.1209 Müller’s other rallies in the country were 

prominently advertised in large font on the front page of Vienna’s Arbeiter-Zeitung.1210 

Like Müller, socialists from Germany, Austria, and the German-speaking parts of 

Czechoslovakia were in high demand during election season, traveling around as if they were 

part of the same political community. The Austrian socialist and education reformer Otto 

Glöckel traveled to the Lower Rhine region in Germany in 1925 for seven days of election 

meetings. Glöckel then had business to attend to in Stettin but hoped to find another election 

                                                
1209 Sozialdemokratische Partei/Organisation Wien (Signature illegible) to SPD Parteivorstand, 3 Mar 1927; 
Sozialdemokratische Partei/Organisation Wien to Müller, n.d.; Deutsch to Müller, N/2200/1, Nachlass 
Hermann Müller, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde. 

1210 “Das Osterfest des Arbeitersports,” Arbeiter-Zeitung, 19 Apr 1927,  http://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-
content/anno?aid=aze&datum=19270419&seite=1&zoom=33. 
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gathering somewhere on his way.1211 The local SPD in Schleswig-Holstein had appealed to 

the Austrian Julius Deutsch so often, they began yet another letter to him in 1930 

humorously: “You’ll definitely be surprised to hear from us out of the blue; you probably are 

thinking: ‘Yeah, I bet the folks up in Kiel have just one more thing to ask.’” Indeed, the SPD 

in Schleswig-Holstein wanted Deutsch back for a hard-fought local campaign against the 

Nazis.1212 During the 1925 parliamentary elections in Czechoslovakia, the Austrian SDAP 

helped arrange travel not only for Austrians but for three exiled Hungarian socialists who 

wandered around Czechoslovakia as itinerant election speakers.1213 No election was too small 

for seeking this kind of external support; the SPD in Saxony reached out to Vienna for 

speakers for elections to the provincial Landtag, and the German socialist Maria Reese 

traveled to Lower Austria for local elections there in 1929.1214 

 Socialist electioneering in Germany even got a boost from outside the German-

speaking world when the British Labour Party sent help during the German Reichstag 

elections of July 1932. “Red” Ellen Wilkinson, an MP who would later become known 

throughout the United Kingdom for her role with the 1936 Jarrow Crusade of unemployed 

men marching on London, traveled to the continent to campaign with her German 

                                                
1211 Glöckel to Deutsch, 30 Mar 1925, M128, Partei-Archiv vor 1934, Verein für Geschichte der 
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1212 Sozialdemokratische Partei, Bezirksverband Schleswig-Holstein to Deutsch, 15 Dec 1930, M44, Partei 
Archiv vor 1934, Verein für Geschichte der ArbeiterInnenbewegung-Vienna. 
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Vienna; Deutsch to Reese, 11 Sep 1929, M45, Partei Archiv vor 1934, Verein für Geschichte der 
ArbeiterInnenbewegung-Vienna. 



 

 496 

comrades.1215 Wilkinson brought with her a letter of support from the British union 

movement and the Labour Party: “We have watched with deep concern the menacing 

advance of your enemies, who are the enemies of us all. […] It is you, our German comrades, 

who will bear the brunt of that attack. You are fighting not only the battle of the German 

workers, but our battle – the battle of Socialism the world over.”1216 Wilkinson’s moral 

support and campaign assistance was appreciated on the continent, although the practical 

value of her visit could not stem the tide of the July 1932 landslide Nazi election victory. 

 If one were at the 1927 congress of the Czechoslovak Social Democratic Party, 

watching the heartfelt eulogy memorializing the first President of the German Republic, the 

socialist Friedrich Ebert, this might have seemed to be a warm and fuzzy international world 

of the moderate socialist community.1217 Nevertheless, it would be misleading to think that 

the leftists had banished national contests, concerns, and differences. The interwar divisions 

in the Central European socialist movement were on display for all to see at the 1926 funeral 

of the Czech socialist leader Antonín Němec. In addition to funeral wreaths from the 

Czechoslovak socialists, there were wreaths presented on behalf of the German-speaking 

socialists in Czechoslovakia, the Austrian social democrats, and even the SPD in Germany. 

                                                
1215 Telegrams Hilferding (27 Jun 1932), Breitscheid (28 Jun 1932), and Voigt (30 Jun 1932) to Wilkinson, 
LP/ID/GER/7, Labour Party Archives, People’s History Museum-Manchester. 
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LP/ID/GER/7, Labour Party Archives, People’s History Museum-Manchester. 

1217 Manfred Alexander, ed., Deutsche Gesandtschaftsberichte aus Prag, Vol. III (Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 
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Although Němec had himself joined the trade union movement in 1876 when only one 

socialist party existed in the Austrian half of the Habsburg Empire, by his death the parties 

had splintered. As a nod to this common history, the Austrian party planned to send someone 

from Vienna to the funeral; however, perhaps as a gesture to lasting divisions among social 

democrats in Central Europe, the Austrian socialists specifically requested German text on 

its wreath.1218  

In a more dramatic example of divisions among socialists, tension on the Flemish and 

Walloon issue erupted at a speech to Dutch social democratic students given by the Belgian 

socialist leader Émile Vandervelde. In trying to curry favor with a critical audience in the 

Netherlands, Vandervelde spoke of his support for Flemish educational and cultural 

institutions. This strategy backfired, prompting jeering and protests from the crowd. “The 

audience sang the Internationale which was accompanied by a resounding Vlaamsche 

Leeuw.”1219 A Flemish Communist attending the speech also distributed literature on 

Vandervelde’s anti-Flemish attitude as the Belgian Minister of Justice.1220 Strong European 

socialist networks could not defeat these insular national or provincial attitudes among the 

socialist rank and file. 

                                                
1218 Social Democratic Party Organization in Vienna to the German-Speaking Social Democratic Party 
Secretariat in Prague, 26 May 1926, and Prague Secretariat to Vienna Party Organization, 28 Jun 1926, M130, 
Partei-Archiv vor 1934, Verein für Geschichte der ArbeiterInnenbewegung-Vienna; Helmut Konrad, 
“Österreichische Arbeiterbewegung und Nationale Frage im 19. Jahrhundert,” in Sozialdemokratie und 
Habsburgerstaat, ed. Wolfgang Maderthaner (Vienna: Löcker Verlag, 1988), 119-130. 

1219 The “Vlaamse Leeuw” is a famous Flemish anthem. 

1220 Maskens to Hymans, n.d., 11.938, Diplomatiek Archief/Archives Diplomatiques-Brussels. 



 

 498 

 Backroom international friction among Europe’s socialists was also manifest in the 

debate over Germany building a replacement battleship for its aging naval fleet. The SPD had 

done well in the German election of 1928, which the socialists had fought under the banner 

“Kinderspeisung statt Panzerkreuzer” (Meals for Children instead of Battlecruisers!). 

However, after the election when the socialist Hermann Müller took over the reins of the 

German government, the SPD ministers had to bow to wishes of their coalition partners and 

the majority in the Reichstag to permit the construction of the new battleship against which 

they had campaigned. In a diplomatic environment in which disarmament seemed like a 

possibility and Communists were looking for any potential advantage over the socialists, 

news of German naval expansion was used as a cudgel to attack socialists elsewhere in 

Europe.1221 

Under fire from the radical left in his country, the leader of the Dutch socialists wrote 

a lengthy letter to Chancellor Müller in which he described Communist tactics in the 

Netherlands: “When we held a number of demonstrations for disarmament […] the streets 

were all decorated with giant drawings of battleships!” The Dutch socialist did not directly 

condemn Müller’s actions: “I am not addressing a judgement of your decision. I lack the 

materials for that.” However, the Dutch politician was angry that the decisions of the 

German socialist ministers in Berlin were negatively impacting support for the Dutch 
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1993), 332-333. 
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socialists.1222 Similarly, the French socialist leader Léon Blum was also disappointed in the 

battleship decision, and the French socialists directly challenged the SPD: “Regarding our 

continued advocacy of ending the occupation of the Rhineland, French socialists will simply 

ask if anyone should trust the German socialists, who, on the one hand, campaigned against 

the battleship and, on the other hand, awarded victory to the military bureaucracy.”1223 The 

Labour and Socialist International meeting in Brussels in August 1928 also took a firm stance 

against the battleships’ construction and sent its resolutions directly to the German SPD’s 

leadership. This led to the paradoxical situation of German socialist parliamentarians voting 

against the battleships at the Brussels conference only to return to Berlin to vote in favor of 

them in the Reichstag due to party discipline requiring support for the coalition’s 

compromise.1224 

Chancellor Müller’s response to these foreign concerns was sympathetic, but he 

insisted that the debate over the battleship question had been misinterpreted: “In terms of 

the fight over the battleship, I think that it has often been completely misunderstood abroad.” 

Müller even tried to offer the Dutch socialist leader helpful campaign advice: “For the coming 

elections in Holland could you distribute editions of the illustrated communist workers’ 

newspapers that depict Russian armaments?” Ultimately, this episode revealed the tension 

                                                
1222 Albarda to Müller, 27 Sep 1928, 1/HMAG00034, Nachlass Hermann Müller, Archiv der sozialen 
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between socialist goals in government and socialist goals on the campaign trail. Müller was 

now the German chancellor and could not only think of the good of his party: “You must 

understand that at the very least the majority of the German people – and we live in a country 

ruled by parliament – would not agree if these marines were just fired or used instead to peel 

potatoes.”1225 Political networks, even among socialists, were limited by the realities of 

governing. 

However, archival evidence shows that these international socialist connections could 

sometimes yield concrete political results. For instance, in 1932, the German-speaking 

socialist Ludwig Czech was the Czechoslovak Minister of Social Affairs. Czech wrote from 

Prague to a socialist politician in Vienna asking for help in speeding up approval of a bilateral 

social security treaty. Czech passed along information about his Austrian ministerial 

counterpart, shared the fact that the Austrian agricultural ministry was creating roadblocks, 

and asked that his socialist comrade intervene with officials in Vienna. The Austrian socialist 

came to Czech’s aid, advocating for the treaty among socialist trade unions who were 

generally skeptical of Czechoslovak farm laborers taking jobs and healthcare benefits from 

Austrian workers. Czech emphasized the importance of discretion in supporting this treaty: 

“I also must request that in your discussions you do not refer to me or to our correspondence, 

since any communication between your and our social welfare ministries—even related to 
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social administration questions—should be passed through the foreign ministry.”1226 Czech 

did not think of this communication as nefarious, but he was using personal connections for 

Czechoslovak political gain. Similarly, as deputy prime minister in the Belgian cabinet, Émile 

Vandervelde wrote twice to socialists in Sweden asking for political favors. Once, he reached 

out to his Swedish comrades to encourage them to spend more time with the new Belgian 

ambassador in Stockholm.1227 In 1935, Vandervelde asked the Swedish prime minister to 

ratify two treaties on the harmonization of international maritime law negotiated in Brussels 

under his watch as Foreign Minister so that he could “see this work reach a nice 

conclusion.”1228  

In a particularly complex use of political friendships, the Belgian Émile Vandervelde 

reached out to the leader of the French socialists, Léon Blum, before a “large international 

rally against fascism and war” scheduled for southern Wallonia in 1935. The socialist 

Minister of Justice in Brussels had learned that hundreds of French Communists were 

planning to attend and potentially disrupt the event. The Belgian minister asked Vandervelde 

to contact Blum and learn about the French Communists’ plans. Because of the nascent 

French Popular Front that brought together leftist parties in Paris, Vandervelde asked Blum 

to reach out to his Communist colleagues in the Chambre des députés to see if they could be 

                                                
1226 Czech to Danneberg, 29 Dec 1931, 12 Jan 1932, and 21 Jan 1932, and Danneberg to Czech, 13 Jan 1932, 
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dissuaded from attending the rally in Wallonia. This request ultimately involved two Belgian 

socialist ministers asking the leader of the French socialists in the parliamentary opposition 

in France to contact a specific French Communist parliamentarian about a future 

demonstration in Belgium.1229 Vandervelde seemed to be a master at enlisting foreign 

comrades to his causes. 

