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THE GENIUS OF PARLIAMENT? 
CULTURES OF COMPROMISE IN BRITAIN AND 

GERMANY AFTER 1945

Constantin GosChler

The crisis of Western liberal democracy has frequently been in voked 
in public dis course and in academic studies. It is said that West ern 
dem ocracies are in creas ingly polar ized, making public communi
cation on polit ical issues more dif ficult, and that a key com ponent 
of lib eral dem ocracy is par ticu larly affect ed: the willing ness to com
prom ise. Such fears about a waver ing pillar of dem ocracy were for 
ex ample articu lated by the left–liberal German journal ist Heri bert 
Prantl in 2016. In an edi torial which he cheer fully titled ‘A Hurrah for 
Com prom ise’, he ex pressed his con cern about the en danger ment of 
a demo cratic virtue that he argued had only dis placed the pre vious 
German hostil ity to com prom ise after 1945. Respon sible for this, he 
said, was above all the TINA rhet oric—‘there is no alter native’—which 
had been popu lar ized by Mar garet Thatcher and adopt ed by Angela 
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Merkel: ‘The claimed lack of alter native was the successor to the old 
lack of com prom ise.’1

German perceptions of a crisis in the connection between dem
ocracy and com prom ise, which have also in spired social sci ence 
stud ies of popu lism,2 often refer to the Brit ish case as a warn ing. Yet a 
simi lar anx iety over the loss of com prom ise has de veloped in Brit ain 
in recent years. After the nar rowly de cided Brexit refer endum of 2016, 
the Brit ish polit ical con sult ant Chris Rum fitt wrote an essay titled 
‘How Brit ain Lost the Art of Polit ical Com prom ise’. Brit ain had im
port ed the ‘cul ture wars’ from the USA, he argued, and was now also 
deeply div ided politic ally. ‘This hasn’t always been the Brit ish way’: 
in a golden past, both major parties

recognised that Britain is a country founded on com prom ise and 
con sensus, and that main tain ing ‘one nation’—Dis raeli’s famous 
ex pression—is more import ant than ‘win ning’. To put it an other 
way, this is not a coun try where the 52 ruth lessly impose on the 
48, for that doesn’t make for a sustain able and stable society. 

Rumfitt ended with an Obamalike appeal to British national vir tues: 
‘We can do the Brit ish thing. We can com promise. We can re spect the 
major ity while re flect ing on and accom modating the con cerns—and 
indeed the an guish—of the minor ity.’ And so he ended: ‘Let’s come 
to gether and find the grand na tional com prom ise that is con sist ent 
with our na tional char acter and our his tory.’3

1 Heribert Prantl, ‘Ein Hoch auf den Kompromiss’, Süddeutsche Zeitung, 3 
Apr. 2016, at [https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/essayeinhochaufden
kompromiss1.2927339], accessed 7 Dec. 2022.
2 In 2018 and 2020 the Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin investigated the preva
lence of popu list atti tudes in Ger many with the help of an online survey. 
Ques tion eight pre sent ed the state ment: ‘What is called “com prom ise” in 
pol itics is in real ity no thing but a be trayal of one’s own prin ciples.’ Ex press
ing agree ment with this senti ment was con sidered an indi cator of popu list 
atti tudes in the terms of this survey. See Robert Vehr kamp and Wolf gang 
Merkel, Po pu lis mus ba ro me ter 2018: Po pu listische Ein stellungen bei Wählern und 
Nicht wählern 2018 (Güters loh, 2019), at [https://doi.org/10.11586/2018059]; 
eid., Po pu lis mus ba ro me ter 2020: Popu listische Ein stellungen bei Wählern und 
Nicht wählern 2020 (Güters loh, 2020), at [https://doi.org/10.11586/2020044].
3 Chris Rumfitt, ‘How Britain Lost the Art of Political Compromise’, Un-  
herd, 26 Feb. 2018, at [https://unherd.com/2018/02/britainlostartpolitical 
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Such assessments of national political character in Britain and 
Ger many in the media raise ques tions about the defin ition of ‘com
prom ise’ and also about the differ ence be tween com prom ise and 
other modes of con flict reso lution, namely con sensus or striking a 
deal. Accord ing to Vero nique Zanetti, ‘a com prom ise refers to the 
pro cess or out come of a de cision or negoti ation in which the parties 
in volved modify the object ive of their action or their action itself in 
the light of diver gent and ir reconcil able beliefs in a manner accept
able to all parties but not con sidered opti mal by any.’4 In this way, 
com prom ise differs from con sensus, in which a shared judge ment 
on the sub ject of the con flict is pro duced. Unlike con sensus, com
prom ise is char acter ized by the fact that it is pain ful for both sides, 
which is why the under lying con flict does not have to become 
perma nently qui escent. How ever, it is more dif ficult to dis tinguish 
a com prom ise from a deal. Here I will follow Ulrich Willems, who 
sug gests dis tinguish ing deal from com prom ise de pend ing on the 
degree to which the objects of con flict are nor matively charged 
by the op posing parties. In a deal, the con cessions thus con cern 
claims of lesser import ance than is the case with a com prom ise.5 
This is ulti mately a grad ual dis tinction that can change de pend ing 
on either the per spective of the parties in volved or that of the ob
servers, which poses a first chal lenge for histor ical inter pret ation. A 
second chal lenge is to ascer tain whether the sources actu ally refer 
to fact ual com prom ises—that is, either to polit ical pro cedures or to 
polit ical out comes—or whether talk of com prom ise is merely used 
as a rhetor ical figure in political debate.

Moreover, Sandrine Baume and Stéphanie Novak have sug gest ed 
that we should differ en tiate be tween com prom ise ‘as a strictly tech nical 

compromise/], accessed 6 Dec. 2022; for an other ex ample, see Martin Kettle, 
‘Brit ain Needs a Brexit Com prom ise: Forging One Could Be the Making of 
Corbyn’s Labour’, Guardian, 3 Apr. 2019, at [https://www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2019/apr/03/britainbrexitcompromisemakingcorbyns
labour], accessed 6 Dec. 2022.
4 Veronique Zanetti, Spielarten des Kompromisses (Berlin, 2022), 20.
5 Ulrich Willems, Wertkonflikte als Herausforderung der Demokratie (Wies baden, 
2016), 251–3. Willems also offers a subtle interpretation of alternative att empts 
at definition.
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pro cess’ and com prom ise ‘as a polit ical prin ciple’.6 In line with this ap
proach, the follow ing art icle exam ines neither tech niques of con flict, 
nor the con crete reso lution of con flicts through com prom ise, but starts 
the ana lysis one step earlier by dis cuss ing the trans form ations of the 
seem ingly dis parate cul tures of com prom ise in Brit ain and Ger many 
after 1945. Accord ing to Willems, such cul tures of com prom ise in clude 
the ‘social, politicolegal, and cul tural pre conditions and con ditions 
which make settling social con flicts based on pain ful mutual con
cessions easier or more dif ficult’.7 To what extent do differ ent cul tures 
of com prom ise exist in Brit ain and Ger many and how did they change 
after 1945? In which dis courses, in sti tutions, and prac tices were such 
cul tures of com prom ise an chored? And how can their signifi cance for 
the reso lution of spe cific polit ical con flicts be assessed? The art icle will 
first in spect the lines of trad ition behind inter pret ations of Brit ish and 
German cul tures of com prom ise, before in a fur ther step con duct ing 
an empir ical ex plor ation focused on the House of Com mons and the 
German Bundes tag, as parlia ments are places where the con ditions for 
com prom ises are both shaped and reflected in a special way.

I. Compromise in Britain and Germany: Traditions of Interpretation

In 1945, Friedrich Hayek, an Austrian economist who at that time taught 
at the London School of Eco nomics and Polit ical Sci ence, re spond ed in 
The Spec tator to criti cism of his book The Road to Serf dom, pub lished the 
pre vious year, in which he had con demned the cur rent trend towards 
a planned econ omy in Brit ain. He pointed out that his critics repeat
edly re ferred to a Brit ish selfimage which he summar ized in the title 
of his art icle as ‘The Brit ish Genius for Com prom ise’. Hayek argued: 
‘The pecu liar point about these invo cations of the genius for com prom
ise is that they are pro duced in reply to an argu ment which, at least by 

6 Sandrine Baume and Stéphanie Novak, ‘Compromise and Publicity in 
Dem ocracy: An Ambiguous Relationship’, in eaed. (eds.), Compromises in Dem-
ocracy, 69–94, at 70.
7 Ulrich Willems with JanHendryk de Boer, Mariko Jacoby, Karsten Mause, 
Manon Westphal, and Stefan Zeppenfeld, ‘Kompromiss, Konsens, Deal: Ein 
Definitionsversuch’ (unpublished working paper).
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impli cation, was a defence of the very in sti tutions which have created 
this trait, and a warn ing that they are rapidly dis appear ing.’8 Hayek 
thus ele vated him self to the status of de fender of the Brit ish genius for 
com prom ise, which for him was in dissol ubly linked to a freemarket 
society.

Hayek’s confrontation with his critics points to the extent to which 
the Brit ish selfimage was shaped as early as 1945 by a firm belief 
that Brit ish polit ical cul ture was char acter ized by a spe cial cap acity 
for polit ical com prom ise. This selfimage was prob ably based on a 
Brit ish liter ary tradition that had al ready started in the late eight
eenth cen tury, accord ing to which dem ocracy and com prom ise 
be longed closely to gether. Ex amples range from Ed mund Burke 
(1775)—‘All govern ment, indeed every human ben efit and enjoy ment, 
every virtue, and every pru dent act, is found ed on com prom ise and 
barter’9—to Thomas Babing ton Mac aulay (1843)—‘A life of action, if 
it is to be useful, must be a life of com prom ise’10—and John Morley’s 
book On Com prom ise (1874).11 In the first place, how ever, these were 
ele ments of a dis course that did not say any thing about whether polit
ical prac tice in Brit ain was actually char acter ized by com prom ise, and 
many counterexamples could be cited.

