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CHAPTER 1

The creation of the Weimar Republic and its early years of crisis



The purpose of this chapter is to consider the events that occurred in Germany during the final days of the First World War and how they led to the German Revolution and the creation of the new democratic republic. These were dramatic and difficult times for German politicians and their people. The country was obliged to sign the Treaty of Versailles, imposed by the Allies, and that document was to mar the post-war years for its citizens. On top of that, Germany faced severe political and economic difficulties, resulting in the hyperinflation of 1923 when its currency became totally worthless. Not surprisingly, some Germans lost confidence in the government, which at times threatened the very existence of the republic. The following themes will be covered:


•  The collapse of Imperial Germany

•  The German Revolution

•  The National Assembly and Weimar

•  The Treaty of Versailles Inflation

•  Threats from the extreme left

•  Threats from the extreme right

•  ‘A republic without republicans’?

•  The economic crisis constitution

•  The consequences of the Great Inflation

•  Stresemann’s 100 days



The key debate on page 55 of this chapter asks the question: What was the true nature of the German Revolution?
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Key dates



	1918 
	Sept. 
	Ludendorff conceded that Germany was defeated 



	  
	Nov. 2–9 
	Grand Fleet mutiny at Kiel. Rebellions spread – soldiers’ and workers’ councils formed 



	  
	Nov. 9 
	Kaiser abdicated and fled to Netherlands 



	  
	  
	Ebert appointed chancellor 



	  
	  
	Germany proclaimed a republic 



	  
	Nov. 11 
	Armistice signed with Allies at Compiègne 



	1919 
	Jan. 5–11 
	Spartacist uprising in Berlin 



	  
	Feb. 6 
	National Assembly met at Weimar 



	1919 
	Feb.–May 
	Disturbances, strikes and riots in many parts of Germany 



	  
	June 28 
	Treaty of Versailles signed 



	  
	July 31 
	Weimar constitution adopted by the National Assembly 



	1920 
	March 
	Kapp putsch 



	1921 
	Aug. 26 
	Murder of Erzberger 



	1923 
	Jan. 11 
	Franco-Belgian occupation of the Ruhr (not ended until 1925) 



	  
	Jan.–Nov. 
	Period of hyperinflation 



	  
	Aug.–Nov. 
	Stresemann’s 100 days 



	  
	Nov. 9 
	Munich Beer Hall putsch 



	1924 
	April 
	Dawes Plan proposed and accepted 
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1 The collapse of Imperial Germany


What were the problems faced by Imperial Germany in 1918?

What were the political changes caused by the October reform in Germany?



When war broke out in 1914 it was assumed in Germany, as well as by all the Great Powers, that the conflict would not last very long. However, by late September 1918, after four years of bloody war, Germany faced military defeat. The reasons for its eventual collapse go right back to the early days of August 1914, but these developed over the years that followed:


•  Germany’s failure to achieve rapid victory in the summer of 1914. The German High Command’s strategy was built on the notion of a quick victory in order to avoid a long drawn-out conflict with the Allies. By the autumn of 1914 the Schlieffen Plan had failed to gain a rapid victory.

•  Stalemate. Germany was forced to fight the war on two fronts: the east and the west. The balance of military power resulted in a war of stalemate that put immense pressures on Imperial Germany. The situation was made particularly difficult for Germany by the Allies’ naval blockade, which seriously limited the import of all supplies. And, although the German policy of unrestricted submarine warfare at first seriously threatened Britain, it did not decisively weaken it.

•  Strengths of the Allies. Britain and France were major colonial powers and could call on their overseas empires for personnel, resources and supplies. Furthermore, from April 1917, the Allies were strengthened by the USA’s entry into the war, which resulted in the mobilisation of 2 million men.

•  Limitations of the German war economy. Imperial Germany was totally unprepared for the economic costs of a prolonged war. It made efforts to increase arms production, but the economy was seriously dislocated by the disruption to finance and the collapse of trade.

•  Failure of the final offensive, March 1918. A chance for Germany to escape from the military defeat came when Russia signed for peace in the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in March 1918. This immediately enabled Germany to launch a last major offensive on the Western Front. However, it was unable to maintain the momentum and, by August, German troops were being forced to retreat. At the same time its own allies, Austria, Turkey and Bulgaria, were collapsing.



The socio-economic effects of the First World War

In 1914 the vast majority of Germans supported the war and there were no signs of the country’s morale and unity breaking down until the winter months of early 1917. Then, the accumulation of shortages, high prices and the black market, as well as the bleak military situation, began to affect the public mood. Social discontent thereafter grew markedly because of:


•  Food and fuel shortages. The exceptionally cold winter of 1916–17 contributed to severe food and fuel shortages in the cities. It was nicknamed the ‘turnip winter’ because the failure of the potato crop forced the German people to rely heavily on turnips, which were normally used for animal fodder.