 In 1930, socialist members of the Reichstag were also called in for similarly circuitous 

international communication when German national interests were at stake. Negotiations 

that could lead to a restructuring of German reparation payments were on the table in the 

French Chambre des députés. The German ambassador in Paris had reached out to André 

Tardieu, the conservative French Prime Minister, but Tardieu was likely to lose the 

parliamentary vote without support from the socialists and the center-left Radicals. The 

German Foreign Office wanted to reach out to the leaders of these parties but determined 

that “contact with both or either of them by [the German ambassador] would be problematic. 

However, some other parliamentary or personal connection could be used.” The German 

Foreign Minister then asked Chancellor Hermann Müller to find socialist members of the 

Reichstag who might have better luck informally reaching out to French 

parliamentarians.1230 Müller rejected the idea of sending German politicians directly to Paris 

in case that turned into a public relations fiasco, but the leader of the SPD in the Reichstag 
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privately contacted two French socialists who approached the leader of the Radicals with 

private information from the German government.1231 

Socialist international cooperation had existed as a cornerstone of the left-wing 

movement from its inception, but during the interwar period this cooperation yielded 

concrete political results because the moderate socialists had taken up leading positions in 

national governments. In the 1920s and 1930s, socialists also made connections with more 

bourgeois politicians from around the world who could later be called on for support and 

favors. These connections were especially evident during persecution of the socialists by the 

Nazis and by the Austro-Fascists. When the wife and 21-month-old child of the former 

German socialist member of the Reichstag Gerhart Seger were imprisoned by the Nazi 

regime in 1934, a British Labour peer pressed the German government on the issue when he 

was in Berlin. Finally, a female Tory MP stepped in to negotiate the release and secure safe 

passage for Seger’s wife and child to Great Britain.1232 Similarly, when the Austrian socialist 

Karl Renner was jailed in Austria, the US Senator Smith W. Brookhart wrote supportively to 

him: “[I]t is hard for an American to realize that any government would be autocratic and 

foolish enough to put you in jail. I want to extend to you the hope that you will soon be 

released and your broad and humane ideas will again triumph in your country.”1233 
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Brookhart’s letter of support—which he must had known would be read by the Austrian 

prison censor—came along with letters from Renner’s high-ranking socialist colleagues and 

ministers from countries including Belgium and Czechoslovakia.1234 This correspondence 

indicated to the Austrian officials that Renner’s case had not been forgotten abroad. 

This final example mixed international socialist cooperation and national politics. A 

letter from an Austrian socialist prompted the German ex-Chancellor Hermann Müller to 

write a letter in July 1927 to the patriarch of the Siemens family, Carl Friedrich von Siemens. 

Müller realized how odd it was that he, the leader of the German socialists, was appealing to a 

preeminent capitalist, but he knew no one else at Siemens who he could contact: 

In turning to you today with an issue that is only peripheral to politics, I do so 
personally with great reluctance and only because a long-time friend in Vienna who 
served for decades as a social democrat in the [Habsburg] Reichsrat and is now in the 
Bundesrat, earnestly requested my help. 
 

Müller wrote to Siemens asking for a favor on behalf of an Italian employee from Milan who 

was then at a company training course in Berlin. Müller learned that this Italian employee 

was using a false name and actually was the son of a former Habsburg-era parliamentarian 

from Trieste. There was concern that in Fascist Italy the son’s “life would not be safe in the 

long run.” Müller asked if Siemens could find this employee a permanent position in a 

German factory.1235 Müller’s pleas were successful, and his Viennese socialist colleague who 

asked for this intervention offered “a spirited oration on ‘Richard Wagner and the Proletariat’ 
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to the voters [of Müller’s electoral constituency] as thanks for your gallantry.”1236 Müller’s 

long-standing relationship with Austrian socialists and his leading role in German politics in 

the period made this intervention possible. Müller’s many connections led to one man 

successfully being harbored from the Italian Fascists by a conservative German industrialist 

doing a favor for the left-wing German former chancellor. 

 
PARTY-POLITICAL NETWORKS: BOURGEOIS, LIBERAL, AND GERMAN 

NATIONAL POLITICIANS 

 Socialists were not the only politicians involved in interwar informal international 

cooperation and electioneering across national borders. Bourgeois, Catholic, and even 

nationalist parties also dabbled in this international realm. Like socialist networks, bourgeois 

international links were often rooted in personal and regional connections. In 1932, for 

instance, the Austrian Chancellor Engelbert Dollfuß, who was then a leader in the 

conservative Christian Social Party, reached out to Bavarian premier Heinrich Held of the 

Bavarian People’s Party seeking closer political cooperation. Dollfuß traveled to Munich to 

help lay the groundwork for another meeting in Salzburg bringing together more 

representatives of the Bavarian and Austrian parties.1237 Another Austrian parliamentarian, 

paramilitary leader, and rival to Dollfuß, Ernst Rüdiger Starhemberg, cultivated a 

relationship with Benito Mussolini, the leader of Austria’s neighbor to the south. 
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Starhemberg had several friendly audiences with Mussolini discussing the political situation 

in Austria. Starhemberg reported that when Mussolini asked about Dollfuß’s transformation 

of Austria into a more authoritarian state, Starhemberg spoke of what he perceived as 

Dollfuß’s positive qualities: “He was never a party-politician, was never a parliamentarian, 

which is a huge benefit. And he was a solider on the front.”1238 Starhemberg and Mussolini 

bonded over their mutual illiberal sentiments. Similar regional outreach happened in a more 

liberal context in southwest Germany. The former Badenese premier and left-liberal 1925 

DDP presidential candidate Willy Hellpach had begun writing for the Neue Zürcher Zeitung 

and developed a following in Switzerland. This prompted the leadership of St. Gallen’s liberal 

Freisinnig-Demokratische Partei (Swiss Free Democratic Party) to reach out to Hellpach in 

1926 “in order to develop direct personal connections with our like-minded German 

neighbors” and invite him to speak in Switzerland.1239 Hellpach, Held, Dollfuß, and 

Starhemberg all represented international political connections at a regional level between 

neighboring countries or provinces. 

 However, these individual international connections could stretch further afield. The 

French deputy Marc Sangnier, for example, traveled to Vienna in 1922 on a personal political 

mission. Sangnier was a parliamentarian who had made a career trying to reconcile the 

Roman Catholic Church with the liberalism of the French state. He served as an independent 
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member of the French Chambre des députés in the wake of the First World War, 

championing the cause of electoral reform and women’s suffrage. Via the Austrian consul in 

Paris, Sangnier reached out to the leadership of the Nationalrat to set up meetings with 

leading Austrian politicians during his visit to Vienna. Sangnier arranged to meet the 

Chancellor, Foreign Minister, and other leaders of the right-wing Christian Social party. 

Although the rabidly anti-Semitic Austrian Christian Socials seemed like an unlikely partner 

for the progressive Sangnier, his exploratory trip was an experiment in transnational 

Catholic political cooperation.1240  

 In addition to these individual trips, there was also a politically minded international 

organization that was created especially for liberal parliamentarians. The Entente 

internationale des partis radicaux et des partis démocratiques similaires (International 

Alliance of Democratic and Radical Parties) was the brainchild of the centrist French Radical 

party and was founded in 1924 in Geneva. The Entente was an informal group that brought 

together liberal European parliamentarians for annual conferences. Over time, the group 

expanded to include liberal parties from 16 European countries, ranging from Spain to 

Turkey. The Entente’s conferences’ annual agendas generally paired a topic related to 

parliamentary government, such as election reform or party structure, with the political 

issues of the day including peace questions, disarmament, and economic cooperation. Rather 

than coming to a uniform policy standpoint, the politicians’ conference presentations were 
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meant to give participants an opportunity to speak from their liberal viewpoint to a like-

minded international audience.1241 

 However, the Entente’s conferences also promoted behind-the-scenes cooperation 

and conversations among liberal politicians from across Europe. In 1931, Theodor Heuss, a 

member of the Reichstag for the left-liberal DDP, represented his party at the Entente’s 

annual conference in Athens and reported his experiences back to the German Foreign 

Office. This meeting was poorly attended; only liberal parties from Denmark, Greece, 

Bulgaria, France, and Germany sent delegates. Nevertheless, the Greek hosts put on several 

receptions attended by sitting Greek ministers and the diplomatic corps in Athens. Heuss’ 

letter to the German Foreign Office revealed tension between the Entente’s public sessions in 

which Germany and France seemed to be at loggerheads and private conversations where 

French politicians were more willing to share confidential information. Heuss dutifully 

passed along rumors of the French foreign minister’s political aspirations and the news that 

the French Radicals were interested in preventing the renewal of the French-Polish military 

alliance with the qualification: “I am not in the position to evaluate the credibility of this 

observation.”1242 The Entente not only brought together leading liberals ranging from the 

UK’s David Lloyd George and France’s Édouard Daladier but, as Heuss’ experience shows, 
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its conferences served as a source of information for professional diplomats at the German 

Foreign Office. 

 One specific area of inter-parliamentary cooperation within the German-speaking 

world were the networks that brought German national politicians from across Central 

Europe together. Letters between members of the Reichstag and politicians from German-

speaking minorities demonstrate that German political networks did not stop at the borders 

of Austria or the Reich. Often these letters were simply congratulations or thanks to 

politicians in Berlin or Vienna from German minority politicians abroad. For example, a 

German-speaking Hungarian parliamentarian wrote to DDP politician Hermann Dietrich 

when Dietrich became German finance minister. This letter reminded Dietrich of his past 

support for Germans abroad: “Naturally we are also concerned that in your new position you 

will not be able to devote time and energy for our small situation.”1243 Similar congratulations 

were forthcoming from a far-right German nationalist parliamentarian in the Czechoslovak 

parliament who wrote to Walther Lambach of the right-wing DNVP to thank him for his 

“active engagement for Germans in the borderlands [Grenzlanddeutschen], especially with 

the Sudetenland question.”1244 Lambach, in particular, cultivated these connections abroad 

and called on them when he wrote and published Die Herrschaft der Fünfhundert. Blending real 

German election results and parliamentary documents with a fictionalized account of a day in 

the life of a member of the Reichstag, Lambach sketched a critical picture of life in the 
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German parliament.1245 Likely wanting to generate publicity and sell more books, Lambach 

sent free copies to German minority parliamentarians abroad. Thank you notes arrived on 

Lambach’s desk from German-speaking politicians from Romania to Estonia.1246 

 Cultivating relationships with German minority politicians across Central Europe 

was not limited to bourgeois and right-wing parties.1247 The socialist President of the 

Reichstag Paul Löbe worked hard to meet with minority politicians. On the sidelines of the 

conferences of the Inter-Parliamentary Union in Washington, Paris, and Berlin, Löbe 

organized meetings between participants from Austria, Germany, and representatives of 

German minorities. Löbe also arranged for a 1929 meeting of German minority politicians in 

Berlin and reached out to the Czechoslovak and Austrian socialists to make sure they would 

attend, so that this international German cooperation was not left in the hands of right-wing 

nationalists.1248 Löbe’s ultimate goal was to coordinate policy in international forums like the 

League of Nations for the benefit of German minorities.1249 That said, Löbe’s push for cross-

party groups representing minority German speakers in each individual country was greeted 
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with some skepticism abroad. For instance, Löbe’s hope that a common Sudeten German 

group would be formed in Czechoslovakia horrified the German-speaking socialists in 

Prague. The socialists on the ground in Czechoslovakia worried about the dangers of joining 

forces with the German-speaking right: “we have the strongest misgivings about this form of 

cooperation with the nationalist groups. These concerns also emerge from the context of the 

internal relationships in our country.”1250 Löbe’s advocacy for German speakers throughout 

Central Europe was welcomed across the political spectrum in Germany, but, practically 

speaking, Löbe was calling for his socialist comrades throughout Central Europe to ally 

themselves with vociferous right-wing anti-Semitic, pan-German parties, which made little 

sense in their local political contexts. 