In any case, such perceptions of an intimate relation ship be tween 
dem ocracy and com prom ise in Brit ain have not gone un challenged in 
more recent times. Against the back drop of in tensive Euro pean efforts 
to find a com prom ise solu tion for a trade agree ment with the UK, the 
polit ical journal ist Paul Taylor ex plained Brexit in April 2019 as the 
logical con sequence of ‘Brit ain’s cul ture of con front ation’. Taylor de
scribed the Brit ish na tional char acter quite differently: 

Despite a global reputation for skilled diplomacy, pragma
tism and common sense, the truth is that the Brits have spent 

8 Friedrich Hayek, ‘The British Genius for Compromise’, Spectator, 26 Jan. 
1945; re published in Mises Daily, 22 Sept. 2010, at [https://mises.org/library/
britishgeniuscompromise], accessed 6 Dec. 2022.
9 Edmund Burke, Burke’s Speech on Conciliation with the Colonies (March 22 
1775), ed. L. DuPont Syle (Boston, c.1895), 75.
10 Thomas Babington Macaulay, Critical and Historical Essays, Contributed to the 
Edinburgh Review, 3 vols., 5th edn (London, 1848), ii. 91.
11 John Morley, On Compromise (London, 1874).
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cen turies fight ing each other and tend to regard com prom ise, 
rather than patriot ism, as the last refuge of a scoun drel. This 
cen tral feat ure of Brit ish pol itics has proved historic ally in
compat ible with member ship of the EU—a den of per petual 
com prom ise and incremental ism.12

Even if a particular tradition of British willingness to com prom ise is 
turned on its head here, Taylor shares an import ant prem ise with that 
pos ition—namely, the assump tion that deeply rooted na tional trad
itions exist that either facili tate or hinder com prom ise as a means of 
polit ical conflict resolution.

Political scientists have also tended to regard Britain as a classic 
coun try of com prom ise, while Ger many is seen as the strong hold of 
a trad ition that has long been hos tile to com prom ise. Alin Fumu rescu 
ex plains these differ ences in terms of the his tory of ideas and notes 
differ ent lines of trad ition in the relation ship be tween polit ical repre
sen tation and selfrepresentations since the early modern period. On 
this basis, he dis tinguishes be tween a Brit ish and a Con tin ental Euro
pean model, identify ing the latter primar ily with France: ‘by the end of 
the six teenth cen tury the French had started to be in creas ingly méfiants 
about com prom ise, while their Eng lish counter parts, far from mani fest
ing such worries, became in creas ingly en thusi astic about it.’13 Accord ing 
to Fumu rescu, the con trast be tween Con tin ental absolut ism and early 
parlia ment arism in Eng land led to different mani fest ations of the dia
lectic be tween inner life and public roles. While absolut ism on the 
Con tin ent intensi fied the op position be tween the two spheres of the self, 
in Eng land it col lapsed.14 Unlike in Eng land, com prom ise in France and 
Con tin ental Europe was there fore under stood as an attack on the core 
of indi vidual ity. Against this back ground, Fumu rescu con tends, com
prom ise was always taint ed with the odium of be trayal of those inner 
prin ciples that con sti tuted the centre of the self. How ever, the extent to 
which this intellectual–historical inter pret ation con forms to the his tory 
of the con crete polit ical con flicts in these coun tries is an other matter.
12 Paul Taylor, ‘Britain’s Culture of Confrontation’, POLITICO, 5 Apr. 2019, 
at [https://www.politico.eu/article/britaincultureofconfrontationbrexit/], 
accessed 6 Dec. 2022.
13 Alin Fumurescu, Compromise: A Political and Philosophical History (Cam
bridge, 2013), 5. 14 Cf. ibid. 12.
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Fumurescu’s theses culminate in the nine teenth cen tury, when 
the first re flections on the role of com prom ise were pub lished, espe
cially in Brit ain. This is where the German polit ical scien tist Martin 
Greiffen hagen comes in, who con trasts Brit ish friendli ness with 
German hostil ity to com prom ise, and in doing so brings us into the 
late twen tieth cen tury.15 His argu ment is based primar ily on the 
Studien über die Deutschen by the German–British soci ologist Nor bert 
Elias, who stated that Ger many had a weakly de veloped bour geoisie 
com pared to Eng land; in stead, he says, a militar istic aristo cratic cul
ture had domin ated Ger many in the nine teenth and early twen tieth 
cen turies.16 Greiffen hagen, who was born in 1928, might be con
sidered a typ ical member of the socalled ’45ers. This desig nation, 
which should be under stood as an ex pression of a gener ational 
selfinterpretation,17 is aimed at those members of a common age 
cohort who had grown up during the Nazi era and after wards often 
trans lated their per sonal cath arsis into a commit ment to the newly 
estab lished Fed eral Repub lic.18 Greiffen hagen was part of a par ticu
lar group of male, bour geois intel lectuals in the Fed eral Repub lic 
that shared not only a cer tain bio graphical ex peri ence, but also 
a common polit ical pro ject: the trans form ation of Ger many into a 
West ern, lib eral dem ocracy, often com bined with a nontraditional 
under stand ing of the nation. In his case, this also in volved a per sonal 

15 Martin Greiffenhagen, Kulturen des Kompromisses (Opladen, 1999).
16 Ibid. 27–32; see also Norbert Elias, Studien über die Deutschen: Macht kämpfe 
und Habitus ent wicklung im 19. und 20. Jahr hundert, ed. Michael Schröter (Frank
furt am Main, 1989), pub lished in Eng lish as The Germans: Power Strug gles 
and the Develop ment of Habitus in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (Cam
bridge, 1996). 
17 Benjamin Möckel, Erfahrungsbruch und Generationsbehauptung: Die ‘Kriegs-
jugend generation’ in den beiden deutschen Nach kriegs gesell schaften (Göttingen, 
2014); Chris tina von Hoden berg, ‘Zur Gene ration der 45er: Stärken und 
Schwächen eines Deutungs musters’, Aus Politik und Zeit geschichte, 70/4–5 
(2020), 4–9. Martin Greiffen hagen’s gener ational selfinterpretation be comes 
clear above all in his Jahrgang 1928: Aus einem unruhigen Leben (Munich, 1988), 
esp. 13–14, 55–63.
18 See Ulrich Herbert, ‘Drei politische Generationen im 20. Jahrhundert’, in 
Jürgen Reu lecke and Elisabeth MüllerLuckner (eds.), Generationalität und 
Lebens geschichte im 20. Jahrhundert (Munich, 2003), 95–114; Dirk Moses, German 
Intel lectuals and the Nazi Past (Cambridge, 2007).

Cultures of Compromise



10

dimen sion: a rebel lion against his father, a Prot est ant pastor, who 
for him em bodied the German trad ition of authori tarian ism to the 
highest degree:

The answers to the paternal challenge remain the same to 
this day: in stead of de cision, medi ation; in stead of either/or, 
di lemmas; in stead of con fession, scepti cism; in stead of commit
ment, ana lysis; in stead of call to action, re treat into theory; 
in stead of declar ations of enmity, readi ness to com prom ise; in
stead of the faith that is the only one that can bring sal vation, a 
sense of a pluralism of world views.19

Greiffenhagen asserted that there had been a funda mental change 
in the polit ical cul ture of the Fed eral Repub lic, so that the trad itional 
hostil ity to com prom ise had finally been over come and the coun
try was able to catch up with the Brit ish, West ern model. For him, 
com prom ise repre sented a demo cratic para digm which was deeply 
em bedded in every day life. At the same time, for him the con cept of 
‘com prom ise’ in volved an expect ation; it pre dict ed future develop
ment. The lib eral opti mism of the 1990s was in a sense ex tend ed in 
Kul turen des Kom pro misses into a coming golden age of com prom ise. 
These ideas refer to an evo lution ary model of a pro cess of civil ization, 
rely ing not only on Nor bert Elias, but also on Alex ander Rüstow and 
Irenäus EiblEibesfeldt, thus ultim ately link ing the evo lution of soci
ety with biology.20

To historians of modern Germany, the narrative of German re
demp tion after 1945, to which Greiffen hagen con trib utes his own 
vari ant, seems famil iar. It is ob viously in the historio graphical trad
ition of Ger many’s ‘spe cial path to modern ity’, its Sonder weg, which 
had its heyday in the 1970s. Accord ing to this theory, the catas
trophe of Na tional Social ism was a con sequence of Ger many’s par tial 
modern ization, which de viated from the ‘normal’, West ern path, but 
after 1949 the Fed eral Repub lic finally suc ceed ed in making great 

19 Martin Greiffenhagen, ‘Anders als andere? Zur Sozialisation von Pfarrers
kindern’, in id. (ed.), Pfarrerskinder: Autobiographisches zu einem pro tes tan tischen 
Thema (Stuttgart, 1982), 10–34, at 12.
20 See Greiffenhagen, Kulturen des Kompromisses, 1–3; id., ‘Die Deutschen: Nor
bert Elias und die politische Kulturforschung’, ZiF: Mitteilungen, 4 (1997), 1–9.
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strides on the long road to the West.21 Since the 1980s, the thesis of a 
German spe cial path to modern ity has been in creas ingly criti cized. 
Not only was the idea of Ger many’s civic def icit called into ques tion, 
but it was also asked whether Brit ain did not itself repre sent a spe cial 
case in many re spects.22 A little later, the end point of the develop
ment pro cess pre supposed here also began to dis solve in a dis cursive 
acid bath: ‘modern ity’, ‘civil ization’, ‘the West’—the key terms of this 
think ing have all become ex tremely pre carious. One might be scep
tical about Greiffen hagen’s tele ology, which points to a coming lib eral 
age of com prom ise. Never the less, his re flections have great heur istic 
value, as they sug gest that the cul tures of com prom ise in Brit ain and 
the Fed eral Repub lic de veloped in con trary dir ections after 1945. In 
the pro cess, he raises ques tions that are in part also signifi cant for 
events that oc curred only after the publi cation of his book in 1999.

II. House of Commons and Bundestag: 
Parliaments as Spaces of Compromise

Parliaments are particularly appropriate places to study cul tures of 
com prom ise, al though this has hardly been at tempt ed so far.23 An 
import ant ex ception is an article by Wolf ram Pyta, who dis cusses 
the Reichs tag in the Weimar Repub lic as an ex peri mental field of 
demo cratic con sensus cul ture. For him, a parlia ment ary ‘cul ture of 
com prom ise’ means ‘a dis position of the main polit ical actors to make 
de cisions’. Thus, his main focus is on the ‘leader ship of polit icians . . . 
to make com prom ises palat able to their party which touch on par
ticu larly sensi tive policy areas for its iden tity’.24 In the end, how ever, 
21 From the extensive historiographical debate on the German Sonder weg see 
notably Helmut Walser Smith, ‘When the Sonderweg Debate Left Us’, German 
Studies Review, 31/2 (2008), 225–40.
22 Cf. David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley, The Peculiarities of German History: 
Bourgeois Society and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Oxford, 1984).
23 For a political science approach to the role of rhetorical strategies in parlia
ment arism for dealing with dissent, cf. Kari Palonen, Parliamentary Thinking: 
Pro cedure, Rhetoric and Time (Cham, 2019).
24 Wolfram Pyta, ‘Die Weimarer Republik als Experimentier feld demo kra
tisch er Konsenskultur’, Historisches Jahrbuch, 140 (2020), 22–67, at 28–30.
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Pyta’s main con cern seems to be the old debate about the responsi
bility for the fail ure of the Weimar Repub lic. He seeks to ex oner ate 
the Cath olic Centre Party led by Chan cellor Hein rich Brüning while 
at the same time in crimin ating the Social Democratic Party (SPD) be
cause of its depend ence on the trade unions, which, he argues, had 
left it in capable of com prom ise and thus ultim ately made a co alition 
of demo cratic par ties im possible. 