•  Civilian deaths. The number of civilian deaths from starvation and hypothermia increased from 121,000 in 1916 to 293,000 in 1918.

•  Infant mortality. The number of deaths of children under the age of one year increased by over 50 per cent in the course of the war years.

•  The influenza epidemic. In 1918 Europe was hit by the ‘Spanish flu’, which killed between 20 million and 40 million people – a figure higher than the casualties of the First World War. It has been cited as the most devastating epidemic recorded, probably because people’s resistance to disease was lowered by the decline in living conditions.

•  Inflation. Workers were forced to work even longer hours, but wages fell below the inflation rate. Average prices doubled in Germany between 1914 and 1918, whereas wages rose by only 50–75 per cent.

•  Casualties. About 2 million Germans were killed, with a further 6 million wounded, many suffering disability. The emotional trauma for all these soldiers and their families was not so easy to put into statistics.



Social discontent, therefore, grew markedly in the final two years of the war. Considerable anger was expressed against the so-called ‘sharks’ of industry, who had made vast profits from the war. Resentment grew in the minds of many within the middle class because they felt that their social status had been lowered as their income declined. Above all, opposition began to grow against the political leaders, who had urged total war. Faced with the worsening situation on the domestic front and the likelihood of defeat on the Western Front, the military leaders, Generals Ludendorff and Hindenburg, recognised the seriousness of Germany’s position, and decided to seek peace with the Allies.


[image: ]

[image: ] KEY FIGURE

Erich Ludendorff (1865–1937)

A talented energetic general, who virtually became military dictator of Germany 1916–18. He tried to direct the constitutional reform in October 1918, but failed and was dismissed. After the war he supported the Kapp putsch and the early activities of Hitler’s Nazi Party, whose racial views he shared.
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The October reform

Once Ludendorff came to appreciate that an Allied invasion of Germany would lead to destructive internal disturbances, he pushed for political change. Ever since Imperial Germany had been created in 1871, it had been an autocracy. Now Ludendorff wanted to change Germany into a constitutional monarchy through the Kaiser’s handing over political power to a civilian government. In other words, he aimed to establish a more democratic government, while maintaining the German monarchy.

Ludendorff’s political turnaround had two aims. First, he wanted to secure for Germany the best possible peace terms from the Allies – it was believed that the Allied leaders would be more sympathetic to a democratic regime in Berlin. Secondly, he hoped the change would prevent the outbreak of political revolutionary disturbances. However, Ludendorff had a third and more cynical ulterior motive. He saw the need to shift the responsibility for Germany’s defeat away from the military leadership and the conservative forces, which had dominated Imperial Germany, such as landowners and the army. Instead, he intended to put the responsibility and blame for the defeat on the new leadership. Here lay the origins of the ‘stab in the back’ myth, which was later to play such a vital part in the history of the Weimar Republic. It was a theme soon taken up by sympathisers of the political right wing.

It was against this background that on 3 October 1918 Prince Max von Baden, a moderate conservative, was appointed chancellor. He had democratic views and also a well-established international reputation because of his work with the Red Cross. In the following month a series of constitutional reforms came into effect, which turned Germany into a parliamentary democracy:


•  Wilhelm II gave up his powers over the army and the navy to the Reichstag.

•  The chancellor and his government were made accountable to the Reichstag, instead of to the Kaiser.

•  At the same time, armistice negotiations with the Allies were opened.



What pushed Germany, in such a short space of time, from political reform towards revolution was the widespread realisation that the war was lost. The shock of defeat, after years of hardship and optimistic propaganda, hardened popular opinion. By early November it was apparent that the creation of a constitutional monarchy would not defuse what had become a revolutionary situation.


[image: ]

[image: ] KEY FIGURE

Prince Max von Baden (1867–1929)

Last chancellor of Imperial Germany, 3 October to 9 November 1918.
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Summary diagram: The collapse of Imperial Germany
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2 The German Revolution


How and why did the October reform fail to prevent the November revolution?

Why were the consequences of the divisions in the left-wing movement so significant?