 Although a few left-wing figures like Löbe were active in supporting German minority 

rights, German nationalists took on the dominant role here, in part through a formal 

international network. The Arbeitsgemeinschaft deutscher Parlamentarier (Working Group 

of German Parliamentarians) was founded in Linz in November 1921 to coordinate German 

national policies among nationalist parties. Members included the right-liberal DVP and 

conservative nationalist DNVP from Germany, the pan-German GDVP from Austria, and 

German minority parties from Czechoslovakia, Danzig, Romania, South Tyrol, Yugoslavia, 

and Poland.1251 Like the Entente of liberal parties, this group was informal and generally met 
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for off-the-record conferences. At its very first meeting, the group tackled the question: 

“How can the policies of the national German parties in different countries in Central 

Europe be aligned to be as close together as possible[?]”1252 Later annual meetings always 

included discussions of German and Austrian policies, especially relating to the Sudeten 

question,1253 but they also involved non-nationalist topics including economic issues, food 

distribution, and the “reform of parliamentarism.”1254 The Arbeitsgemeinschaft served to 

counter the more republican and left-leaning support of German national causes abroad by 

yoking these minority politicians to more conservative Austrian and German political parties. 

 German and Austrian right-wing parties also developed longstanding international 

political ties, dating back to at least to 1919. The Austrian pan-German GDVP partnered with 

two German parties on the right—both the DNVP and DVP. In 1919, the GDVP helped 

arrange the summer speaking tour to Vienna of a DNVP parliamentarian who planned pro-

Anschluss, right-wing speeches geared towards the liberal middle class.1255 Like the German-

speaking socialists exchanging speakers for party congresses, the GDVP also dispatched 
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annual delegations to the party conferences of the DNVP, sometimes sending a 

representative of its women’s organization as well as a male member of the Nationalrat.1256 

Although the majority of the GDVP’s organized cooperation in Germany was with the 

DNVP, the GDVP also sent pan-German Austrian politicians to speak to DVP gatherings.1257 

All things considered, this conservative political aid between Austria and Germany might not 

have risen to the level of the socialists’ election assistance, but one can still speak of strong 

conservative political networks that tied Austrians and Germans together during the interwar 

years. 

 More radical international connections also existed between leading Nazis and far-

right Austrian politicians, even before these movements had come to power in both 

countries. The previously mentioned Ernst Rüdiger Starhemberg, the conservative Austrian 

aristocrat and leader in the country’s right-wing paramilitary organizations, had long been an 

admirer of Hitler’s nascent Nazi movement across the border in Bavaria. In fact, 

Starhemberg even participated in the failed Munich Beer Hall Putsch of 1923. Even after 

Starhemberg was appointed a minister in a conservative Christian Social Austrian cabinet 

and was elected to the Nationalrat, he continued to meet with leading German Nazis.1258 

During the early 1930s, He met twice with Hitler in Germany and was visited by a Nazi party 
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official who traveled to Vienna to propose that the radical Heimwehr and Nazi movements in 

Germany and Austria cooperate.1259 According to Starhemberg, Hitler also encouraged him 

to contact Benito Mussolini who received Starhemberg in Rome.1260 In 1933, after a more 

definite break with the German Nazis, Starhemberg used his connections to Mussolini to 

receive money and smuggle weapons from Italy into Austria and Hungary, arranging to bring 

weapons seized from the defeated Austro-Hungarian army from warehouses in Italy back 

across the border.1261 

 These non-socialist international connections could also be used for concrete political 

and diplomatic purposes, as in Catholic connections between Germany and France. Socialist 

members of the Reichstag were not the only ones deputized by the German government to 

serve as unofficial intermediaries with the French. The physicist and German Catholic 

Center Party member of the Reichstag Friedrich Dessauer took on this role several times in 

early 1932. Dessauer had strong connections to France both as a scientist and as a participant 

in French Catholic gatherings like the “Semaine sociale” (Social Week) where he made a 

point of consulting French politicians.1262 In early 1932, the French centrist deputy César 

Chabrun came to Frankfurt to meet with Dessauer. Chabrun wanted to make the “burial of 
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reparations” possible and warned the German government through Dessauer that specific 

steps were needed to assuage political concerns in France. Chabrun proposed a secret 

meeting of Catholic Center Party politicians and “several leaders in French politics […] in 

Frankfurt, Paris, or Luxembourg.”1263 A few months later, Dessauer built on this information 

with his own private trips and secret conversations with French Radicals to formulate 

language related to the German presidential election of 1932. This contest between Hitler 

and Hindenburg included anti-French rhetoric, and Dessauer wanted to remove the 

impression from the French public sphere “that Germany hopes to wantonly tear apart the 

treaties that have been signed.”1264 Dessauer was thus enlisted in the diplomatic damage 

control with France that smoothed the path towards the suspension of German reparations 

payments at the 1932 Lausanne Conference. Like his socialist colleagues, Dessauer served as 

an under-the-radar parliamentary diplomat advancing Germany’s cause when more public 

diplomacy could have backfired. 

 
PARLIAMENTARY CONTACTS: TRAVELING DELEGATIONS AND REGIONAL 

ORGANIZATIONS 

 Thus far, this chapter has focused on party-political networks that tied 

parliamentarians together, which, in turn, shaped decision-making in new ways during the 
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interwar period. However, non-party-political junkets and regional inter-parliamentary 

organizations also played a role in bringing politicians into contact with their foreign 

counterparts. Parliamentarians of the past were as keen to travel during recesses on free trips 

to tropical cities or exotic locales as American congresswomen and congressmen are today. 

The focus in this section is on sketching the extent of the more informal inter-parliamentary 

connections of the interwar years, which have been wholly overlooked in the historiography. 

These contacts should be read alongside the growth of large inter-parliamentary 

organizations like the Inter-Parliamentary Union and the Conférence parlementaire 

internationale du commerce as an indication that international activity was seen as part and 

parcel of being an elected parliamentarian during the 1920s and 1930s. 

Because geography made trips from Japan to Europe or to the Americas particularly 

onerous, Japanese parliamentarians were world champions at stringing together a series of 

international visits and conferences to attend abroad, frequently developing multi-city 

itineraries for their parliamentary delegations. After a previously scheduled annual 

international or inter-parliamentary meeting in Geneva or elsewhere in Europe, interwar 

Japanese parliamentarians continued on to other countries to meet colleagues and visit 

foreign parliaments. Sometimes this took the form of a private audience; this was the case 

when the British Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs informally met a member of the 

Japanese House of Peers who was in London for an industrial conference in 1926.1265 
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However, other times, entire delegations traveled together around Europe, as happened after 

the 1932 International Labor Conference in Geneva when the Japanese labor delegation, 

which included a number of parliamentarians, traveled to Brussels and was welcomed into 

the Belgian parliament.1266 Japanese parliamentary delegations also traveled extensively 

beyond Europe with visits in the 1920s to Australia and to the United States.1267 

Japanese parliamentary travel outstripped many other countries during the 1920s and 

1930s, but bilateral visits by parliamentarians or parliamentary officials were a common 

feature in many countries at the time. The Belgian parliament conveniently kept records of 

interwar inter-parliamentary visits together in two folders, so it is easy to recreate a snapshot 

of the international visitors to that particular parliament. In addition to the Japanese labor 

delegation, a 1922 study visit by the Clerk of the South African Senate included discussions 

on the practicalities of parliamentary procedure. The South African official passed through 

Brussels to gather information on Belgian rules for dealing with discrepancies in bills passed 

by each chamber of a bicameral parliament. Material and insights from Belgium were later 

used by a South African joint committee that amended that parliament’s standing orders.1268 

Another frequent set of visitors to the interwar Belgian Chamber of Deputies were from 

France and Luxembourg. A 1935 visit of the members of the French parliamentary group 

L’Amitié Franco-Belge was received first at the Royal Palace in Brussels and then greeted by 
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the leadership of both chambers of the Belgian parliament. Reflecting back on this particular 

visit, the French deputy chairing the French foreign relations committee wrote: “The 

impressions reported back by the members of the group are likely to strengthen the lasting 

ties of friendship that link our two countries over time.”1269 This same association returned to 

Brussels in 1937, along with their Luxembourgish colleagues for a day of laying wreaths, 

receptions, and champagne toasts, as well as a tour of Brussels’ famous Grand Place.1270 

During the interwar decades, Brussels hosted guests from South Africa, Japan, France, and 

Luxembourg several times. Thus, this international inter-parliamentary world reached even 

to the legislature of a small European state. 

Turning from a small European country to a large and supposedly isolationist one, the 

international inter-parliamentary world also extended to the United States. Despite 

America’s absence from the new international diplomatic world centered in Geneva, during 

the late 1920s and early 1930s, one particular American was a focal point of broad 

international parliamentary networks—Senator William Borah of Idaho. Although foreign 

dignitaries stopping by Washington, DC, today might pay their respects at the Capitol, 

meeting the Speaker of the House or the Senate leadership for a photo-op, the most 

substantive and important conversations happen at the Department of State or the White 

House. However, when Borah was the chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
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from 1924 to 1933, very important conversations happened in his private Senate office; 

meeting Borah featured prominently in interwar European parliamentarians’ journals and 

diaries.1271 Indeed when two German right-liberal DVP politicians traveled together to 

Washington in 1929, they were invited to attend a session of the US Senate: “There we met a 

number of senators and were received graciously and even had the opportunity to speak to a 

number [of senators] in their offices;” this included Borah.1272 The French deputy Gaston 

Henry-Haye accompanied the French prime minister to meet Borah during an official visit to 

the city and wrote Borah afterwards:1273 “Premier Laval has introduced me to you as a “wild 

man” who expresses his opinions without any consideration for the Government in office. 

Nothing would please me more to talk to you with the same frantic manner.”1274 Henry-Haye 

even invited Borah to visit his constituency in Versailles the next time he was in France. 