However, compromise was never just an achievement of charis
matic demo cratic party leaders. Rather, parlia ments seem inter est ing 
in three par ticu lar re spects: first, stand ards of polit ical decisionmaking 
are negoti ated on the parlia ment ary stage; second, a com prom ise 
reached in com mit tees of vari ous kinds has to be pre sent ed to the public 
in parlia ment; and third, re flection on the in sti tutional ization of com
prom ise takes place in parlia ments through repeat ed dis cussions of the 
in sti tutional and nor mative pre conditions of com prom ises. A first step 
here will be to dis cuss the spatial and pro cedural in sti tutional ization of 
com prom ise in the House of Com mons and the Bundes tag, before in a 
second step ana lysing the role of com prom ise in parlia ment ary de bates. 
In such a his toire croisée25 which is aware of the sev eral dimen sions of 
reflex ivity in volved in the topic, recip rocal in flu ences must also be 
taken into ac count, even if they mainly worked in one dir ection. Even 
after 1945, West minster dem ocracy served as a ‘parlia ment ary place of 
long ing’26 for Ger many, with an ideal ized image of the British con sti
tutional system of the nine teenth cen tury as the point of refer ence.27

25 Cf. Michael Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann, ‘Beyond Com pari son: 
His toire croisée and the Challenge of Reflexivity’, History and Theory, 45/1 
(2006), 30–50.
26 Christoph Schönberger, Auf der Bank: die Inszenierung der Regierung im 
Staatstheater des Parlaments (Munich, 2022), 4; cf. also Florian Meinel, Ver trauens-
frage: Zur Krise des heutigen Parlamentarismus (Munich, 2019), 49–53; Andreas 
Wir sching and Andreas Schulz, ‘Parla men tarische Kul turen in Europa: Das 
Parla ment als Kommunikationsraum’, in eid. (eds.), Parlamentarische Kulturen 
in Europa: Das Parlament als Kommunikationsraum (Düsseldorf, 2012), 11–26.
27 See MarieLuise Recker, ‘Westminster als Modell? Der Deutsche Bundes tag 
und das britische Regierungssystem’, in Gerhard A. Ritter and Peter Wende 
(eds.), Rivalität und Partnerschaft: Studien zu den deutsch-britischen Beziehungen 
im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert. Festschrift für Anthony J. Nicholls (Paderborn, 1999), 
313–37, at 334.
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Christoph Schönberger has studied the spatial arrangements of the 
parlia mentary cham bers of the House of Com mons and the Bundes
tag and ana lysed the sym bolic order built there. He rightly points out 
that the polit ical staging is de cisively shaped by the lo cation of the 
perform ance.28 In the House of Com mons, minis ters, if they are also 
MPs, sit in the front row of the benches to the right of the speaker. 
Behind them sit the members of the parlia mentary major ity. Oppos
ite them, across a large table, sit the members of the oppos ition. The 
Bundes tag, on the other hand, con tinues the seat ing arrange ment of 
the Reichs tag in Im perial Ger many. The presi dent of the Bundes
tag is en throned in the centre and the govern ment sits to his or her 
right, with civil ser vants seated behind the govern ment. As Schön
berger aptly puts it: ‘The seat ing arrange ment in London pre sents the 
govern ment as the leader ship of the parlia mentary major ity, that in 
Berlin as the head of an adminis trative ma chinery.’29 In the House of 
Com mons, the con fron tation be tween the govern ing party and the 
oppos ition is thus symbolic ally staged. In the Bundes tag, by con trast, 
the govern ment is en throned some what above the parlia ment and 
is thus spa tially not dir ectly in volved in de bates be tween MPs. If a 
German member of parlia ment wanted to attack the govern ment from 
the lec tern, they would have to look over their right shoulder.

The spatial arrangement of both parliaments also ex presses those 
ele ments that shape the in sti tutional ization of com prom ise. Thus to 
the left of the presi dent of the German Bundes tag we find the—mostly 
empty—seats of the Bundes rat, that is, the cham ber of the states 
(Länder). Federal ism forms an essen tial in sti tutional ele ment of the 
German cul ture of com prom ise, since import ant areas of legis lation, 
such as the budget, can only be regu lated in agree ment with the states. 
For this reason, Article 77(2) of the Basic Law of the Fed eral Repub
lic estab lished a medi ation com mit tee be tween the Bundes tag and 
the Bundes rat, which was sup posed to ‘bridge the fact ual and polit
ical differ ences of opin ion be tween the two houses on a legis lative 
reso lution of the Bundes tag by find ing a com prom ise pro posal’.30 
This in sti tutional ization of com prom ise in the legis lative pro cess, 
28 Schönberger, Auf der Bank, 17. 29 Ibid. 148.
30 Max Josef Dietlein, Der Vermittlungsausschuß des Deutschen Bundestages und 
des Bundesrates (Munich, 1983), at 2–3.
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which has played an import ant role espe cially at times when the two 
houses had differ ent polit ical major ities, has some similar ities to the 
con ference commit tees which are sup posed to medi ate be tween the 
Senate and the House of Represen tatives in the USA. In con trast, the 
House of Lords, which was de prived of the right of veto on the budget 
in 1910, de veloped into an in sti tution where ‘import ant commit tee 
work is done behind the scenes’, while ‘polit ics for the public’ takes 
place in the House of Commons.31

Another institutional prerequisite of com prom ise is elect oral law. 
The House of Com mons is elect ed by a system of major ity voting, 
while personal ized pro portional repre sen tation applies to the Bundes
tag. At tempts were made in the Bundes tag in the 1950s and again 
in the 1960s to intro duce a major ity voting system,32 and sev eral at
tempts have also been made to intro duce pro portional repre sen tation 
in the House of Com mons.33 While both efforts were un success ful, the 
accom pany ing de bates pro vide import ant in sights into the differ ent 
under stand ings of the role of com prom ise in each coun try. In 1955, 
Hugo Scharn berg, an MP for the Chris tian Demo cratic Union (CDU) 
and chair man of the elect oral law commit tee of the Bundes tag, argued 
for the intro duction of major ity voting to help deradicalize polit ics 
and assist the parties in the centre:

From this predominant interest of both parties in the marginal 
voters in the centre, a policy of moder ation, under stand ing, and 
com prom ise must con sist ently result for both govern ment and 
oppos ition. In a sense, they are subject to a centripetal force. 
This is all the more true for the opposition as it must be ready 
at any time to take over the government after new elections.34

31 Thomas Mergel, Großbritannien seit 1945 (Göttingen, 2005), 28.
32 MarieLuise Recker, Parlamentarismus in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland: Der 
Deutsche Bundestag 1949–1969 (Düsseldorf, 2018), 72–105; ead.‚ ‘West minster 
als Modell’, 324–32; Eckhard Jesse, Wahlrecht zwischen Kontinuität und Reform: 
Eine Analyse der Wahlsystemdiskussion und der Wahlrechtsänderungen in der 
Bundes republik Deutschland 1949–1983 (Düsseldorf, 1985).
33 Pippa Norris, ‘The Politics of Electoral Reform in Britain’, International Polit-
ical Science Review, 16/1 (1995), 65–78, cf. esp. 71–5.
34 Stenographische Berichte des Deutschen Bundestags (hereafter DBT), 2. 
Wahlperiode (hereafter WP), 94. Sitzung (6 Jul. 1955), 5332; see also DBT, 2. 
WP, 254. Sitzung (18 Mar. 1953), 12204.
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The background to these considerations was that in the 1950s the CDU 
and its sister party, the Chris tian Social Union (CSU), had to rely on a 
broad alli ance with parties that were often far to the right in order to 
form a govern ment. Thus, without much en thusi asm, Konrad Aden
auer formed changing coalitions with the Free Demo cratic Party (FDP) 
as well as other parties such as the German Party, the Free People’s Party, 
and the AllGerman Bloc/League of Expel lees and Those De prived of 
Rights. It was not until the 1960s that twoparty co alitions be tween the 
CDU/CSU or the SPD and the FDP de veloped into the de fining polit ical 
model of the Fed eral Repub lic for almost four dec ades. Florian Meinel 
de scribes this as a ‘dra matic shrink ing and con solid ation of the party 
system from eleven to two and a half parties’.35

On the other hand, in the House of Commons, Con serva tive 
Brit ish MP Gary Waller de fend ed firstpastthepost voting in 1981 
be cause it led to stable govern ments rather than shaky co alitions: 
‘Co alitions are far more likely to come about after an elec tion as a 
result of com prom ises and bar gains dic tated over whelm ingly by 
polit ical opportun ism. In that sense it is a far less demo cratic system.’ 
And finally, he went on, small parties would gain enor mous power 
and would thus be able to force com prom ises from the larger party 
‘which, very likely, the major ity of those who did not vote for that 
party would find un accept able.’ While he con sidered co alitions in 
polit ics neces sary, they should not be formed between parties but 
within them for reasons of stability:

We have a coalition in Britain, but it is one within the parties. 
Com prom ise can best be achieved within the par ties even 
though some of my hon. Friends, for ex ample, have more in 
common with some Labour Members than with others of their 
hon. Friends in their own party. Centre parties intro duce a 
funda mentally un stable ele ment into the system, which is cur
rently not present.36

Conservatives in the Bundestag and in the House of Commons thus 
both spoke out in favour of major ity voting as they were keen to 
35 Meinel, Vertrauensfrage, 66.
36 House of Commons Hansard (hereafter HC) Debates (hereafter Deb.), vol. 
2, col. 1274 (10 Apr. 1981). 
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govern with out un loved co alition part ners. But their justifi cations 
contra dicted each other on one import ant point. Scharn berg hoped 
that the intro duction of major ity voting would lead to an in creas
ing orien tation of the major parties towards a polit ically moder ate 
‘centre’.37 This in timate con nection be tween ‘com prom ise’ and the 
polit ical ‘centre’ has a long trad ition in German polit ical cul ture.38 
Waller, on the other hand, feared the strength en ing of the polit ical 
centre, which could tip the scales and force the major parties to make 
un popular com prom ises as a con sequence of pro portional repre
sen tation. In this re spect, the lib eral German FDP may have been in 
his mind’s eye. For Brit ain, he de scribed a polit ical system in which 
com prom ises ideally took place within the parties, while Parlia ment 
ap peared as a place of polit ical con fron tation. Behind this was thus 
also an op posing under stand ing of the relation ship be tween polit ical 
stabil ity and com prom ise.