On 29 October a mutiny began to spread among some sailors who refused to obey orders at Wilhelmshaven, near Kiel. Prince Max’s government quickly lost control of the political situation and, by 2 November, sailors had taken charge of other major ports, such as Kiel and Hamburg. These takeovers had been prompted by a real fear among the sailors that their officers were planning a suicide attack on the British fleet, in order to restore the honour of the German navy. The news of the Kiel mutiny fanned the flames of discontent to other ports, Bremen and Lübeck, and soon throughout Germany. By 6 November numerous workers’ and soldiers’ councils, similar to the soviets that had been set up by the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, were established in the major cities of Berlin, Cologne and Stuttgart. In Bavaria, the last member of the House of Wittelsbach, King Louis III, was deposed and the socialist Kurt Eisner proclaimed Bavaria an independent democratic socialist republic.

By the end of the first week of November it was clear that the October reforms had failed to impress the German people. The popular discontent was turning into a more fundamental revolutionary movement whose demands were for an immediate peace and the abdication of Kaiser Wilhelm II. The disturbances were prompted by:


•  The realisation by troops and sailors that the war was lost and nothing was to be gained by carrying on.

•  The sense of national shock when the news came of Germany’s military defeat – propaganda and censorship had delayed the reality for too long.

•  The increasing anger and bitterness over socio-economic conditions.



Prince Max would certainly have liked to preserve the monarchy, and possibly even Wilhelm II himself, but the Emperor’s delusions that he could carry on without making any more political changes placed the chancellor in a difficult position. In the end, Prince Max became so worried by the revolutionary situation in Berlin that on 9 November he announced that the Kaiser would renounce the throne and that a left-wing provisional coalition government would be formed by Friedrich Ebert:


•  ‘provisional’ as it was short term until a national election was held to vote for a National Assembly (parliament)

•  ‘coalition’ as it was a combination of parties, the Social Democratic Party (SPD) and the Independent Social Democratic Party (USPD) (see page 6).



It was in this chaotic situation that Philipp Scheidemann, one of the provisional government’s leaders, appeared on the balcony of the Reichstag building and proclaimed Germany a republic. (Actually, an hour later Germany was also declared a ‘soviet republic’ by Karl Liebknecht – a statement crucial for the shaping of the next few months of the German Revolution.) It was only at this point in the evening of 9 November that the Kaiser, who was in Belgium, accepted the advice of leading generals to abdicate. However, in effect, the Kaiser did not formally abdicate, he simply walked away and went into exile voluntarily in the Netherlands.
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Philipp Scheidemann (1865–1939)

Leading Social Democrat who declared Germany a republic on 9 November 1918. First chancellor of the Weimar Republic after the elections, but resigned in protest over the Versailles Treaty terms.

Rosa Luxemburg (‘Red Rosa’) (1871–1919)

Born in Poland of Jewish origins and badly disabled. Founder of the Spartacus League and was imprisoned for the duration of the war. Helped to create the German Communist Party on 1 January 1919, but was soon murdered in police custody in Berlin after the Spartacist uprising. She presented a humane and optimistic view of communism, in contrast with the brutality of the Bolsheviks in Russia.
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The left-wing movement

A genuinely revolutionary situation existed in Germany in early November 1918. However, the revolutionary wave that swept Germany was not a united force. In fact, the left-wing movement behind it consisted of three main strands.

The SPD (German Social Democratic Party)

The SPD represented moderate socialist aims and was led by Friedrich Ebert and Philipp Scheidemann. It dated from 1875. In the election of 1912 it had become the largest party in the Reichstag with a membership of over a million. Its fundamental aim was to create a socialist republic, but being wholly committed to parliamentary democracy, it totally rejected anything that might have been likened to Soviet-style communism.

The Spartacists

On the extreme left stood the Spartacus League (otherwise known as the Spartacists), led by Karl Liebknecht and the Polish-born Rosa Luxemburg.

The Spartacists had been formed in 1905 as a minor faction of the SPD and by 1918 they had a national membership of about 5000. From 1914 the Spartacists had opposed the war and they were deeply influenced by Lenin and Bolshevism. They had come to believe that Germany should follow the same path as Communist Russia. The fundamental aim of the Spartacists was to create a soviet republic based on the rule of the proletariat through workers’ and soldiers’ councils.

The USPD (Independent German Social Democratic Party)

The USPD had been formed in 1917 as a breakaway group from the SPD. It was led by Hugo Haase and Karl Kautsky. Although the USPD was in a minority in the assembly in the Reichstag, it had a substantial following of 300,000 members.