In American political history, Borah is known as a progressive Republican from Idaho 

who looked out for his state’s interests during 33 years in the Senate. In terms of foreign 

policy, Borah was a committed “irreconcilable,” bitterly opposed to the League of Nations 

and America’s foreign entanglements; he was often seen as the successor to Woodrow 

Wilson’s senatorial foe Henry Cabot Lodge. Borah has been overlooked in more recent 
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scholarship, but books written about him in the 1950s and 1960s highlighted Borah’s 1920s 

push to outlaw war in advocating the Kellogg-Briand pact and judged him harshly for the 

treaty’s failure.1275 The goal of these mid-century scholars was, in a sense, to justify American 

participation in the postwar United Nations and criticize Borah’s earlier isolationism as 

misplaced.1276 One of Borah’s critical political biographers wrote that within America during 

the 1920s and 1930s “some believed American influence could help construct a peaceful 

world. Senator Borah contributed signally to neutralizing that influence. Endlessly 

professing his yearning for international cooperation, he opposed every serious effort to 

bring it about.”1277 However, this assessment focuses too much on Borah’s public fights 

against the League of Nations and against a world court. As has been shown, Borah was also a 

fixture on the international diplomatic stage whenever world politicians passed through DC.  

For a man tarred as an isolationist, Borah kept himself well apprised of the goings-on 

in foreign parliaments, specifically in the British House of Commons. In 1926, Borah wrote 

unsolicited to Ramsay MacDonald, then the Labour leader of the opposition, praising a 

speech he had given in the Commons on peace.1278 Borah took a firm pro-Labour stance in his 

other private letters and made clear his preference for a MacDonald/Labour government 
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instead of one led by the Conservatives: “I had a very interesting visit with [a Labour member 

of the House of Lords] and he too seemed to think that labor would come back within a 

reasonable time. I sincerely hope that some more liberal force will come back.”1279 Borah’s 

correspondence with foreign politicians and his central position in these inter-parliamentary 

networks demonstrates how expansive these international political connections were during 

the interwar years—so much so that an opponent of contemporary interwar diplomatic 

structures was a key node in these networks. 

 In addition to one-on-one or bilateral parliamentary visits that took place on a more 

ad hoc basis, there were also groups that brought politicians together regularly in regional 

groups. For instance, politicians from across the British Empire gathered through the 

auspices of the Empire Parliamentary Association. This organization was like a mini-Inter-

Parliamentary Union for imperial legislators, organized along similar lines with national 

groups that were active in their own right. For instance, the United Kingdom Branch of the 

Empire Parliamentary Association hosted its own one-hour-long study committee meetings, 

bringing together MPs from across the British political spectrum for discussions with invited 

guests.1280 
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Like the Inter-Parliamentary Union, the Empire Parliamentary Association also 

convened international conferences that included legislators from self-governing colonies 

across the British Empire. These gatherings were not always held in London and often 

combined travel around a dominion or colony with more formal conference sessions. For 

example, in 1924, South Africa hosted the parliamentary delegations from Britain, Canada, 

Newfoundland, New Zealand, and Australia. The delegates mingled as they traveled by 

special train throughout South Africa, as well as into the new mandate of South West Africa 

and to Rhodesia.1281 The exclusively white male delegation from 1924 grew somewhat more 

diverse as more British colonies attained self-governing status and had their own 

parliaments. When Canada hosted the Association’s conference in 1928, MPs attended from 

the UK, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, the Irish Free State, Newfoundland, India, 

Malta, and Southern Rhodesia. These parliamentarians spent three months traveling 

through Canada, stopping for conferences in Ottawa, Toronto, Edmonton, and Victoria, 

while discussing issues including land settlement and immigration/colonization with federal 

and provincial legislators as they moved across the continent.1282 In 1935, the “overseas 

legislatures” represented at the special Empire Parliamentary Association conference 

marking King George V’s Silver Jubilee in London increased in number even more to include 

Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, the Irish Free State, Northern Ireland, India, 
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Southern Rhodesia, Ceylon, Bermuda, Barbados, and the Bahamas. In London, the Empire 

Parliamentary Association hosted meetings on agricultural policy, overseas trade, shipping, 

and empire economics and finance.1283  

Contemporaries had a hard time identifying concrete political results from these 

Empire Parliamentary Association conferences, and the extravagance of these trips earned 

the ire of the press on more than one occasion. For instance, during the 1924 conference in 

South Africa, the Australian press underhandedly criticized politicians for the extravagance 

of their trip, pointing out that the Australian delegates arrived eleven days early in Durban 

and would have to be entertained until the other delegates arrived. Witty headlines like 

“Parliamentary Tourists” and “A Parliamentary Picnic: Jaunt to South Africa” also were a dig 

at the whole event.1284 Nevertheless, these conferences meant that imperial parliamentarians 

came into close personal contact with colleagues from around the empire. These were more 

than simply networks of correspondence, but networks between colleagues who had met 

each other face-to-face, many of whom attended these conferences over and over again. 

Although the Empire Parliamentary Association was exclusively for parliamentarians 

of the British Empire, in Central Europe, an external private association brought German-

speaking politicians from Austria and Germany together in the Österreichisch-Deutscher 
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Volksbund (Austrian-German People’s Union). The Volksbund’s motto was “Für den 

Anschluss Österreichs!” (For Union with Austria!), and it was a big-tent organization for 

proponents of unifying Germany and Austria. During most of the Weimar years, the 

Volksbund’s leader was the socialist president of the Reichstag Paul Löbe, but its membership 

in Germany also included representatives of all the political parties ranging from the 

socialists to the German national DNVP. In Austria, socialists, Christian socials, and pan-

Germans were represented. In jarring juxtaposition to Löbe as the socialist leader of the 

German branch, Arthur Seyss-Inquart, a later leading Austrian Nazi politician, was active in 

the Viennese association.1285 The Volksbund’s big-tent ethos was summed up well in an 

advertising banner that hung from a homemade zeppelin that floated above a 1926 wine 

harvest festival in the Rhineland: “Whether democrat, whether socialist, whether non-

believer, whether Christian, join the Österreich-Deutscher Volksbund!”1286 

The Österreich-Deutscher Volksbund was by no means an organization only for 

politicians. In 1931, the Austrian branch claimed 1.8 million members. This figure is likely 

inflated, but the German branch undoubtedly lagged behind by comparison; one historian 

has estimated that German membership only rose to 21,600.1287 However, in Berlin, the 
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Österreich-Deutscher Volksbund had attracted the interest of a number of leading politicians 

which made its activities important events on the Reichstag’s social calendar. Under the aegis 

of the Volksbund, public cultural and political events were held in Berlin. This included the 

showing of a new film on South Tyrol accompanied by an Austrian men’s choir, which was all 

introduced with remarks from a right-liberal DVP parliamentarian. The Volksbund also 

sponsored presentations by a German-speaking Czechoslovak socialist journalist on 

“National Struggle and Language Question in Czechoslovakia” and an Austrian Landtag 

member on “Paneuropa and Greater Germany” in the Reichstag. When 60 Austrian 

professors and teachers arrived on a study trip to Berlin, a reception was also held in the 

Reichstag followed by a Schubert concert in the parliamentary lobby to honor the Austrian 

guests.1288 

The Volksbund brought German and Austrian politicians together publicly in places 

as different as the Reichstag’s corridors and a stage at the Viennese city hall.1289 However, the 

Volksbund and its activities also played a private role in bringing politicians together. For 

example, when Karl Renner, a leading Austrian socialist and former chancellor, was invited 

to commemorate the Austrian constitution with a speech in the Reichstag, he wrote to his 

friend German Chancellor Hermann Müller with concerns about the optics of speaking 

about Anschluss in the German parliament: “I want to proceed by writing the speech in 
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advance and sending it to you for approval, so you can be assured that in there will not be a 

problem in terms of foreign policy. Of course, this early disclosure of the speech will only be 

to you personally and unofficially, so that if it is necessary you can of course deny ever having 

seen the speech.”1290 The following year Renner was back in Berlin to celebrate the 

Volksbund’s ten-year anniversary, but Müller explicitly intervened asking that the event not 

be held in the Reichstag, clearly worried about the damage to Germany’s image abroad if the 

organization trumpeted its existence in the German parliament.1291  

The Volksbund’s parliamentary membership also served as a pool of people for the 

leadership to call upon as Reich German voices who could be deployed in Austria. In late 1921 

when there was a secessionist movement in Tyrol pushing to join Bavaria, and by extension, 

Germany, the Austrian consul in Berlin appealed to the Volksbund for help. A plan was 

hatched to send four members of the Reichstag to Tyrol and Salzburg for the Christmas 

recess to tamp down secessionist tendencies.1292 Unlike the Empire Parliamentary 

Association, which was like a mini-IPU that brought together politicians from across British 

possessions, the Volksbund demonstrates how private organizations could bring politicians 

together across party lines and across national borders for a common cause. 

Just as German parliamentarians were called on by the Volksbund to dampen 

secessionist sentiment in Austria, they were also seen by the German Foreign Office as 
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valuable international advocates for revising the Versailles peace settlement. A German 

socialist member of the Reichstag Adele Schreiber-Krieger traveled to the United States in 

1924 and spoke at a lunch of the National Popular Government League in Washington. Her 

talk, “Where General Dawes will find the German People – Between French and German 

Junkerism,” was intended to pull at America’s democratically-inclined heartstrings to achieve 

restructuring of German war reparations. At least five senators and four congressmen were 

present for her address.1293 Similarly, when the pro-free trade Cobden Club in London 

sought a German speaker for an International Free Trade Conference, the German League of 

Nations Society put pressure on the socialist theorist and member of the Reichstag Eduard 

Bernstein to attend, laying out the benefits of his participation: “If it is possible to send a 

group of the most distinguished representatives of the economy, science, and practical life 

from Germany to England, who represent focus areas that do not overlap with each other too 

much and who can advocate well-thought-out positions on economic reconstruction, we can 

assume that the existing [British] current of support for overhauling the peace treaty would 

get a boost.”1294 From the perspective of German diplomatic professionals, parliamentarians 

could help rebuild the diplomatic and international clout the country had lost in the First 

World War. Sending female and socialist parliamentarians was particularly effective in 
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shattering the older image of Germany, still rooted in preconceptions about the Kaiserreich, 

that the country was full of uncritically obedient subjects. 

 
KENWORTHY’S USE OF CONNECTIONS FOR PRIVATE GAIN 

These private international parliamentary connections could also be used for personal 

gain. A case study from 1921 and 1922 illustrates an almost corrupt, quid pro quo relationship 

between a British MP and the German republican government. After a March 1921 plebiscite 

in Upper Silesia mandated by the Treaty of Versailles, the Allies puzzled over how to divide 

the region between Germany and Poland. A decision to split the territory was made in 

October 1921, but its implementation and sorting out thorny legal questions continued into 

1922.1295 With this international drama as a backdrop, the German Foreign Ministry was 

looking for allies in the United Kingdom. Albert Dufour, a high-ranking diplomat at the 

German embassy in London, happily reported back to Berlin that he had found such an ally in 

the person of Joseph Kenworthy, a young Liberal member of Parliament, recently elected in a 

1919 by-election. In 1926, Kenworthy would leave the Liberal party to join Labour, and after 

he inherited his father’s title as Baron Strabolgi in 1934, he served as a Labour whip in the 

House of Lords. However, when Dufour met Kenworthy in 1921, the young parliamentarian 

had recently left service in the Royal Navy and had been active in the Fight the Famine 

Council, an organization designed to help those in Germany and Austria-Hungary adversely 
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affected by the wartime blockade.1296  Kenworthy was thus already in the political camp 

sympathetic to the German position on Upper Silesia and on war reparations. Dufour 

cultivated Kenworthy as a contact because Kenworthy was seen to have the ear of the British 

Prime Minister David Lloyd George: “He [Kenworthy] is known as an opponent of the 

government, but behind the scenes he is apparently in personal contact with Lloyd George.” 