In the Federal Republic, the model of a Volkspartei, or catchall 
party, which made com prom ise an in ternal party matter, became the 
guiding prin ciple at least for the major parties. But there, unlike in 
Brit ain, a broad con sensus pre vailed that such popu lar parties should 
be orient ed above all to wards the polit ical centre in order to keep 
ex tremes in check—the spec tre of the Weimar Repub lic still hovers 
over this polit ical dis course today. How ever, since personal ized pro
portional repre sen tation has re mained the rule in the Fed eral Repub lic, 
co alition govern ments were usually neces sary, which en tailed inter
factional com prom ises, as CDU/CSU whip Hein rich von Bren tano 
de scribed in the Bundes tag on 6 Decem ber 1961: ‘The exist ence and 
suc cess of a co alition govern ment depends on the willing ness of the 
co alition part ners to over come differ ences of opin ion on the do mestic 
and for eign policy course by way of genu ine com prom ise and to meet 
each other in loyal co operation.’39 As I have said, in Brit ain co alition 
govern ments were de scribed as a night mare by the de fenders of first
pastthepost voting, who pre ferred intraparty com prom ises. Thus 

37 On Scharnberg’s role in the suffrage debate cf. Recker, Parla menta ris mus; 
ead.‚ ‘Westminster als Modell’, 324.
38 See Pyta, ‘Weimarer Republik als Experimentierfeld’, 42; Recker, ‘West
minster als Modell’, 318–19.
39 DBT, 4. WP, 6. Sitzung (6 Dec. 1961), 65.
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not only the in sti tutional ization of polit ical com prom ise dif fered in the 
two parlia ments, but also the associ ated inter pret ations of the polit
ical func tion of com prom ise, which can be traced in parlia mentary 
debates.

III. Parliamentary Debates and Cultures of Compromise

Compromise does not usually emerge from parliamentary de bates. 
Rather, it is gen erally achieved in party or parlia mentary commit tees, 
and also in in formal dis cussions be tween MPs, since the sociabil ity of 
parlia mentarians, which often cuts across parties, plays an import ant 
role.40 How ever, for re search into the cul tures of com prom ise, which 
aims to identify the mani fold social pre conditions for this par ticu lar 
kind of con flict settle ment, parlia mentary de bates form an excel lent 
source. There we can not only examine the differ ent uses and evalu
ations of the term ‘com prom ise’ and the changes associ ated with it, but 
parlia mentary de bates in both coun tries also pro vide infor mation on 
what ex pect ations were associ ated with com prom ise, which polit ical 
con flicts could be regard ed as sub ject to com prom ise in the first place, 
and, last but not least, where com prom ise was considered im possible. 
To this end, the steno graphic minutes of the House of Com mons and 
the Bundes tag for the period from 1949 until the 1990s will be ana
lysed using a com bin ation of quantita tive and qualita tive methods. 
The dis cussion pro ceeds in three steps. First, how are com prom ises 
justi fied and con noted in parlia mentary speech acts? Is the notion of 
‘com prom ise’ used differ ently in Brit ain and Ger many? Second, how 
is the relation ship be tween dem ocracy and com prom ise de scribed? 
And how is this re lated to the selfunderstanding of parlia mentarism 
in both coun tries? Third, how are the limits of com prom ise de scribed 
in these de bates? Which issues are con sidered nonnegotiable? And 
with which counter parts is it im possible to com prom ise?

40 See Thomas Mergel, Parlamentarische Kultur in der Weimarer Repub lik: Po li tische 
Kommunikation, symbolische Politik und Öffentlichkeit im Reichs tag (Düssel dorf, 
2002).
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‘True’ or ‘Fair’ Compromise?

An analysis of the uses of the word ‘com prom ise’ in the House of Com
mons and in the Bundes tag faces the prob lem that it cap tures terms 
of both refer ence and ana lysis. Their uses differ signifi cantly in some 
cases: while ‘com prom ise’ as an ana lytical term draws a sharp line 
between itself and both ‘con sensus’ and ‘deal’ in order to create a clearly 
de finable study area in the first place,41 this clearcut de mar cation is 
blurred in the lan guage of the source. For ana lytical pur poses, then, 
the term ‘com prom ise’ must be con sidered as an ideal type (to use Max 
Weber’s con cept), and there fore the vari ations in the usage of the term 
which we can find in the sources are import ant for the investi gation, in 
that rele vant aspects of the differ ent cul tures of com prom ise become 
vis ible through the ana lysis of shift ing seman tic borders. When ever 
com prom ise has been men tioned in the House of Com mons or in 
the Bundes tag since the late 1940s, it has been em bedded in differ ent 
seman tic fields. Such differ ences can be investi gated by apply ing collo
cation ana lyses that stat istic ally repre sent the prox imity and cluster ing 
of adject ives with which the term ‘com prom ise’ is linked.42

A quantitative analysis—for example in the form of an evalu ation 
of the fre quency of the term ‘com prom ise’, or a collo cation ana lysis 
of the adject ives oc cur ring to gether with it—only pro vides meaning
ful results when accom panied by a qualita tive ana lysis of the con tent. 
Neither the fre quency of occur rence of the term ‘com prom ise’ nor the 
posi tive or nega tive attri bution of this term allow us to dir ectly con
clude a par ticu larly compromisefriendly or compromiseunfriendly 
polit ical cul ture, as the com pari son of the con tent with the de bates 
shows. How ever, when these are com bined with a qualita tive ana
lysis of the occur rence and use of the term ‘com prom ise’ during 
parlia mentary de bates, reveal ing in sights emerge. This can be illus
trated by an ex ample: the alltime high in the use of the phrase ‘spirit 
of com prom ise’, which evokes the posi tive myth of Brit ish friendli ness 
to wards com prom ise, came pre cisely at the time of the dis pute over 

41 Cf. Willems et al., ‘Kompromiss, Konsens, Deal’.
42 Stefan Pulte and Bithleem Sagiroglou (RuhrUniversität Bochum) have 
helped me a great deal in creating collocation analyses of the word ‘com prom
ise’ in the House of Commons and in the Bundestag.
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Brexit, which is gen erally re gard ed as the nadir of the Brit ish cul ture 
of com prom ise.43 But this seem ingly para doxical result again points to 
the value of com bining qualita tive and quantita tive methods, for here 
the hypoth esis could be formu lated that the evo cation of a willing ness 
to com prom ise can also have an appel lative char acter aimed pre cisely 
at an opposing polit ical prac tice. The follow ing ana lysis, which seeks 
to cor rel ate quantita tive and qualita tive find ings, is thus con cerned 
with such com plex processes.

If we look at the British case, the first thing that strikes us is that 
in the House of Com mons—and like wise in the House of Lords—
posi tive uses of the term ‘com prom ise’ con sist ently domin ated in 
parlia mentary speeches (see Table 1). These were mainly sig nalled 
by ad jectives such as ‘reason able’ and ‘fair’, which are mir rored, as 
it were, by the most fre quently used nega tive ad jectives, in cluding 
above all ‘un satis factory’ and ‘shabby’.44 If this al ready im plies that 
com prom ise was primar ily under stood in Brit ish parlia mentarism as 
a more or less fair ex change of inter ests, the im pression is re inforced 
by the fact that the bound aries be tween com prom ise and the words 
‘con sensus’ and ‘deal’ were fluid. The notion of com prom ise in Brit
ish parlia mentary de bates thus re ferred to a spe cific under stand ing of 
polit ical con flict that corres ponds to what some com men tators see as 
Adam Smith’s ideal of a free market, ‘in which every one could simply 
trade fairly with one an other, each seek ing their best advan tage and 
then walk ing away without owing anyone any thing.’45 This does not 
mean, of course, that the Brit ish parlia mentarians who used the term 
‘com prom ise’ in this way were neces sarily con vinced that polit ical 
real ity really always re flect ed such mutual maxi miza tion of bene fit. 
But the use of this term had and still has a con sider able appel lative 
43 See keyword search for ‘spirit of compromise’ in House of Commons Han 
 sard, 1945–2021, at [https://hansard.parliament.uk/search/Contributions?start 
Date=19450101&endDate=20211231&searchTerm=spirit%20of%20
compromise&house=Commons&partial=False], accessed 27 Dec. 2022.
44 See House of Commons and House of Lords, list of adjectival collo cates, 
evalu ation of changes at tenyear intervals, 1950–2000, in Hansard Corpus: 
British Parliament at [https://www.englishcorpora.org/hansard/], accessed 
27 Dec. 2022. The statistical tool does not allow values for the House of Com
mons to be shown separately.
45 See David Graeber, Debt: The First 5,000 Years (New York, 2014), 399.
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poten tial, and in this re spect it also re sembles the term ‘free market’. 
As such, the geneal ogy of the al leged ‘Brit ish genius for com prom
ise’ which Fried rich Hayek sketched out in 194546 cer tainly made an 
import ant point: as I have shown, for him, com prom ise and the free 
market be longed in extricably together.

Table 1: Adjectival collocates for the word ‘compromise’ in House of Com
mons and House of Lords debates, 1950–2000.
ColloCate frequenCy* frequenCy per million

reasonable 545 0.68
possible 248 0.31
fair 220 0.28
noble 205 0.26
sensible 199 0.25
acceptable 178 0.22
good 165 0.21
honourable 162 0.20
other 140 0.18
British 120 0.15
satisfactory 114 0.14
necessary 113 0.14
right 112 0.14
political 111 0.14
best 94 0.12
difficult 80 0.10
happy 72 0.09
new 68 0.09
certain 61 0.08
present 61 0.08

* Frequency of the collocation within the interval of five words before or after 
the search item.
Data from Hansard Corpus: British Parliament, at [https://www.englishcorpora. 
org/hansard/], accessed 27 Dec. 2022.