The USPD demanded radical social and economic change as well as political reforms. However, as a political movement, it was far from united and internal divisions and squabbles seriously curtailed its influence. The main disagreement was between those who sympathised with the creation of a parliamentary democracy and those who advocated a much more revolutionary democracy based on the workers’ councils.
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Friedrich Ebert



	1871 
	Born in Heidelberg of humble background and trained as a saddler 



	1889 
	Became a trade union organiser and SPD member 



	1912 
	Elected as a member of the Reichstag 



	1916 
	Chosen as leader of the SPD 



	1918 
	In November he was made chancellor of the provisional government when Imperial Germany collapsed. In November concluded the Ebert–Groener agreement 



	1919 
	Chosen as the country’s first president, a position he held until his death 



	1925 
	Died at the age of 54 of a ruptured appendix 




As a young apprentice Ebert became quickly involved in trade union work and his written and spoken skills were soon recognised by the SPD leadership. He quickly advanced through the party, covering a range of full-time political jobs, and in 1912 he entered the Reichstag. Although the First World War divided the SPD fundamentally, Ebert worked really hard to reconcile the different views in the party and in 1916 he was chosen as leader. However, it proved impossible to overcome the differences, which led a year later to the party splitting and the creation of the USPD.

When Germany collapsed in autumn 1918, Ebert wanted a democratic parliamentary government with a constitutional monarchy, but when events got out of hand the monarchy stood down and he accepted the chancellorship. It was a major success to manage to hold the first truly democratic German elections, which led to the National Assembly and the creation of the Weimar constitution. However, Ebert himself was attacked for endorsing the use of the army and the Freikorps to brutally suppress the more radical elements of the left.

From a humble background, Ebert was chosen to be the country’s first president in February 1919, a position he held until his death. He oversaw the years of crisis and applied the emergency decrees of Article 48 with success (see pages 52–3). Yet, he became the focus of scurrilous criticism from the extreme right. He was a man of great integrity and decency, who was a patriot and served his office with distinction and correctness. His character and achievements shaped the development of Weimar.
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Ebert’s coalition government

The different aims and methods of the socialist movement meant that there was a lack of unity in Ebert’s coalition government. Moreover, it should also be remembered that German society was in a chaotic state of near collapse, so the leading political figures at the time had little room to manoeuvre when they had to make hasty and difficult decisions.

Ebert was a moderate and was frightened that the political situation in Germany could easily run out of control. In Table 1.1, overleaf, the nature of Ebert’s major problems can be seen.
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Ebert’s main worry was that the extreme left would gain the upper hand. He recognised the growing number of workers’ councils and feared that they might threaten his policy of gradual change. He was determined to maintain law and order to prevent the country collapsing into civil war. He also feared that the return of millions of troops after the Armistice agreement, which was eventually signed on 11 November, would create enormous social and political problems. These were the main concerns in the minds of Ebert and the SPD leadership in the months that followed and were the main reasons why they made agreements with the army and industrialists.

Ebert–Groener agreement

On 10 November, the day after the declaration of the republic, General Wilhelm Groener, Ludendorff’s successor, telephoned Chancellor Ebert, as later revealed in the former’s memoirs:
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Wilhelm Groener (1867–1939)

Politician and soldier, who succeeded Ludendorff. Worked hard with Ebert to prevent revolutionary disturbances in Germany 1918–19. Committed to the Weimar Republic and served as defence minister 1928–32.
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SOURCE A
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[image: ] According to Groener in Source A, what did the two men agree on and why did the deal have important implications for the new republic?
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From the memoirs of General Groener written in the 1930s, quoted in J.C.G. Röhl, From Bismarck to Hitler, Longman, 1970, pp. 87–8.

In the evening [10 November 1918] I telephoned the Reich Chancellery and told Ebert that the Army put itself at the disposal of the government, that in return for this the Field Marshal and the officer corps expected the support of the government in the maintenance of order and discipline in the Army. The officer corps expected the government to fight against Bolshevism and was ready for the struggle. Ebert accepted my offer of an alliance …

At first, of course, we had to make concessions, for developments in the Army and in the homeland had taken such a turn as to make the vigorous issuing of commands by the High Command impossible for the time being. The task was to contain and render harmless the revolutionary movement.
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The Ebert–Groener telephone conversation was very significant. The Supreme Army Command agreed to support the new government and to use troops to maintain the stability and security of the new republic. In return, Ebert promised to oppose the spread of revolutionary socialism and to preserve the authority of the army officers. The deal agreed has become known simply as the Ebert–Groener agreement.

Stinnes–Legien agreement

A few days later, on 15 November, Karl Legien, leader of the trade unions, and Hugo Stinnes, leader of the industrial employers, held another significant discussion. The Stinnes–Legien agreement was, in effect, a deal where the trade unions made a commitment not to interfere with private ownership and the free market, in return for workers’ committees, an eight-hour working day and full legal recognition. Ebert’s provisional government endorsed this because the German trade unions were a powerful movement and traditionally closely tied with the SPD.