For the diplomats in the German Foreign Office, it was an added bonus that Kenworthy was 

also close to the German industrialist Walther Rathenau. Even before Rathenau became the 

German Foreign Minister in early 1922, Kenworthy served as Rathenau’s intermediary to 

Lloyd George.1297 

 Kenworthy’s covert relationship with the Germans in 1921 and 1922 sometimes 

amounted to the run-of-the-mill low-key information exchange that politicians and foreign 

diplomats often engaged in. For example, Kenworthy’s predictions on the results the 1922 

British general election were relayed back to Berlin for the Foreign Office to consider.1298 

Diplomats often telegraphed this kind of off-the-cuff intelligence from fleeting remarks at 

social occasions back to their home country. However, Kenworthy went further when he 

offered to use his connections in the UK to bring together British and German politicians and 

businessmen “to discuss possibilities for cooperation between industries in both 

                                                
1296 “Joseph Montague Kenworthy, 10th Baron Strabolgi,” The Peerage, last accessed 25 Nov 2017, 
http://www.thepeerage.com/p16121.htm#i161209; “Streng vertraulich” memo signed Schubert, 3 Dec 1921, 
R 30606, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

1297 Memo signed Schubert, 15 Oct 1921, R 30606, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

1298 “Vertraulich” Memo signed Schubert, 16 Jan 1922, R 30606, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-
Berlin. 
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countries.”1299 This proposal morphed into a secret meeting of German and British 

parliamentarians to be held in neutral Amsterdam in January 1922. This gathering was 

designed for the politicians to discuss diplomacy and political cooperation.1300 The German 

Foreign Office was somewhat wary of Kenworthy’s German co-organizer of event, Baron 

Böcklin, who pushed for an event in Germany itself. Officials were concerned that the 

Badenese aristocrat only wanted to “give the English parliamentarians ‘a good time’ in 

Germany and show them things like the splendor of the Union Club in Baden-Baden.” 

Instead, the German diplomats pushed “to also provide the English politicians with a glimpse 

behind the scenes, so that they convince themselves, that hidden behind a misleading 

brilliance there is lots of anonymous suffering.”1301 Seeing German misery on display would 

give the British MPs a first-hand account of the suffering of the German people to take back 

to the House of Commons. In the end, because of competing foreign conferences and 

scheduling issues, this confidential meeting did not come about, but that did not prevent 

Kenworthy from continuing to dangle his list of sympathetic British contacts in front of the 

German Foreign Office.1302 
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1300 “Geheim” memo signed Schubert, 2 Jan 1922, R 30606, Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts-Berlin. 

1301 Letter from Deutsche Botschaft, London to Horstmann, 23 May 1922, R 30606, Politisches Archiv des 
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 Although Dufour vouched for Kenworthy because he “believes [Kenworthy] to be 

honest and bold and trusts that he sticks to a standpoint once he has made up his mind,” 

Kenworthy was himself a shrewd actor who knew what the Germans could provide him with 

and at what price.1303 Kenworthy was always careful not to tip his hand and reveal which 

British politicians would be willing to travel to secret meetings he could organize with the 

Germans, so he withheld most of their names so as to make himself more valuable to the 

Foreign Office.1304 Kenworthy dropped hints of what he wanted from the Germans in his 

conversations with Dufour, who dutifully relayed them back to Berlin: “Since Kenworthy is 

not himself wealthy, he has to deal with business issues on the side.” Kenworthy’s concern 

that he might not be able to raise the £800 necessary to launch a reelection campaign for 

Parliament was disconcerting to the German diplomats, so Dufour bluntly wrote “[i]t is in 

our interest, to help Kenworthy earn money, so that he can once again put himself up for 

election to the House of Commons.”1305 German officials then threw themselves into the 

project of aiding Kenworthy’s private business interests, and by extension, his political life. 

When Kenworthy traveled to Germany representing a Scottish firm, he was armed with 

letters of introduction from Dufour who vouched for his political reliability: “Undoubtedly, 

he is a friend of Germany.”1306 The Foreign Office worked to set up meetings between 
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Kenworthy and the German President and Foreign Minister. Kenworthy’s business plan was 

to buy formerly German-owned mines and industries in the part of Upper Silesia that would 

become Poland, and this was endorsed by the German Foreign Office.1307 In fact, a Foreign 

Office official accompanied Kenworthy to private business meetings at a bank in Breslau 

about securing funding for his investments. Kenworthy himself lobbied the German 

negotiators working on the treaty with Poland on Upper Silesia to protect British economic 

interests in the region, which would include his own.1308 Kenworthy was literally cashing in 

financially through these interactions with the Germans. He traded his British parliamentary 

network and business contacts in London for connections in Berlin and official German 

support for loans given to his business partners. 

 Perhaps the clearest example of this quid pro quo relationship was Kenworthy’s 

question on March 7, 1922, in the House of Commons to the British Under-Secretary of 

State for Foreign Affairs. Kenworthy asked about reports of the French government 

trampling on the rights of citizens in the Saar valley. The Under-Secretary of State rebuffed 

Kenworthy’s concerns, suggesting they were unfounded, but another MP joined the 

conversation and pushed the Under-Secretary of State to agree to raise the issue at the League 

of Nations.1309 Foreign newspapers picked up on this story and the German embassy 
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reported positively on it back to Berlin.1310 Two days after his pro-German question in the 

House of Commons, Kenworthy dropped by the German embassy to mention he had yet 

another business trip to Germany planned in the near future and implicitly asked for help 

with those arrangements.1311 This assistance was essentially payment for his question and 

publicity in the Commons. Kenworthy was a skilled operator, and the German embassy staff 

in London knew that he also cultivated close relations with the Soviet ambassador and with 

the Turkish government. Kenworthy had mastered the art of capitalizing on political 

networks for personal gain.1312 Such clear evidence of a quid pro quo relationship between 

one parliamentarian and a foreign government is rare, but the Kenworthy example has been 

preserved in the German Foreign Office Archives. The cryptically named folder “Sache Ky” 

(‘Ky’ Case), full of confidential documents and materials, illuminates the hidden interwar 

world of utilizing national and international networks for political and personal gain.1313 

Interwar European parliamentary connections were not inherently good and did not 

necessarily work to shore up the fragile democratic system. These inter-parliamentary 

connections could be exploited by political actors either in one’s national interest, as we saw 

with German advocacy for revision to the postwar peace settlement, or they could be used for 

personal gain, as Joseph Kenworthy, MP, knew well. 

                                                
1310 Clipping from Zentralstelle für Auslandsdienst, Züricher Post, 31 Mar 1922, R 30606, Politisches Archiv des 
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A CONCLUDING EXAMPLE: PRAGUE 1918-1938 – INTERNATATIONAL 

NETWORKS COME UP SHORT 

Filed away in the Archiv Kanceláře prezidenta republiky in Prague Castle is a folder 

entitled “International parliamentary commercial delegations” containing an eclectic mix of 

materials from the 1920s and 1930s. Sandwiched between a bureaucratic note in Czech and a 

letter to a local Australian state politician is a nondescript envelope that an official in the 

interwar Czechoslovak presidential chancellery had marked as coming from the Japanese 

legation.1314 The fancy cream-colored heavy paper inside unfolds into a document that is 

about meter long and records a speech in Japanese presented to the President of 

Czechoslovakia in 1923. The Japanese parliamentarian Viscount Nishiōji Yoshimitsu had 

traveled to Europe for an international commercial conference in Prague. He was a member 

of the Japanese parliament’s upper chamber, the House of Peers, and was accompanied by 

other politicians. Nishiōji’s speech was itself a wide-ranging mix of the formulaic and the 

personal. It began with condolences marking the recent death of President Tomáš Garrigue 

Masaryk’s wife but then quickly jumped to praise of Czechoslovakia’s fiscal and monetary 

reforms. The Japanese aristocrat then turned to the connections that he thought tied the 

world together: “Consider that, just as the development of the Orient relied on the 

technology and capital of Europe and America, so now the recovery and indeed survival of 

                                                
1314 Folder “Mezinárodní parlamentní obcohní delgace,” inv. č. 701, Archivní fond KPR, 1919-1947, Archiv 
Kanceláře prezidenta republiky-Prague. 



 

 535 

Europe depends upon the raw materials and food supplies of the Orient and America.”1315 In 

keeping with the commercial themes that brought his delegation to Prague, Viscount Nishiōji 

focused on the economic ties that linked Czechoslovakia with the rest of Europe, with 

America, and with the East, which he perhaps counterintuitively suggested could grow closer 

as a result the devastation wrought by the First World War. 

Viscount Nishiōji’s speech is evidence that the global political and parliamentary 

networks discussed in this chapter ran through Prague, the capital of a new multiethnic 

republic in Central Europe. However, the new Czechoslovak state was landlocked, far more 

on the periphery of interwar diplomacy than at its center. Nevertheless, parliamentary trips 

brought politicians from across Europe and the wider world to Czechoslovakia. Although in 

Czechoslovakia the day-to-day issues of government were left to the parliamentary system 

and to the country’s prime minister, the Czechoslovak presidency had more power than 

simply being a figurehead, particularly in the realm of foreign affairs and public 

diplomacy.1316 In part, because of this role, a steady stream of international visitors requested 

or were summoned to presidential audiences with Presidents Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk and 

his successor Edvard Beneš, very much like the 1923 audience granted to Japanese 

parliamentarians during the international commercial conference. 

                                                
1315 Nishiōji Yoshimitsu Speech, 24 May 1923, inv. č. 701/B, D 2016/32, Archivní fond KPR, 1919-1947, Archiv 
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 Starting in the early 1920s, foreign politicians, particularly elected parliamentarians, 

came to Prague and met with the president. For instance, a Belgian socialist chatted with 

Masaryk in the library in the presidential palace in 1920.1317 A Cuban parliamentarian of 

Ukrainian origin, used his Ukrainian connections in Prague to set up meetings on Cuban-

Czechoslovak economic issues.1318 The president of the Latvian chamber of deputies 

presented President Masaryk with a gift during a meeting in the mid-1920s.1319 Sometimes 

individual ministers from other countries met with the president; Dutch and Norwegian 

ministers were hosted at Prague Castle, and the French ministers Paul Painlevé and Pierre 

Viénot were invited further afield to the presidential summer residence at Topoľčianky, in 

central Slovakia.1320 The presidential chancellery rolled out the red carpet in 1930, when six 

British MPs of the governing Labour party traveled together on a junket to Czechoslovakia. 