46 Hayek, ‘The British Genius for Compromise’.
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In contrast, the term ‘compromise’ was used differ ently in the 
Bundes tag in the first dec ades after 1949 (see Table 2). There, the con
cept of ‘neces sary’ com prom ise domin ated, espe cially in the 1950s. 
Thus the intellectual–historical trad ition of Georg Wil helm Fried rich 
Hegel’s dictum ‘free dom is in sight into neces sity’ was com bined with 
the con temporary histor ical dimen sion of the Fed eral Repub lic strug
gling to take its first steps towards sover eignty. Over the follow ing 
dec ades, this seman tics grad ually shift ed to wards ‘sustain able’ and 
‘fair’, which can be de scribed as a grad ual align ment with the Brit ish 
seman tics of com prom ise.47 Com prom ise was thus also regard ed in 
the Bundes tag in the best case as the result of a ra tional recon cili ation 
of inter ests, albeit with a stronger em phasis not on common sense, but 
rather on the moral quality of the agreement reached.

Table 2: Adjectival collocates for the word ‘Kompromiss’ in Deutscher Bundes
tag, 1950–2000.

ColloCate frequenCy*
frequenCy 
per million

strenGth of 
assoCiation

gefunden (struck) 188 0.27 7.0681
faul (rotten) 164 0.24 7.0552
tragfähig (workable) 104 0.15 6.1565
tragbar (tolerable) 73 0.11 5.7027
fair (fair) 85 0.12 5.5356
vernünftig (reasonable) 187 0.27 5.5062
ausgehandelt (negotiated) 39 0.06 4.9622
erzielt (achieved) 40 0.06 4.8331
akzeptabel (acceptable) 36 0.05 4.7868
vertretbar (justifiable) 46 0.07 4.7838
ausgewogen (balanced) 47 0.07 4.7032
erreicht (reached) 24 0.03 4.0164

47 For the following, see the dynamic collocation analysis (word cloud) 
for ‘Kom pro miss’, Bundestag, 1949–2000, at Deutsches Textarchiv, [https://
kaskade.dwds.de/dstar/bundestag/diacollo/?query=Kompromi%C3%9F&d
ate=19502000&slice=10&score=ld&kbest=10&cutoff=&profile=2&format=cl
oud&groupby=l%2Cp%3DADJA&eps=0], accessed 27 Dec. 2022.
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vorliegend (on the table) 98 0.14 3.8571
unterschiedlich (different) 74 0.11 3.7687
Luxemburger (Luxembourg) 15 0.02 3.6503
gut (good) 193 0.28 3.4408
optimal (optimal) 18 0.03 3.4295
historisch (historic) 27 0.04 3.4084
schlecht (bad) 32 0.05 3.3154
annehmbar (adequate) 10 0.01 3.0546

* Frequency of the collocation within the interval of five words before or after 
the search item and only within the same sentence.
Data from Deutsches Textarchiv, at [https://kaskade.dwds.de/dstar/bundestag/],  
accessed 27 Dec. 2022. All forms and combinations of the word ‘Kompromiss’ 
have been considered.

Thus in German parliamentary usage of the word Kom pro miss (‘com
prom ise’), the con flict be tween inner con viction and outer polit ical 
action appears more strongly. This im pression becomes even clearer 
when one con siders the nega tive attri butions of com prom ise. In the 
Bundes tag, the ad jective faul, which means ‘rotten’ and refers to the poor 
moral qual ity of a com prom ise, was con sist ently the top nega tive attri
bution. Accord ingly, the use of the term ‘com prom ise’ in the Bundes tag 
was also char acter ized less by that seam less tran sition be tween ‘com
prom ise’ and ‘con sensus’ so char acter istic of the Brit ish case than by 
an oppos ition of these terms. Thus, on 14 July 1950, the German MP 
Georg August Zinn (SPD) justi fied the joint commit tee draft of a law on 
the elec tion of judges as follows: ‘As great as the differ ences in opin ion 
seemed to be, if one looks at the ori ginal drafts, it has been pos sible to 
find gen erally satis factory solu tions here, and with out any bad com
prom ises being made. It has been pos sible here to con vince each other.’48 
The Social Demo crat oppos ition polit ician thus praised the con sensus, 
which he ex plicitly dis tinguished from a—‘rotten’—com prom ise.

While a longterm trend of alignment with the British under
stand ing of com prom ise can be dis cerned in the Bundes tag, so that it 
ultim ately came to be con sidered as a ra tional recon cili ation of inter
ests in both coun tries, import ant seman tic differ ences re mained. These 
48 DBT, 1. WP, 75./76. Sitzung (14 Jul. 1950), 2731.
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were based on dis parate under stand ings of the nature of ‘com prom
ise’: ‘fair’ com prom ise in Brit ain was opposed to ‘true’ com prom ise 
in Ger many. So while the link be tween com prom ise and pragma tism 
which Martin Greiffen hagen aptly de scribes for the Brit ish case seems 
to have lasted, German decision ism49 was appar ently trans formed, 
though the em phasis on the inner, moral qual ity of the de cision50 con
tained therein has been preserved for much longer.

Finally, may we conclude from the use of positive or nega tive con
notations that there is principled hostil ity to wards or sym pathy with 
com prom ise on both sides? Un fortunately, it is not so simple. Often a 
strat egic relation ship is more appar ent: those who wanted to legitim
ize an achieved com prom ise, or push through a cer tain com prom ise 
solu tion, made posi tive attri butions, and vice versa. The lib eral MP 
Otto Graf Lambs dorff (FDP) summed up this mech anism in 1973 in 
the Bundes tag: ‘People always talk about rotten com prom ise when 
the com prom ise doesn’t suit them.’51 Talk ing about com prom ise in 
parlia ments there fore also forms part of a ‘blame game’ that thrives 
on the fact that un com prom ising be haviour is sanc tioned either posi
tively or nega tively in public.52 We are thus deal ing with compli cated 
feed back mech anisms be tween parlia ments and the public, the study 
of which still entails considerable challenges.

Compromise as National Tradition or Touchstone of Democracy?

The semantic differences in uses of the word ‘compromise’ which we 
have seen so far also point to differ ent selfperceptions in the House 
of Com mons and the Bundes tag. On the Brit ish side there exist ed 
an un broken and selfconfident parlia mentary trad ition after 1945. 
Fried rich Hayek’s assess ment, al ready quoted, that there was a spe
cific Brit ish ‘spirit of com prom ise’ was fre quently echoed in the House 
of Com mons. The abil ity to com prom ise was thus not only de clared 
to be a major ele ment of the in sti tutional selfunderstanding of the 

49 Cf. Greiffenhagen, Kulturen des Kompromisses, 19–48. 
50 Cf. Ulrich Pfister, ‘Einleitung’, in id. (ed.), Kulturen des Entscheidens: Narrative—
Praktiken—Ressourcen (Göttingen, 2019), 11–36.
51 DBT, 7. WP, 42. Sitzung (14 Jun. 1973), 2331.
52 Cf. also Baume and Novak, ‘Compromise and Publicity in Democracy’.
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Brit ish Parlia ment, but also a part of Brit ish iden tity. In the con text 
of a debate on the abo lition of the death pen alty, which had been 
con ducted in Brit ain through out the twen tieth cen tury, Labour MP 
Sydney Silver man declared in 1956: 

Where people are unanimously resolved to serve the same 
ultim ate end but are passion ately, deeply, sin cerely div ided 
as to the ways in which that can be done, it is in the Brit ish 
trad ition to look to some kind of com prom ise which will give 
to both sides some thing, per haps the bulk, of what they want 
with out con ceding the whole case to either.53

And during a debate on the Glasgow Corporation Bill on 24 April 
1956, Cap tain James Duncan, an MP for the Na tional Lib erals, also 
de fend ed his pos ition with an invo cation of the British trad ition of 
com prom ise: ‘The great thing in the Brit ish Con sti tution is com prom
ise and making a thing work.’54 Refer ring to com prom ise in the House 
of Com mons usually had a largely rhetor ical func tion in that it either 
served to legitim ize a com prom ise that had been reached, or was in
tend ed to per suade the opposing party to make such a com prom ise. 
In the case of the death pen alty, it actu ally took sev eral more dec ades 
before a com prom ise was finally achieved.

The Bundestag, on the other hand, had to build its selfconfidence as 
a dem ocracy in the first place after 1949, as the parlia mentary trad ition 
in Ger many had been inter rupt ed for twelve years by the Nazi dictator
ship. In the pro cess of re claim ing a demo cratic selfunderstanding, the 
notion of a trad itional German hostil ity to com prom ise was also repeat
edly ad dressed in crit ical terms. In 1950, during a debate on worker 
partici pation in German indus try, the con serva tive MP Jo hannes De
ge ner (CDU) de clared: ‘If we had been will ing to com prom ise more 
often in our German his tory, we would not be in the pre dica ment we 
are in today. I am a friend of work able com prom ises, and I hope that a 
com prom ise solu tion will be reached in commit tee.’55 So while in Brit
ain at this time com prom ise was talked about as if it were a selfevident 
na tional virtue, in the Bundes tag we can find peda gogical exhort ations 
53 HC Deb., vol. 548, col. 2629 (16 Feb. 1956).
54 HC Deb., vol. 551, col. 1724 (24 Apr. 1956).
55 DBT, 1. WP, 80. Sitzung (27 Jul. 1950), 2971.
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that served to ex plain com prom ise and estab lish it as the new stand
ard of polit ical cul ture. The Social Demo crat MP Helmut Schmidt in 
par ticu lar raised this point again and again. On 27 March 1968, for 
ex ample, the then SPD whip justi fied the neces sity of polit ical com
prom ise in govern ment co alitions in the Bundes tag:

There are people in Germany who use the expression ‘rotten 
com prom ise’ for this agree ment pro cess as a relic from the 
Wilhel mine age, or even worse: from an age that came later. 
I want to make it quite clear that anyone who does not have 
the will to com prom ise within him or herself is not fit for 
dem ocracy.56

In this way, compromise became the touchstone of success ful dem
ocra tization. Learn ing to com prom ise thus long en joyed the status of 
a selfimposed pro ject of demo cratic train ing in the Fed eral Repub
lic, sup port ed above all by parts of the Prot est ant milieu and by 
Social Demo cratic edu cation re formers. An import ant place for the 
dis semin ation of such ideas was the Bad Boll acad emy, a Prot est ant 
edu cational in sti tution found ed in 1945, which is now the largest of its 
kind in Europe. Accord ing to Sabrina Hoppe, its founder, Pastor Eber
hard Müller, was con vinced ‘that after the ideol ogy of Nazi Ger many 
only a cul ture of communi cation and ex change, a cul ture that is based 
on com prom ises, could anchor an under stand ing of dem ocracy in the 
young German soci ety.’57 This was also in keep ing with pro grammes 
which had been pro moted by the West ern allies after 1945 with the 
assump tion that in schools and civic edu cation in sti tutions the (West) 
Ger mans should learn to debate like the British.58

Other sections of German Protestantism took up the trad ition 
of decision ism, how ever. As Martina Steber has shown, in the 
1960s the Prot est ant theo logian Helmut Goll witzer casti gated the 

56 DBT, 5. WP, 161. Sitzung (27 Mar. 1968), 8469.
57 Sabrina Hoppe, ‘Demokratische Konsenskultur? Von der Sympathie des 
bun des deutschen Protestantismus für eine Ethik des Kompromisses’, Journal 
for the History of Modern Theology/Zeitschrift für Neuere Theologiegeschichte, 23/2 
(2016), 218–35, at 218, available at [https://doi.org/10.1515/znth20160029].
58 See also Nina Verheyen, Diskussionslust: Eine Kulturgeschichte des ‘besseren 
Ar gu ments’ in Westdeutschland (Göttingen, 2010), esp. 272–81.
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‘con ventional ization of Christian ity’ by the CDU and de fined Christian
ity in a steely tone as a rad ical counterprogramme to the soci ety of 
its time: ‘Gospeloriented, rad ically differ ent, of a “dy namic, revo
lution ary char acter”, un worldly, un com prom ising.’59 At tempts to base 
dem ocracy in the Fed eral Repub lic on a cul ture of com prom ise thus 
repeat edly wrest led with German intel lectual trad itions that pre ferred 
rigid ad herence to truths of faith and con victions. Luther’s legend ary 
closing words at the Diet of Worms in 1521—‘Here I stand, I can do 
no other’—had become firmly en grained in the German imagin ation 
and con tinued to be popular ized and trivial ized in many ways in the 
Fed eral Repub lic until more recent times, from Luther socks to Luther 
con doms.60 One might say that Martin Greiffen hagen epitom izes this 
dichot omy within German Prot estant ism. Start ing with his per sonal 
dis pute with his father, a staunchly authori tarian Prot est ant pastor, he 
con duct ed a theoret ical debate be tween mili tant decision ism on the one 
hand and an atti tude of scepti cism, toler ance, and willing ness to com
prom ise on the other.61

Such conflicts also shaped the debate when, on 13 March 1975, 
the Social Demo cratic Minis ter Presi dent Heinz Kühn, as the repre
sen tative of the Bundes rat in the Bundes tag, pro moted the North 
RhineWestphalian school reform and spoke in favour of teach ing 
chil dren to deal with conflict:

This means that the school must educate children in toler ance, 
in the abil ity to choose com prom ises, in the realiz ation that 
truth always con sists of par tial truths and is almost never only 
on one side. There fore, edu cation in the abil ity to com prom ise 
and in toler ance is the main task of the school.62 

59 Martina Steber, Die Hüter der Begriffe: Politische Sprachen des Konservativen 
in Großbritannien und der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 1945–1980 (Berlin, 2017), 
189–90.
60 See [http://www.luthersocke.de/] and ‘LutherKondome: “Hier stehe ich 
und kann nicht anders” ’, god.fish, 21 Mar. 2017, at [https://god.fish/2017/03/21/
lutherkondomehiersteheichundkannnichtanders/], both ac cessed 12 Dec. 
2022. On the older intellectual–historical traditions of German decision ism, cf. 
also Greiffenhagen, Kulturen des Kompromisses, 19–48.
61 Cf. Greiffenhagen, Jahrgang 1928, 17–22; id., ‘Anders als andere?’.
62 DBT, 7. WP, 155. Sitzung (13 Mar. 1975), 10806.
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Kühn presented these educational reform ideas, which at the time 
were the sub ject of a verit able cul ture war, in the con text of a debate on 
in ternal secur ity that had been prompt ed by fears of leftwing terror
ism in the Fed eral Repub lic. In the atmos phere of a state of emer gency, 
which again pro moted a cli mate of either/or, he thus at tempt ed to 
plead for toler ance of ambigu ity, though he was met with de risive 
com ments from conservative MPs. 

Whereas in the 1950s and 1960s the main concern had been to 
estab lish and stabil ize demo cratic rules in the Fed eral Repub lic, which 
in cluded learn ing to com prom ise, from the 1970s the demo cratic rules 
of the game were con sidered secure, pro vided that they did not appear 
to be en dangered from the out side—above all by terror ism. From the 
1980s, how ever, con flicts over com prom ise and dem ocracy shift ed back 
to the Bundes tag itself. After a threeparty system con sist ing of CDU/
CSU, SPD, and FDP had estab lished itself in the Bundes tag since 1961, 
a new party, the Greens, entered for the first time in 1983.63 Be cause 
of its ori gins in the new social move ments, this party ini tially ques
tioned the polit ical rules of the game that had by now become firmly 
estab lished. In par ticu lar, the Greens criti cized the fact that com prom
ises were not negoti ated in the Bundes tag and were thus reached in a 
nontransparent manner. Their criti cism went to the heart of the under
stand ing of demo cratic cul ture that had de veloped since 1949, which is 
why the Greens were now accused of being hos tile to dem ocracy.

This situation was repeated in a similar way when a postcommunist 
party, the Party of Demo cratic Social ism (PDS, now Die Linke), entered 
the Bundes tag after the first allGerman elec tion in Decem ber 1990.64 
Like the Greens before them, PDS MPs criti cized the lack of trans parency 
in reach ing com prom ises, and the estab lished par ties again cen sured 
their lack of under stand ing of dem ocracy. The new parties’ criti cism 
of the in sti tutional ization of com prom ise in commit tees and not in the 
public arena thus shook the very demo cratic selfunderstanding that 
the Bundes tag had so labori ously ac quired after 1949, which had mani
fested itself not least in the em phatic adop tion of the Brit ish model of 

63 See Silke Mende, ‘Nicht rechts, nicht links, sondern vorn’: Eine Geschichte der 
Grün dungs grünen (Munich, 2011).
64 Cf. Thorsten Holzhauser, Die ‘Nachfolgepartei’: Die Integration der PDS in das 
politische System der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 1990–2005 (Berlin, 2019).
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com prom ise. While the Green party was ultim ately con sidered ‘fit for 
com prom ise’, Die Linke, at least in the Bundes tag, shares the fate of the 
farright Alter native for Ger many (Alter native für Deutsch land, AfD), 
which only joined in 2017. In both cases a limit to com prom ise con
tinues to be main tained by the other par ties, al though here, too, the 
bound aries occasionally erode.

So while in the Federal Republic after 1949 it was be lieved by many, 
though not all, that a Brit ish cul ture of debate and com prom ise had to be 
adopt ed, that cul ture was per sist ently re gard ed in Brit ain as a na tional 
virtue. To a cer tain degree, the Brit ish ‘spirit of com prom ise’ was even 
con sidered an export good. During a 1953 debate in the House of Com
mons about ex press ing Brit ish grati tude for the Mar shall Plan through 
a scholar ship pro gramme for schol ars from the USA, the Labour MP 
Geoff rey de Freitas sug gest ed: ‘Mar shall schol ars should have a chance 
of learn ing our way of life and espe cially the value of our polit ical char
acter istics of toler ance and com prom ise. Of course we have much to 
learn from them as well.’65 In this paternal istic per spective, the USA 
became the grownup model colony which re ceived import ant im
pulses from Brit ain, but was also able to give some thing back. 

But what about the other colonies? After the Second World war, the 
wave of de colon ization repeat edly pro duced dis cussions in the House 
of Com mons as to how far the former col onies had pro gressed in adopt
ing those Brit ish polit ical vir tues that were seen as a pre requisite for 
peace ful develop ment. How ever, de colon ization was accom panied by 
vio lence from the begin ning. Thus, while in the Fed eral Repub lic it was 
above all do mestic polit ical develop ments, in cluding terror ism, that 
raised the ques tions of where com prom ises were applic able and where 
they were not, and also who was able to com prom ise and who was 
not, in Brit ain these debates were espe cially driven by the con fron tation 
with polit ical vio lence in the con text of de colon ization.

The Limits of Compromise

The limits of compromise can be described by a mixture of social, 
nor mative, in sti tutional, and epistemo logical bound aries, and here 

65 HC Deb., vol. 517, cols. 742–3 (3 Jul. 1953).
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we find some remark able differ ences be tween Brit ain and Ger many. 
For a long time, the House of Com mons has been marked by a rela
tively high degree of social and cul tural homo geneity, and there fore 
mutual recog nition among MPs has tended to pre vail. While this did 
not pre suppose shared points of view or nor mative assump tions, it in
cluded a mutual commit ment to a shared rational ity. This was based 
on often simi lar ori gins and social ization, in cluding a debate cul ture 
orient ed to wards sport ing com petition.66 In an at tempt to ad vance the 
longrunning re search contro versy sur round ing the Brit ish postwar 
con sensus, Dean Black burn has re cently shift ed the em phasis onto 
the import ance of shared epistemo logical found ations. He refers to a 
‘common en thusi asm for empiri cist reason ing’ among the Labour and 
Con serva tive parties: both were ‘commit ted to evo lution ary forms 
of change, and they es chewed the notion that any social or polit ical 
arrange ment was of uni versal value.’67 This is not an en tirely new 
argu ment, as it essen tially re formu lates the famil iar image of Brit ish 
pragma tism once again. But Black burn calls atten tion to the import
ance of shared basic epistemo logical assump tions as an ele ment of 
cul tures of com prom ise.

It might be argued that besides a shared epistemo logical model 
of empiri cism or crit ical rational ism, the alter native trad ition of the 
gentle manly ideal, which focused on per sonal trust as a criter ion for 
vouch ing for truth,68 still con tinued to have an effect in Brit ish polit ics 
after 1945. A good indi cator of this is pro vided above all by at tempts to 
have intri cate con flicts solved by com missions headed by honour able 
chair persons, as was also repeat edly at tempt ed—un success fully—in 
the debate on the death pen alty. In 1949 the Attlee govern ment set up 
the Royal Com mission on Cap ital Punish ment to find a com prom
ise solu tion to the dead locked dis pute. After four years of work, the 
Com mission’s report was finally pub lished in 1953. During a debate 
in the House of Com mons on 16 Feb ruary 1956, MP Sydney Silver
man quoted the cen tral result of this report: ‘ “We con clude with regret 

66 See Mergel, Großbritannien seit 1945, 31–2.
67 Dean Blackburn, ‘Reassessing Britain’s “PostWar Consensus”: The Politics 
of Reason 1945–1979’, British Politics, 13 (2018), 195–214, at 196.
68 See Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes, 
Boyle, and the Experimental Life (Princeton, 1985).
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that the object of our quest”—that is, a com prom ise—“is chimer ical 
and that it must be aban doned.” ’69 So it was still up to the House 
of Com mons to reach a com prom ise. In 1957 the Homi cide Act was 
finally re formed and the number of crimes punish able by death was 
re duced. Labour MP Charles Mapp had de fend ed the draft during the 
pre vious delib erations of the bill—‘I be lieve that this is an ex peri ment 
in com prom ise. It is a typ ical de cision of our race and coun try’70—thus 
using a refer ence to the osten sible Brit ish na tional char acter to appeal 
to the Con serva tive oppos ition.