Tours and travel were arranged for these MPs in Moravia and Slovakia with the capstone 

event bring an audience and meal with Masaryk at Topoľčianky. Masaryk’s daughter Alice, 

Czechoslovak parliamentarians, and leading Czech intellectuals including Karel Čapek 
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traveled with these Labour MPs, indicating how much the Czechoslovak government wanted 

to use the trip to woo them and earn firm friends in London.1321 

 These parliamentary visits and presidential audiences were not seen by 

contemporaries as meaningless formalities or an unimportant side show for a politician en 

route to a Bohemian spa town.1322 Instead, these visits were part of a larger political calculus 

on the part of both the visitors and the Czechoslovak government. If a visit was not deemed 

politically useful enough, it did not take place. For instance, the Japanese legation in Prague 

once asked for a presidential meeting with Mosaburō Suzuki, then a vice president of the 

Japanese socialist party who was traveling around Europe after a meeting at the International 

Labour Organization. When the Czechoslovak Foreign Ministry reported that it “does not 

have a particular interest in this meeting,” because the socialists in Japan offered little 

diplomatically, President Masaryk formally declined.1323 On the other hand, in weighing the 

danger of angering the British government or improving relations with Indian politicians, 

the Czechoslovak Foreign Ministry pressed the president to meet with Subhas Chandra 

Bose. Less than a month after wishing Masaryk a happy birthday by telegram in 1934, Bose 

passed through Prague. Czechoslovak bureaucrats had presented the presidential chancellery 

with the pros and cons of inviting an Indian who was unpopular with the government in 
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London to Prague Castle for a visit. Since Bose had already met with Dollfuß and Mussolini 

and could be a valuable source of information about the British-Indian relationship, the 

audience took place. Two years later, in 1936, again there was a debate whether to grant Bose 

an audience. When it was pointed out that “German exports to India had been replaced by 

exports from Czechoslovakia” and Bose was headed from Prague to Berlin to meet with 

Hitler and the Nazi Foreign Minister, President Beneš agreed to meet with Bose to shore up 

Czechoslovak interests in India.1324 In all of these decisions about audiences, the skilled 

professional analysis of the Czechoslovak Foreign Ministry was employed. These visits were 

understood by those diplomats as boosting Czechoslovakia’s standing in the word. 

 Although these international inter-parliamentary connections ran through Prague, 

they were not strong enough to preserve Czechoslovakia’s independence during the 1938 

Munich crisis. Nazi propaganda against Czechoslovakia had long stoked fear among the 

German population about the dangers of its smaller neighbor. As we saw in Chapter Four, 

after Austria had been annexed into Nazi Germany in March 1938, Sudeten German 

Czechoslovak citizens were clamoring for their own annexation into the enlarged Reich. 

There was finally a palpable sense in Czechoslovakia that Sudeten Germans and their Nazi-

endorsed militias had become a fifth column working to undermine the state. With this tense 

backdrop, when Czechoslovak intelligence noticed German Wehrmacht troop movements 
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near the border in May 1938, President Beneš partially mobilized the Czechoslovak army in 

response. This simmering crisis erupted onto the world’s diplomatic stage.1325 

 After May 1938, the Czechoslovak presidential chancellery went into overdrive 

reaching out to European parliamentarians, particularly from Britain and France. At least 

twelve audiences were granted to foreign politicians between May and September 1938, far 

exceeding the total annual number of recorded visits in any previous year. The Francophile 

President Beneš hosted French parliamentarians of all political stripes—ranging from social 

democrats to moderate conservatives.1326 Although most of these visits included one or two 

politicians, in mid-June 1938, 15 French conservative parliamentarians traveled together to 

Prague to meet with President Beneš and see the situation on the ground for themselves.1327 

Interestingly, Beneš’s more inclusive approach to French guests was in stark contrast the 

Czechoslovak presidency’s long history of meeting only Labour politicians from the UK.1328 

Until the desperate geopolitical environment of August 1938, all seven presidential audiences 

with British parliamentarians in Prague had been granted to Labour politicians. The 
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Conservative MP Sir Thomas Moore showed up at Prague Castle only after the Foreign 

Ministry pressed President Beneš to meet with him in August 1938.1329 Although British 

Labour politicians continued visiting Prague during the Sudeten German crisis, the majority 

of presidential audiences during this time period were with French politicians.1330 

 However, the Czechoslovak attempt to shore up its foreign alliances through 

presidential and parliamentary diplomacy could not save the First Republic. This does not 

mean that these visits accomplished nothing; indeed, many of Beneš’s guests returned in 

London or Paris with fond memories of Prague and as avowed supporters of Czechoslovakia. 

For instance, the Labour leader in the House of Lords in 1938, Lord Snell, had met with 

President Beneš in June of that year. In early October 1938, after Conservative Prime 

Minister Neville Chamberlain had endorsed the appeasement of the Munich Agreement, 

Lord Snell delivered a passionate speech opposing the Government’s position: “I feel that the 

real heroes on this occasion do not reside in London, or Berlin, or in Paris, but in Prague.” 

Lord Snell praised the Czechoslovak government and came to Beneš’s defense challenging 

that “perfectly odious campaign of slander against his name” and recounting his pleasant 

meeting with President Beneš in Prague.1331 This was a diplomatic coup for the Czechoslovak 

government to have such kind words spoken about it in the British parliament as a result of a 

presidential audience, but, of course, it was not enough. Czechoslovakia was still 

                                                
1329 Folder “Sir Thomas Moore, anglický poslanec,” inv. č. 910, Archivní fond KPR – protokol A (audience), 
Archiv Kanceláře prezidenta republiky-Prague. 

1330 Again, see “Archivní fondy a sbírky,” Archiv Kanceláře prezidenta republiky, last modified 29 April 2014, 
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dismembered; Germany, Hungary, and Poland all annexed bits of the First Czechoslovak 

Republic, despite this passionate speech by a member of the House of Lords. The short-lived 

Second Czechoslovak Republic lasted all of 169 days before Nazi Germany marched in and 

finished off any independent Czechoslovak state in Central Europe, all before the Second 

World War had even begun.1332 

Calling on interwar parliamentary networks could help speed a treaty’s passage in 

another country or secretly negotiate international agreements without the pressure from the 

public, but these networks could not turn back the tide of appeasement or authoritarianism. 

These parliamentary networks existed and shaped politics in ways that no historian has 

noticed, but they were too diffuse to ward off the catastrophe of war. Ultimately, national 

parliamentarians on the international stage are nationalists, thinking first and foremost 

about their national political constituencies. These parliamentary networks were largely 

made up of nationalists acting in international networks. Without a common purpose—such 

as saving democracy, promoting peace, or even thwarting Hitler’s aims in Czechoslovakia—

these networks were too weak to bend that grim tide of interwar history. 
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Conclusion 
The Limits and Legacy of Interwar Parliamentary Networks 

 
 In July 1933, the German social democrat and former Prussian prime minister Otto 

Braun, who had been known as “Der rote Zar von Preußen [The Red Czar of Prussia],” 

exasperatedly drafted a plea for help.1333 Braun was in Ascona, a lakeside town in the Italian-

speaking Swiss canton of Ticino, where he hoped to weather Nazi rule of his homeland. Otto 

Braun had fallen from his lofty role leading the largest German state to instead worrying if he 

could keep paying rent on a furnished apartment and he would be granted asylum. 

Ultimately, Braun would struggle as a German émigré in Switzerland. He endured constant 

financial struggles because the Nazi government barred him from his state pension, and his 

wife, who had long suffered from a heart condition, died in 1934. In addition to writing his 

memoirs in the hopes of a payday from a publisher in the future, the former Prussian prime 

minister had been reduced to growing potatoes help eke out a living on the shores of Lago 

Maggiore.1334 Other German émigrés settled in Ticino, and Braun had frequent guests drop 

by his home. A former liberal journalist from Berlin who visited Braun in Ascona noticed the 

vegetable garden, haughtily writing: “Hannibal fled in order to act, he did not go to plant 

lettuce.”1335  
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1334 Kristina Hübener, “Nach dem Staatsstreich: Otto Braun im Exil,” in Otto Braun: Ein preußischer Demokrat, 
ed. Manfred Görtemaker (Berlin: be.bra verlag, 2014), 145-155. 

1335 Hagen Schulze, “Rückblick auf Weimar: Ein Briefwechsel zwischen Otto Braun und Joseph Wirth im Exil,” 
Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 26, no. 1 (1978): 144-145. 
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Braun was not only exiled from his home country, but he was also largely ostracized by 

his German SPD comrades. He had earned the contempt of his fellow socialists because he 

fled Germany in early March 1933. This was long after Adolf Hitler had been appointed 

chancellor and after the Reichstag Fire Decree had curbed civil liberties, but it was before the 

Reichstag elections. These elections were not entirely free and fair, but the SPD was still in 

the running, so when Joseph Goebbels’ Nazi election propaganda machine got wind that 

Braun had fled, it attacked the SPD relentlessly. German socialists originally thought this was 

Nazi fake news, but when they learned it was true, Braun’s socialist comrades held it against 

him that he fled so early, leaving before he suffered the excesses of the nascent Nazi 

dictatorship.1336 

In July 1933, however, Otto Braun’s concern was not with his standing in the SPD but 

with his wife who had run into difficulty with the police on a trip back to Berlin. Since Otto 

Braun rightly feared arrest if he returned to Germany, his wife Emilie traveled back to Berlin 

to collect their household effects from the Braun family home in the leafy Berlin district of 

Zehlendorf and arrange to have the house rented or sold, so the Brauns would have income to 

support their stay in Ascona. When Braun’s wife went to the authorities to apply for the 

correct paperwork to leave Germany and send their family furniture to Switzerland, the 

police seized her passport and confiscated the mortgage deed that Otto Braun had sent. 

                                                
1336 Kristina Hübener, “Nach dem Staatsstreich: Otto Braun im Exil,” in Otto Braun: Ein preußischer Demokrat, 
ed. Manfred Görtemaker (Berlin: be.bra verlag, 2014), 146-148. 
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Emilie Braun was stuck in Germany with no passport, no permission to leave the country, no 

way to sell or rent the house, and the police looking over her shoulder.1337 

 Otto Braun’s July 1933 plea for help was addressed personally to the German President 

Paul von Hindenburg. By then, the Nazi process of Gleichschaltung—or coordination—had 

brushed aside most rival centers of power that could challenge Nazi dominance, but the 

elderly conservative president still exercised some influence, and Braun put his hope in the 

old imperial field marshal. He passionately pleaded for presidential intervention to help his 

wife: 

I cannot accept, my dear Mr. President, that it is at all in accord with your wishes or is 
demanded by reasons of public policy that a crippled woman suffering from heart 
problems who lost her only son in the war—which is part of why she is sick today—is 
totally ruined. Although I withdrew from politics some time ago and plan on 
remaining away from it, if, in the present circumstances, I am to be financially ruined 
as compensation for my years of selfless service to the state, I must resign myself to 
that. Nevertheless, there still must be enough benevolence in Germany that my 
unfortunate, sick wife, who remains completely removed from politics, can be left in 
peace.1338 
 

Less than two weeks later, Hindenburg’s office responded that the German president had 

personally asked Hermann Göring, Braun’s Nazi successor as the Prussian prime minister, 

to sort this issue out. Otto Braun’s wife was expeditiously issued the correct paperwork, and 

she left Nazi Germany to rejoin her husband in exile.1339 Several months later, Otto Braun 

                                                
1337 Otto Braun to Reichspräsident, 31 Jul 1933, Nr. 116, VI. HA Nl Braun, C I, Nachlass Otto Braun, Geheimes 
Staatsarchiv Preußischer Kulturbesitz-Berlin; Kristina Hübener, “Nach dem Staatsstreich: Otto Braun im 
Exil,” in Otto Braun: Ein preußischer Demokrat, ed. Manfred Görtemaker (Berlin: be.bra verlag, 2014), 148. 

1338 Otto Braun to Reichspräsident, 31 Jul 1933, Nr. 116, VI. HA Nl Braun, C I, Nachlass Otto Braun, Geheimes 
Staatsarchiv Preußischer Kulturbesitz-Berlin. 