Yet the compromise contained in the Homicide Act con tinued to 
be fought over by both sup porters and oppon ents of the death pen alty 
in the years that fol lowed. In 1961 the Con serva tive MP Fred Harris 
pro posed a na tional refer endum ‘to as certain public opin ion regard
ing a re vision of the Homi cide Act, 1957, to permit the full restor ation 
of cap ital punish ment for murder.’71 The sec retary of state for the 
Home Depart ment, the Con serva tive MP Rab Butler, bluntly re ject ed 
the pro posal: ‘No, Sir. The refer endum is not part of our con sti tutional 
prac tice.’72 This epi sode is signifi cant for our under stand ing of the 
limits of com prom ise in the House of Com mons: unlike the com prom
ise, the refer endum knows only winners or losers. As early as 1918, 
Max Weber had stated: 

The refer endum, as a means of both elec tion and legis lation, 
has in ternal bar riers that follow from its tech nical nature. It 
only answers with ‘yes’ or ‘no’ . . . The refer endum does not 
know the com prom ise on which the major ity of all laws are in
evit ably based in every mass state with strong re gional, social, 
con fessional, and other an tagon isms.73 

Thus to reject the idea of a na tional refer endum on the issue of the 
death pen alty in the early 1960s was to defend the Brit ish cul ture of 
com prom ise.

69 HC Deb., vol. 548, col. 2632 (16 Feb. 1956).
70 HC Deb., vol. 708, col. 1544 (18 Mar. 1965).
71 HC Deb., vol. 638, col. 1356 (20 Apr. 1961). 
72 Ibid.    73 Max Weber, ‘Parlament und Regierung 
im neugeordneten Deutschland (Mai 1918)’, in id., Gesammelte politische Schriften, 
ed. Johannes Winckelmann, 3rd exp. edn (Tübingen, 1971) 306–443, at 398.
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In the Bundestag, by contrast, limits to compromise were drawn from 
the begin ning. These limits, which were based on ideo logical differ ences 
that were seen as ir reconcil able, were direct ed above all at the KPD, the 
German Com munist Party, which was still repre sent ed in the Bundes tag 
until 1953 and was finally banned in the Fed eral Repub lic in 1956. How
ever they also applied to extreme rightwing speak ers. The East–West 
con flict had a stronger direct impact on parlia ment in Ger many, which 
was div ided until 1990, than in Brit ain. After the KPD was re moved from 
the Bundes tag, the limits to com prom ise were shift ed out wards under 
the banner of an anticommunism shared by all parties in the Bundes
tag, and were now mainly focused on the Soviet Union and the GDR. 
‘Any willing ness to com prom ise ceases where the funda mental rights 
and free doms of the con sti tutional order are to be re strict ed’,74 de clared 
FDP Whip Erich Mende on 1 Octo ber 1958, and simi lar state ments can 
be found in abun dance in the pro ceed ings of the Bundes tag.

The limits of compromise drawn visàvis the East ern bloc by the 
three re main ing parties in the Bundes tag only eroded in the con text of 
the Neue Ost politik (New East ern De tente) pro moted by the SPD from 
the begin ning of the 1970s. This policy was based on the assump tion 
that there would also be at least a limit ed willing ness to com prom ise 
on the part of the East.75 Al though the CDU/CSU did not sub scribe to 
this pos ition ideo logically, it did eventu ally adhere to it in prac tice. 
German re unifi cation was thus fol lowed by an era of crossparty con
sensus be tween the CDU and the SPD cen tred on com prom ise with 
Russia, which was seen as the suc cessor to the Soviet Union—and this 
has only broken down recently.

In the House of Commons, on the other hand, for a long time ques
tions about the limits of com prom ise arose less in do mestic affairs than 
in for eign re lations—a div iding line which has been in creas ingly blurred 
by mi gration. In add ition to the coun try’s status as a junior part ner of 
the USA in the Cold War, de colon ization, which began after the Second 
World War, played a cen tral role. The at tempt to re organ ize the Brit ish 
colo nial empire in the form of the Common wealth drew strongly on the 
guiding prin ciple of com prom ise, which was con sidered the crown ing 
74 DBT, 3. WP, 41. Sitzung (1 Oct. 1958), 2419.
75 See e.g. Helmut Schmidt on negotiations between Germany and Poland, 
DBT, 7. WP. 202. Sitzung (26 Nov. 1975), 13972–4.
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achieve ment of Brit ain’s selfdeclared civil izing mis sion: ‘This great 
con course of nations, the Brit ish Common wealth, has no future at all 
in a turbu lent world unless it is based upon com passion, toler ance and 
com prom ise’, Viscount Hinchingbrooke stated on 4 July 1960.76

Yet the conflicts that soon evolved during the pro cess of de colon
ization also prompt ed the ques tion of whether com prom ises with 
the former colo nial other were pos sible at all. In 1775, when Edmund 
Burke had cam paigned in the House of Com mons for a com prom ise 
with the Ameri can col onies, he based this above all on the fact that ‘the 
people of the col onies are descend ents of English men’ and thus also 
pos sessed the Eng lish will to free dom.77 But what if the col on ized were 
not con sidered equal? On 8 Novem ber 1974, Con serva tive MP Ronald 
Bell blamed the Afri can negoti ating cul ture of the indaba for the fail ure 
of the recent talks between Rho desian Prime Minis ter Ian Smith and 
Bishop Muzorewa, the leader of the United Afri can Na tional Council: 

the discussion on whether the terms of that agree ment should 
be ap proved pro ceeded by the Afri can pro cess of indaba in
stead of by the Euro pean pro cess of dis cussion and vote. Had 
it been dealt with by dis cussion and major ity vote, which is 
after all, what we under stand by dem ocracy—that is to say, by 
the repre sen tative system—we should have seen an end of the 
Rho desia prob lem by now . . . One cannot have this medi aeval 
or, rather, primi tive Afri can system of indaba on one side of 
the negoti ations and pleni potentiaries on the other. It does not 
make sense, and it will never work.78

While on the one hand it was debated whether Africans still lacked an 
equiva lent to the Brit ish cul ture of com prom ise—if the former colo nial 
others were con sidered capable of com prom ise at all—on the other hand 
it was repeat edly stated in the House of Com mons that, as in the case 
of South ern Rho desia, it was repre sen tatives of the White set tlers, such 
as Ian Smith, who made the limits of com prom ise abun dantly clear.79

76 HC Deb., vol. 626, col. 116 (4 July 1960); see also Beverley Baxter, HC Deb., 
vol. 470, col. 1554 (5 Dec. 1949).
77 Burke, Conciliation with the Colonies, 28.
78 HC Deb., vol. 880, col. 1481 (8 Nov. 1974).
79 See e.g. Humphry Berkeley, HC Deb., vol. 720, col. 589 (12 Nov. 1965); 
Andrew Faulds, HC Deb., vol. 737, cols. 1672–4 (8 Dec. 1966).
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The conflict over Northern Ireland, which grew into a civil war, also 
put stress on the cul ture of com prom ise in the House of Com mons. 
Even after the Good Friday Agree ment of 1998, which put a tem porary 
end to the vio lence, the con flict raised a prob lem that had al ready arisen 
in the con text of de colon ization: what kinds of deal ings were pos sible 
and appro priate with rad ical oppon ents of com prom ise or even with 
terror ists? Where were the limits here? Thus, from the 1960s on wards, 
an everdeeper divide grad ually emerged be tween those MPs who 
favoured com prom ise solu tions and those who, in case of doubt, advo
cated noncompromise—that is, vio lence. A sym bolic turn ing point was 
the sink ing of the ARA Gen eral Bel grano in the Falk lands War in 1982. 
The tor pedoes Mar garet Thatcher had ordered to be fired at the Argen
tinian war ship, as was point ed out in the House of Com mons at the 
time, wil fully sank the chances of set tling the Falk lands con flict through 
a com prom ise.80 Long before the dis pute over Brit ish member ship of 
the EU, this marked a deep break in the Brit ish cul ture of com prom ise 
on the part of the Thatcher ites,81 who thus seem ingly took a con trary 
course to the Fed eral Repub lic.

There is much to suggest that the limits of compromise have con
tinued to shift in both coun tries during the last three dec ades, but this 
must be left for a more de tailed investi gation. Here we can only hint at 
the lines that need to be fol lowed. For the Brit ish case, it remains to be 
clari fied in more detail what con nection exist ed be tween the path to 
Brexit and changes to the na tional cul ture of com prom ise. The start ing 
hypoth esis would be that the Brit ish pro cess of alien ation from the EU 
can be seen above all in the way the socalled Luxem bourg Com prom ise 
was hand led: from 1966, due to a French intervention, an in formal veto 
right exist ed in the Coun cil of Minis ters of the EEC in cases in which a 
coun try’s na tional inter ests stood in the way of a de cision with a quali
fied major ity.82 Para dox ically, the Euro pean cul ture of com prom ise was 

80 Cf. Tam Dalyell, HC Deb., vol. 34, col. 900 (21 Dec. 1982).
81 See Richard Toye, ‘From “Consensus” to “Common Ground”: The Rhet oric 
of the Postwar Settlement and its Collapse’, Journal of Contemporary His tory, 
48/1 (2013), 3–23; Steber, Hüter der Begriffe, esp. 90–2.
82 Cf. Helen Wallace, Pascaline Winand, and JeanMarie Palayret (eds.), 
Visions, Votes and Vetoes: The Empty Chair Crisis and the Luxembourg Com prom-
ise Forty Years On (Brussels, 2006); N. Piers Ludlow, The European Commun ity 
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thus based on not having to com prom ise in cer tain cases. The grad
ual ero sion of this un official right of veto set in motion a debate in the 
House of Com mons that began in the 1980s and finally culmin ated in 
Brexit. The fact that the ultim ate de cision re sult ed from a refer endum, 
which, as we have seen, had been con sidered an in appro priate polit ical 
decisionmaking prac tice as re cently as the 1960s, marked a deep rup
ture in the Brit ish cul ture of com prom ise: it was one of those yes/no 
de cisions aptly char acter ized by Max Weber, one that allowed a narrow 
major ity to tri umph com pletely over a minor ity.

In the Federal Republic, on the other hand, the limits of com prom ise 
seem to have ex pand ed with the nation’s terri tory since re unifi cation. 
This is illus trated in part by the contro versial asylum com prom ise, with 
the SPD agree ing to the farreaching re striction of the right of asylum, 
in cluding the amend ment of the Basic Law. In return, the CDU/CSU 
made only minor con cessions on the natural ization of for eigners in 
the Fed eral Repub lic, re ject ing the immi gration law de mand ed by the 
SPD.83 Above all, how ever, refer ence should be made to the grand co
alitions under Angela Merkel’s chancellor ship from 2005 to 2009 and 
again from 2013 to 2021, in which the CDU/CSU and SPD jointly formed 
the govern ment. During these years, com prom ise became the hall mark 
of German polit ics, epitom ized by Chan cellor Angela Merkel, who on 
the occa sion of her last partici pation in an EU summit in October 2019 
was praised by Luxem bourg’s Prime Minis ter Xavier Bettel as a ‘com
prom ise machine’.84

The consequences of the postunification era for the German cul ture 
of com prom ise still need to be exam ined more closely. Yet it seems that 
while the United King dom is cur rently suffer ing from the con sequences 

and the Crises of the 1960s: Negotiating the Gaullist Challenge (London, 2006), 
esp. 118–24; Kiran Klaus Patel, Project Europe: A History, trans. Meredith Dale 
(Cambridge, 2020), 23, 141.
83 See Ulrich Herbert, Geschichte der Ausländerpolitik in Deutschland: Saison-
arbeiter, Zwangsarbeiter, Gastarbeiter, Flüchtlinge (Munich, 2001), 315–22; Patrice 
G. Poutrus, Umkämpftes Asyl: Vom Nachkriegsdeutschland bis in die Gegenwart 
(Berlin, 2019), 161–78.
84 ‘Stehende Ovationen für die “Kompromissmaschine” Merkel’, Der Spiegel, 22 
Oct. 2021, at [https://www.spiegel.de/ausland/angelamerkelaufeugipfel
lobfuerdiekompromissmaschineaffcff8fff7e04c79bd80c3c14e4c3c12], 
accessed 13 Mar. 2022.
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of Brexit, which can be inter pret ed as a de parture from a long trad ition 
of polit ical com prom ise, the Fed eral Repub lic is cur rently strug gling 
with the fact that its ad herence to com prom ise, repre sent ed above all 
by German policy to wards Russia and China, has led the coun try into a 
dead end from which it is at pres ent pain fully trying to extri cate itself.

IV. Conclusion

Taking a critical view of the current mainstream position that lib eral 
soci ety is in crisis owing to a de clining ability to com prom ise, this art
icle first exam ined vari ous longterm inter pret ations of the con trast ing 
signifi cance of com prom ise in Brit ain and Ger many. In the Brit ish case 
there is a trad ition of em phasizing com prom ise as a na tional polit ical 
virtue, though this has been called into ques tion in the con text of Brexit. 
In the German case, on the other hand, it is claimed that an ori ginal 
hostil ity to com prom ise dis solved after 1945. These often stereo typical 
oppos ing de scrip tions, which have long circu lated be tween aca demia, 
polit ics, and the public, formed the start ing point for my dis cussion of 
the oppos ing cul tures of com prom ise in Brit ain and Ger many. Hence 
my focus was not on the tech niques of com prom ise, but on its social, 
cul tural, and in sti tutional pre conditions, and to this end I exam ined the 
House of Commons and the German Bundestag.

First of all, the different institutional anchor ing of com prom ise in the 
two parlia ments became clear. On the one hand, both the spa tial order 
of the House of Com mons and British elect oral law em phasize con fron
tation be tween oppos ition and govern ment, while com prom ises must 
be made primar ily within the polit ical parties. In the Bundes tag, on the 
other hand, the spa tial arrange ment was in herit ed from the Im perial 
Reichs tag. This re moved the govern ment as the head of the execu tive 
from direct con fron tation with the oppos ition and at the same time took 
into account the import ant role of federal ism, which repre sents a key 
driver of the in sti tutional ization of com prom ise in the Fed eral Repub lic. 
More over, Fed eral German elect oral law, unlike its Brit ish counter part, 
has focused primar ily on strengthen ing the polit ical ‘centre’. In Brit ain, 
by con trast, for a long time polit ical polar ization and the willing ness to 
com prom ise para doxic ally seemed to go hand in hand.
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While British parliamentarism after 1945 was supported by a great 
deal of con fidence in stabil ity and con tinu ity, West German parlia
mentarism estab lished a mode of crisis avoid ance in which the abil ity 
to com prom ise was to be guaran teed above all by the ‘com munity of 
demo crats’ and secured by the polit ical ex clusion of ‘ex trem ists’. The 
social and epi stemic common al ity among Brit ish MPs thus con trast ed 
with the appeal to ‘antitotalitarian atti tudes’ among members of the 
Bundes tag. This re flects the fact that the use of the term ‘com prom
ise’ had differ ent conno tations in the two parlia ments for a long time: 
it tended to be ideal istic in the Bundes tag, but more prag matic in the 
House of Com mons. These differ ences dim inished over the dec ades, 
and the Brit ish under stand ing, which em phasizes the ‘fair’ ex change 
of inter ests in a polit ical market rather than osten sibly dis reputable 
barter ing, grad ually pre vailed in the Fed eral Repub lic as well. Yet the 
reg ular, almost ritual invo cation of com prom ise in both parlia ments 
cannot simply be equated with a corres pond ing prac tice; rather, it often 
served to legitim ize polit ical agree ments or to exert pres sure on the 
polit ical oppon ent to reach an agree ment. This, how ever, pre supposed 
that com prom ise had a high status in the na tional polit ical cul ture.

In Britain, a dialectical relationship can thus be ob served be tween a 
dis tinct polit ical cul ture of con flict and the invo cation of com prom ise as 
a na tional virtue, repeat edly re newed in the House of Com mons. The 
latter not only served to invoke the na tional polit ical com munity across 
all con flicts, but also sup port ed a sense of global pur pose and thus 
at the same time stabil ized the idea of the ‘civil izing mis sion’, which 
came under in creas ing pres sure in the era of de colon ization. In the 
Bundes tag, on the other hand, which first had to ac quire a demo cratic 
selfconfidence, it was pre cisely the Weimar dem ocracy’s al leged in abil
ity to com prom ise that was seen after 1949 as a major cause of its fail ure. 
Con versely, the willing ness to com prom ise was repeat edly de clared to 
be a sign of demo cratic capabil ity in gen eral. The latter has been shaken 
in sev eral waves in the Bundes tag since the 1980s as new parties moved 
in that reg ularly criti cized the wellrehearsed parlia mentary com prom
ise routines as nontransparent; in Britain, major ity voting has so far 
pre vent ed such a develop ment. The ques tion of the limits of com prom
ise, how ever, not only con cerned pro cedures, but also cen tred on the 
counter parts with whom com prom ises could be con cluded, espe cially 
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if they were enemies of lib eral dem ocracy. During the Cold War, com
munism and the Soviet Union were con sidered in both Brit ain and 
Ger many as im possible to com prom ise with. Yet while this atti tude was 
par tially sof tened from the 1970s in the con text of detente, the dis cussion 
of terror ism pro duced a new debate on the limits of com prom ise, in 
which advo cates and oppon ents of com prom ise in creas ingly clashed. 
In this con text, the study of cul tures of com prom ise also touches on 
historio graphical de bates about the role of the ‘state of ex ception’ in lib
eral dem ocracies during the Cold War.85

It thus remains to be investigated in more detail how far the changes 
in the role of the cul tures of com prom ise in Great Brit ain and Ger many 
since the 1980s and 1990s that are sug gest ed by the find ings to date 
can be ex plained. Ini tially, there is much to sug gest that after a pro
cess of align ment in the first postwar dec ades, in which the Fed eral 
Repub lic adopt ed a Britishstyle cul ture of com prom ise, Brit ain, which 
had trad ition ally prided itself on its ‘spirit of com prom ise’, moved in 
the oppos ite dir ection. The fact that a refer endum, which structur ally 
repre sents an antith esis to com prom ise, sealed the Brexit de cision in 
2016 can be seen as a power ful symp tom, though it still needs a deeper 
explanation.

This would require an analysis of parliamentary debates in both 
coun tries that goes beyond the pres ent study. Our view of the cul tures 
of com prom ise in Great Brit ain and the Fed eral Repub lic as a whole 
must also be ex pand ed. Three areas seem par ticu larly import ant here. 
First, the study of cul tures of com prom ise should also take in parlia
ments beyond the na tional frame work. This in cludes both the Euro pean 
and the re gional level, which would have to be exam ined at least by 
way of ex ample. A stronger dis tinction would also have to be made be
tween differ ent party land scapes in a conceptual–historical per spective. 
Second, it will be neces sary to look at inter actions be tween polit ics and 
the public. To this end, the media’s hand ling of the con cept of com
prom ise needs to be exam ined in par ticu lar, as does the differ ence 
made by social media. And third, to what extent are differ ent cul tures 
of com prom ise also rooted in every day com muni cative prac tices? And 
85 See Cornelia Rauh and Dirk Schumann (eds.), Ausnahmezustände: Ent gren-
zungen und Regulierungen in Europa während des Kalten Krieges (Göttingen, 
2015).
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to what extent are these, in turn, linked to polit ical and peda gogical con
cepts that aim to bring about the every day normal ization of prac tices 
of com prom ise as a con trib ution to anchor ing dem ocracy? It makes all 
the more sense to look at these con cepts be cause, in view of the cur rent 
dis course of a crisis in lib eral dem ocracy, the old ways of re act ing to 
the ex peri ence of dictator ship after 1945 are in part ex peri encing a new 
boom.

The ongoing historicization of cultures of compromise in Brit ain and 
Ger many will embed de bates about the con nection be tween dem ocracy 
and com prom ise86 more deeply in the con text of the multi farious his
tory of lib eral dem ocracy and thereby hope fully also con tri bute to a 
less agi tated view of cur rent crisis debates. Above all, this is also the 
pre requisite for answer ing the cru cial ques tion of whether polit ical con
flicts in Brit ain and Ger many were re solved in prac tice more or less by 
way of com prom ise. In this way, the study of this sub ject can hope
fully also con tri bute to dis cuss ing fur ther a funda mental ques tion: the 
signifi cance of polit ical cul tures for polit ical decisionmaking pro cesses 
in democracies.

86 For an excellent overview of the different positions, see Sandrine Baume 
and Stéphanie Novak, ‘Introduction’, in eaed. (eds.), Compromises in Democracy, 

1–18, at 2–4. 
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