1339 Ministerialdirigent Dr. Doehle to Otto Braun, 9 Aug 1933, Nr. 116, VI. HA Nl Braun, C I, Nachlass Otto 
Braun, Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preußischer Kulturbesitz-Berlin. 
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again called on President Hindenburg when the Gestapo held up the Braun family’s 

household effects. The German president’s staff again intervened, and the head of the 

Gestapo personally ordered the material released from police custody and sent on to 

Switzerland.1340 

 President Hindenburg’s intervention for Otto Braun was not merely some aristocratic 

sense of duty to former public servant. In fact, the two men had developed an unlikely 

relationship when Braun served as the Prussian prime minister. Braun’s personal 

background could not have been further from that of the aristocratic field marshal. Braun was 

the son of an East Prussian railway employee and was himself trained as a printer in 

Königsberg; his upbringing was clearly rooted in the East Prussian working class. Braun later 

rose within the illegal and then the legal German socialist party of the Kaiserreich to serve as a 

member of the Prussian parliament. After the First World War, Braun remained a member of 

both the Prussian Landtag and of the Reichstag, rising to govern Prussia and even run for the 

German presidency in 1925.1341 On the other hand, Paul von Hindenburg was the 

conservative representative of old aristocratic Prussian militarism that Braun and his party 

programmatically despised.1342 

                                                
1340 Ministerialdirigent Dr. Doehle to Otto Braun, 18 Oct 1933, Nr. 116, VI. HA Nl Braun, C I, Nachlass Otto 
Braun, Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preußischer Kulturbesitz-Berlin. 

1341 Biographical Search “Braun (Düsseldorf), Otto, geb. am 28 . 01 . 1872 in Königsberg i. Pr.,” Verhandlungen 
des Deutschen Reichstags,  Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, accessed 14 Jul 2018, 
http://www.reichstagsprotokolle.de/index.html; Otto Braun, Von Weimar zu Hitler (Hildesheim: Gerstenberg 
Verlag, 1979). 

1342 Burghard Ciesla, “‘Bei meiner Liebe zum Walde und zur Jagd…’ Anmerkungen zur privaten Gegenwelt des 
Otto Braun,” in Otto Braun: Ein preußischer Demokrat, ed. Manfred Görtemaker (Berlin: be.bra verlag, 2014), 96-
98. 
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 After Hindenburg had taken office as president in 1925 a pro forma introductory 

conversation was scheduled between him at the Otto Braun, then the prime minister of 

Prussia. One would have predicted that this visit was going to be a rough one. However, 

Braun he deftly steered the conversation with the president to the Prussian government’s 

efforts to protecting the remaining elk population in East Prussia for hunters. Both men had 

family ties to East Prussia and were avid hunters. The socialist prime minister and 

conservative president exceeded the time allotted for their first meeting with a lengthy 

conversation about their hunting experiences. These two hunters would later encounter each 

other in the Schorfheide forests of Brandenburg, staying in hunting lodges built for the 

Hohenzollern dynasty and now used by German and Prussian officials for hunting vacations. 

Hindenburg’s presidential birthday letter to Braun in 1929 indicated his respect for Braun as 

a fellow hunter in that it was signed “With best wishes and good hunting [Weidmannsheil].” 

This strange case of these two men bonding over hunting—itself not a very proletarian 

pastime—paid off concretely for Braun in a phone call from the presidential chancellery in 

early March 1933. Otto Braun was told in vague terms that an “old hunting buddy had gotten 

wind that Braun was to be arrested, so he packed up his car and fled, following the advice of 

that “hunting buddy” but inadvertently antagonizing his socialist comrades.1343 

This surprising relationship between Otto Braun and Paul von Hindenburg should be 

read as evidence for how the robust political and social milieu of interwar Berlin could set up 

                                                
1343 Burghard Ciesla, “‘Bei meiner Liebe zum Walde und zur Jagd…’ Anmerkungen zur privaten Gegenwelt des 
Otto Braun,” in Otto Braun: Ein preußischer Demokrat, ed. Manfred Görtemaker (Berlin: be.bra verlag, 2014), 96-
100; Eckhardt Fuhr, “Wie Hindenburg einen Jagdgenossen rettete,” Die Welt (29 Jan 2012), 
https://www.welt.de/kultur/history/article13833706/Wie-Hindenburg-einen-Jagdgenossen-rettete.html 
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unlikely bedfellows. As we saw in Chapter Two, parliamentarians, foreign ambassadors, and 

civil servants all participated in the informal world of politics in Weimar Berlin, and it was in 

that world that socialists—the pariahs of the belle époque—were accepted as clubbable for 

the first time. For Otto Braun, his relationship with the conservative field marshal—forged at 

formal receptions in Berlin and in the hunting lodges of Brandenburg—was vitally 

important. This relationship saved the former Prussian leader from arrest and perhaps even 

allowed him to flee Germany before he was killed. Hindenburg also prevented Braun’s wife 

from being detained and his intervention provided Braun with a cash infusion from their 

home in Zehlendorf that allowed him to set his family up in exile in Ascona. However, on the 

grand scale of interwar politics, personal intervention from a fellow hunter who happens to 

be the president of Germany and has exit visas issued and confiscated furniture released 

seems especially insignificant. The Nazi dictatorship was already transforming Germany, 

and skepticism about democracy was on the rise across the continent. If Otto Braun had only 

convinced the “senile” old president not to depose Braun’s Prussian government or not to 

appoint Hitler chancellor, then this relationship could have had world-historical 

implications.1344 A phone call warning that Braun should probably leave the country or be 

arrested was just not in the same league. 

In this way, Otto Braun’s relationship with Hindenburg illustrates the limits of the 

cross-party connections formed in this informal political world. As we have seen, these 

                                                
1344 Otto Braun referred to the elderly Hindenburg as “senile” in an earlier draft, but this was stricken by Swiss 
censors. See, Burghard Ciesla, “‘Bei meiner Liebe zum Walde und zur Jagd…’ Anmerkungen zur privaten 
Gegenwelt des Otto Braun,” in Otto Braun: Ein preußischer Demokrat, ed. Manfred Görtemaker (Berlin: be.bra 
verlag, 2014), 89. 
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connections could be called on for personal favors, to prop up a teetering minority 

government, to feel out the opposition, and to maintain ties of cooperation and friendship 

that could later bloom into a ruling coalition. In the German parliament, women who were 

newcomers without the political clout of their older male colleague could use these cross-

party networks to write legislation and have it approved by their colleagues. Radical Sudeten 

German Party members could privately meet with the Czechoslovak prime minister and then 

achieve concessions from the Czechoslovak state bureaucracy on issues important to the 

German minority. Activating these networks and calling in on surprising political 

connections could thus grease the wheels of government and smooth issues with 

parliamentary work, but these relationships could not keep the ship of state afloat when 

liberal democracy itself was under siege. 

 
THE POSTWAR LEGACY OF INTERWAR PARLIAMENTARY NETWORKS 

 Although the cross-party collegial networks of interwar European parliamentarians 

could not avert the continent’s slide towards authoritarianism or prevent the coming world 

war, they were not merely a curiosity of the interwar years; they had an important legacy in 

the postwar era. With their countries reduced to rubble, the Europeans of 1945 moved to 

rebuild and reshape their continent, and parliamentarians were mobilized in this task. 

Lawmakers were especially enlisted as the vanguard in a push towards European unity. The 

prime mover in this postwar parliamentary effort was the conservative Austrian aristocrat 

Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi. In the 1920s and 1930s, Coudenhove-Kalergi had been an 

iterant missionary for his idea of pan-European unity, and he concentrated on wooing 
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intellectuals and the interwar cultural elite to his cause.1345 Coudenhove-Kalergi cropped up 

in this study in Berlin of the late 1920s and early 1930s speaking to a conservative intellectual 

club on “Germany’s European mission” and hosting a pro-European speech by the French 

parliamentarian in a fancy Berlin hotel.1346 Coudenhove-Kalergi was also pitted against the 

secretary general of the Inter-Parliamentary Union at a 1925 debate put on by the Foreign 

Affairs Association in New York City. The two men argued about whether a European super-

state or an international system centered on inter-parliamentary networks and the League of 

Nations was the wave of the future; in 1925, Coudenhove-Kalergi lost that debate.1347 

 By 1945, however, Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi no longer saw parliamentarians as 

stumbling blocks to his pan-European program. He deliberately sought rapprochement with 

elected lawmakers. Coudenhove-Kalergi traveled to Geneva to meet with the leadership of 

the Inter-Parliamentary Union whose secretary general had opposed him in the past but who 

now pledged support to putting him in touch with Europe’s parliamentarians. Around the 

same time, the former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who had circulated letters 

to his war cabinet expressing his hopes for creating a “United States of Europe” during the 

darkest days of the Second World War, met with Coudenhove-Kalergi in Switzerland to 

                                                
1345 Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi, Ein Leben für Europa: Meine Lebenserinnerungen (Cologne: Kiepenheuer & 
Witsch, 1966), 124-167; Verena Schöberl, “Es gibt ein großes und herrliches Land, das sich selbst nicht kennt…Es heißt 
Europa:” Die Diskussion um die Paneuropaidee in Deutschland, Frankreich und Großbritannien, 1922-1933 (Berlin: Lit 
Verlag Dr. W. Hopf, 2008). 

1346 Invitation from v. Seekt Simons Solf to Bracht, 30 Jan, N 2035/3, Nachlass Franz Bracht, Bundesarchiv-
Berlin-Lichterfelde; Coudenhove-Kalergi to Külz, 7 Oct 1929, N 1042/155, Nachlass Wilhelm Külz, 
Bundesarchiv-Koblenz. 

1347 Untitled Document, 1925, Nr. 24, VI. HA Nl. Schnee, Nachlass Heinrich Schnee, Geheimes Staatsarchiv 
Preußischer Kulturbesitz-Berlin. 
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discuss European unity.1348 A few days after their meeting, Churchill threw his weight 

publicly behind efforts at European integration in a famous 1946 speech at the University of 

Zurich, in which Churchill called for the creation of a “United States of Europe.” Churchill’s 

speech specifically referenced Coudenhove-Kalergi’s work as something on which the future 

could be built.1349 

With Churchill’s backing and momentum building, Coudenhove-Kalergi sent a 

questionnaire to 3,913 European parliamentarians asking about their support for European 

unity.1350 This survey did not go to everyone, only to “Europe’s free parliaments.” In addition 

to Eastern European states, Austria and Germany were not polled due to the ongoing 

postwar occupation. The results showed that pluralities supported integration in Ireland, the 

UK, and Scandinavia, and clear majorities were in favor in France, Italy, Belgium, the 

Netherlands, Greece, Switzerland, and Luxembourg.1351 Coudenhove-Kalergi traveled the 

United States using these statistics to win over American support for European integration 

and then to assemble a conference of European legislators in Gstaad, Switzerland. 

Parliamentarians from across Europe came together for the first meeting of a European 

                                                
1348 Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi, Ein Leben für Europa: Meine Lebenserinnerungen (Cologne: Kiepenheuer & 
Witsch, 1966), 284-288; Martyn Bond, The Council of Europe: Structure, History and Issues in European Politics 
(London: Routledge, 2012), 79. 

1349 “Mr Winston Churchill speaking in Zurich, 19th September 1946,” The Churchill Society, accessed 23 Feb 
2018, http://www.churchill-society-london.org.uk/astonish.html 

1350 Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi, Ein Leben für Europa: Meine Lebenserinnerungen (Cologne: Kiepenheuer & 
Witsch, 1966), 290. 

1351 “Opening address at the European Parliament by Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi (Gstaad, 8 September 
1947),” CVCE.EU by UNI.LU, accessed 14 Jul 2018, 
https://www.cvce.eu/en/obj/opening_address_by_richard_coudenhove_kalergi_gstaad_8_september_1947-
en-5b12c45a-b10f-4ed2-b797-0ff92e53d80b.html 
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Parliamentary Union, to explore how to push for European unity and whether to begin 

drafting a continental constitution. Coudenhove-Kalergi saw parliamentarians as 

“intermediaries between peoples and governments. Cabinets are dependent on them, just as 

they are dependent on the voters.”1352 Lawmakers could thus lobby their governments to get 

with the program. However, this European parliamentary congress also pushed members of 

parliament, rather than representatives of national executives, to the fore. Subsequent 

conferences in The Hague and in London were dominated by formal representatives of 

national governments, but parliamentarians had first gotten the ball rolling to answer 

Churchill’s call.1353 

Many of the parliamentary leaders Coudenhove-Kalergi had recruited as postwar 

apostles of European integration were themselves veterans of the collegial interwar networks 

that “In League with Rivals” has studied in depth. Édouard Herriot of France, Eleftherios 

Venizelos of Greece, and Paul van Zeeland of Belgium, just to name a few, were veterans of 

Inter-Parliamentary Union conferences and League of Nations assemblies where they 

learned to value parliamentarians on the international stage.1354 This same cast of characters 

imported the nationally minded internationalism of interwar networks into the postwar 

European project. The historian Mark Mazower has pointed to two strains in 

                                                
1352 Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi, Ein Leben für Europa: Meine Lebenserinnerungen (Cologne: Kiepenheuer & 
Witsch, 1966), 284-305. 

1353 Sandro Guerrieri, “From the Hague Congress to the Council of Europe: hopes, achievements and 
disappointments in the parliamentary way to European integration (1948–51),” Parliaments, Estates and 
Representation, 34, no. 2 (2014), https://doi-org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.1080/02606755.2014.952133. 

1354 Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi, Ein Leben für Europa: Meine Lebenserinnerungen (Cologne: Kiepenheuer & 
Witsch, 1966), 291. 
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internationalist movements before the Second World War. One was a pre-World War I 

utopian internationalist sentiment centered in the peace and suffrage movements in Britain 

and the United States that hoped for an “international ‘civic principle’ that would supersede 

nationalism and guarantee world peace.” However, Mazower also identified a strand of 

“democratic nationalism” that “promoted internationalism because they were 

nationalists.”1355  

Nationalist internationalism is the best way to understand interwar parliamentarians 

on the global stage. Parliamentarians represented a national or subnational constituency and 

since they had to keep standing for election, it was impossible for them to forget that. Elected 

legislators brought these national concerns to the international stage, first at inter-

parliamentary conferences and as diplomats at the League of Nations during the interwar 

years, and then after 1945 as parliamentarian-advocates for European unity. Postwar 

politicians’ national perspectives drove their original push for new European institutions. 

Alan Milward would later argue that there was no inherent “fundamental antithesis between 

the nation-state and the [European] Community.”1356 Milward’s claim holds true in this 

earlier period as well, when the “legitimate representatives” of the peoples of Europe were 

seen to be national lawmakers, and they were avid proponents of integration.1357 

                                                
1355 Mark Mazower, No Enchanted Palace: The End of Empire and the Ideological Origins of the United Nations 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 31-34. 

1356 Alan S. Milward, The European Rescue of the Nation-State (London: Routledge, 1992), 5. 
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In addition to this nationalist internationalist legacy bequeathed by the interwar world 

to the postwar, the parliamentary networks of the 1920s and 1930s left a permanent 

institutional legacy to posterity as well. These presence of parliamentarians in the early 

postwar push for European unity earned them permanent seats at the table. When the first 

formal organization of European integration, the Council of Europe, came into being in 

1949, the first session of the Council’s parliamentary assembly met in the lecture hall of the 

Strasbourg university, bringing national parliamentarians together from across Europe.1358 

For the legislators who attended this event, it would have seemed similar to the gatherings of 

the Inter-Parliamentary Union and International Parliamentary Commercial Conference 

that many had gone to during the 1920s and 1930s. Ultimately, the parliamentary assemblies 

of NATO, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, and ultimately the 

European Parliament all reflect this first decision to include a parliamentary assembly with 

the Council of Europe.1359 When scholars of international affairs trace the history of these 

international parliamentary bodies back to the Council of Europe, they stop, concluding  it 

was “the first super supranational parliamentary body in Europe and itself a considerable 

constitutional novelty.”1360 This is inaccurate; since this history should be traced back to the 

                                                
1358 Joern Stegen, “Die Rolle der Parlamentarischen Versammlung als Motor des Europarats” in 50 Jahre 
Europarat, ed. Uwe Holtz (Baden-Baden: Nomas Verlagsgesellschaft, 2000), 80. 

1359 Stelios Stavridis and Davor Jančić, “Introduction: The Rise of Parliamentary Diplomacy in International 
Politics,” in Parliamentary Diplomacy in European and Global Governance, eds. Stelios Stavridis and Davor Jančić 
(Leiden: Brill, 2017), 1-15; Joern Stegen, “Die Rolle der Parlamentarischen Versammlung als Motor des 
Europarats” in 50 Jahre Europarat, ed. Uwe Holtz (Baden-Baden: Nomas Verlagsgesellschaft, 2000), 79-90. 

1360 Martyn Bond, The Council of Europe: Structure, History and Issues in European Politics (London: Routledge, 
2012), 18. 
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interwar years. In fact, European parliamentarians sitting in Brussels at the heart of the 

European Union today are actually a legacy of the interwar era and that period’s experiment 

of having parliamentarians active on the international stage. 
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Institut für Zeitgeschichte, Munich 
 
ED 60    Otto Wagener  
ED 93     Hans Schäffer  
ED 120   Wilhelm Hoegner  
ED 312   Josef Felder  
ED 874   Gottfried Feder  
 

Kommission für Zeitgeschichte, Bonn 
 
Nachlass Friedrich Dessauer 
 

Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts, Berlin 
 
R 30606 Verständigungsbestrebungen des britischen Parlamentsabgeordneten 

Cmdr. Joseph Montague Kenworthy, 1921-22 
R 53712  Völkerrechtsakten der Rechtsabteilung, über IPU 
R 64904  Deutsch-französische Beziehungen 
R 70085, R 83524 Akten der Länderabteilungen II, III und IV: IPU  
R 96940, R 96941 Aktenserie des Referats Völkerbund über die deutsche Delegation zur  
R 96942, R 96945 Bundesversammlung 
R 98279, R 99205 Akten des Sonderreferats Deutschland: IPU 
NL Stresemann Nachlass Gustav Stresemann 
 

Stiftung Archiv der Parteien und Massenorganisationen der DDR im Bundesarchiv,  
Berlin-Licherfelde 

 
NY 4005   Nachlass Clara Zetkin  
NY 4023  Nachlass Eduard Bernstein  
NY 4095   Nachlass Otto Buchwitz  
NY 4126  Nachlass Paul Levi  
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Sudetendeutsches Archiv im Bayerischen Hauptstaatsarchiv, Munich 
 
Nachlass Wenzel Jaksch 
 

Verein der Ausländischen Presse, Berlin 
 
Hausarchiv (This collection was recently returned to the association in Berlin from Sweden.)  
 
 

THE NETHERLANDS 
 

Historisch Documentatiecentrum voor het Nederlands Protestantisme, Vrije Universiteit, 
Amsterdam 

 
Collectie H. Colijn (54) 
 

Internationaal Instituut voor Sociale Geschiedenis, Amsterdam 
 
Collectie Johan Willem Albarda 
Collectie Communistische Partij Holland 
Collectie Robert Danneberg 
Collectie Florentinus Marinus Wibaut 
 

Nationaal Archief, The Hague 
 

2.02.22 Collectie Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 1815-1945 
2.21.117 Collectie Mr. H.P. Marchant  
2.21.190 Collectie C. Frida Katz Fam. 
2.21.244 Collectie C. Ruijs de Beerenbrouck 
 

NIOD Instituut voor Oorlogs-, Holocaust- en Genocidestudies, Amsterdam 
 
Collectie M.V.E.H.J.M. Marchant et d’Ansembourg  
Collectie NSB 
Collectie H.J. Woudenberg  
Unpublished Thesis Collection (NIOD Scr 312 and NIOD Scr 444) 
 
 

SWITZERLAND 
 

Inter-Parliamentary Union Archive, Geneva 
 

Archival boxes from this private organizational archive from before 1945 were consulted. 
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League of Nations Archives, Geneva 
 
Classement No. 10 Economic & Financial 
Classement No. 11 Political 
Classement No. 13 Internationale Bureaux 
 
 

UNITED KINGDOM 
 

John Rylands Library, University of Manchester 
 
Ramsay MacDonald Papers (RMD) 

 
National Archives, Kew 

 
CAB 23  War Cabinet and Cabinet: Minutes  
FO 954  Foreign Office: Private Office Papers of Sir Anthony Eden, Earl of Avon, 

Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs 
PRO 30/69  James Ramsay MacDonald and predecessors and successors: Papers  
T 1   Treasury: Treasury Board Papers and In-Letters 
 

People’s History Museum, Manchester 
 
LP/ID  Labour Party Archives, International Department 
LP/WG  Labour Party Archives, The William Gillies Papers 
 
 

UNITED STATES 
 

Columbia Center for Oral History, Columbia University Archives, New York City, New York 
 

NXCP87-A621 Reminiscences of Jan Papanek: 1951 
NXCP87-A1495 Reminiscences of Gerhart Heinrich Seger: 1950 

 
Harvard University Archives, Cambridge, Massachusetts 

 
Papers of Heinrich Brüning 
 

Hoover Institution Library and Archives, Stanford, California 
 
93072  Collection Carl A. Baehr 
XX741  German Subject Collection 
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Leo Baeck Institute, New York City, New York 
 
AR 7177  Hans Schaeffer Papers 
 

Library of Congress, Manuscripts Division, Washington, DC 
 
William Edgar Borah papers, 1905-1940 
 

Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library, New Haven, Connecticut 
 
Rolf Stutz Collection 
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Periodicals 
AUSTRIA 

Arbeiter-Zeitung 
Christlichsoziale Arbeiter-Zeitung 
Die Rote Fahne 
Freiheit 
Illustrierte Kronen-Zeitung 
Neue Freie Presse 
Reichspost 
Staatsgesetzblatt für die Republik Österreich 
 

AUSTRALIA 
The Advertiser (Adelaide)  
The Sydney Morning Herald 
 

BELGIUM 
De Standaard 
 

GERMANY 
Deutsches Reichsgesetzblatt 
Frauenstimme: Beilage zum Vorwärts 
Mittelbadische Presse 
Verhandlungen des Reichstags 
Vorwärts 
Vossische Zeitung 
Die Welt  
Die Zeit 
 

THE NETHERLANDS 
Club Kroniek 
De Telegraaf  
Handelingen Tweede Kamer (Staten-Generaal Digitaal) 
Het Vaderland 
 

SWITZERLAND 
League of Nations, Official Journal 
 

UNITED KINGDOM 
Hansard Parliamentary Debates 
The Sun 
Times 
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UNITED STATES 
Congressional Record 
New York Herald Tribune 
New York Times 
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