These two agreements with the army and industry have been severely criticised over the years, particularly by the left wing. Critics have accused Ebert of having supported compromises with the forces of conservatism. The army was not reformed at all and it was not really committed to democracy. Employers resented the concessions and were unsympathetic to the Weimar system. Nevertheless, there is a counter-argument that Ebert and the SPD leadership were motivated by the simple desire to guarantee stability and a peaceful transition.
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Left-wing divisions

By the last days of 1918 it was clear that the SPD had become distanced from its political ‘allies’ on the left, and their conflicting aims resulted in fundamental differences over strategy and policies.

SPD

German Social Democratic Party. Moderate socialists.

The SPD government became increasingly isolated. It moved further to the political right and grew dependent on the civil service and the army to maintain effective government.

Aim


•  To establish a socialist republic by the creation of parliamentary democracy.



Strategy


•  To make arrangements for a democratic Reichstag election leading to a National Assembly.

•  To introduce moderate changes, but to prevent the spread of communist revolution.



Policies


•  To maintain law and order by running the country with the existing legal and police systems.

•  To maintain the traditional German Army.

•  To introduce welfare benefits.



Leaders


•  Friedrich Ebert and Philipp Scheidemann.



USPD

The German Independent Social Democratic Party. Radical socialists.

In late December 1918 the USPD members of Ebert’s government resigned over the shooting of some Spartacists by soldiers. However, the split had really emerged over the USPD’s desire to introduce fundamental social and economic changes that the SPD did not want to adopt.

Aim


•  To create a socialist republic governed by workers’ and soldiers’ councils in conjunction with a parliament.



Strategy


•  To introduce radical social and economic changes.



Policies


•  To reform the army fundamentally.

•  To nationalise key industries (the transfer of private ownership to state ownership).

•  To introduce welfare benefits.



Leaders


•  Karl Kautsky and Hugo Haase.



Spartacists

Spartacus League. Revolutionary socialists.

On 1 January 1919 the Spartacists formally founded the Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, the KPD – German Communist Party. It refused to participate in the parliamentary elections, preferring instead to place its faith in the workers’ councils.

Aim


•  To create a soviet republic based on the rule of the workers’ and soldiers’ councils.



Strategy


•  To oppose the creation of a National Assembly and to take power by strikes, demonstrations and revolts leading to fundamental social and economic changes.



Policies


•  To replace the army by local militias of workers.

•  To carry out extensive nationalisation of industries and land.

•  To introduce welfare benefits.



Leaders


•  Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht.
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The Spartacist revolt

In January 1919 the Spartacists decided that the time was ripe to launch an armed rising in Berlin with the aim of overthrowing the provisional government in order to create a soviet republic. On 5 January they occupied public buildings, called for a general strike and formed a revolutionary committee. They denounced Ebert’s provisional government and the coming elections, which in their eyes were betraying the revolution. However, they had little chance of success. There were three days of savage street fighting and over 100 were killed. The Spartacist coup was easily defeated and afterwards, controversially, Liebknecht and Luxemburg were brutally murdered while in police custody.

The uprising of January 1919 showed that the Spartacists were strong on policies, but detached from political realities. They had no real strategy and their ‘revolutionaries’ were mainly just workers with rifles. By contrast, the government led by the defence minister, Gustav Noske, had not only the backing of the army’s troops, but also 120 ‘irregular’ military-style groups, Freikorps, with about 400,000 soldiers. He placed his trust in the generals in charge to use unrestrained force against the disturbances.
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Gustav Noske (1868–1946)

Born a basket-maker, he became a trade unionist and SPD member. He was the first defence minister in the early Weimar governments 1918–20.

[image: ]



These events created a very troubled atmosphere in the following few months. The elections for the National Assembly duly took place in January 1919 (see pages 12–15), although the continuation of strikes and street disorder in Berlin meant that, for reasons of security, the Assembly’s first meeting was switched to the town of Weimar. More serious trouble in Bavaria in April resulted in a short-lived soviet-type republic being established there (see pages 31–2). The Freikorps brought the disturbances under control, though, in each case, at the cost of hundreds of lives. The infant republic had survived the traumas of its birth.
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Summary diagram: The German Revolution
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3 The National Assembly and Weimar constitution


Were the elections for the National Assembly and Weimar constitution an achievement for democracy?

How fundamental were the changes brought about by the German Revolution?



Despite the disturbances across Germany in the months after the collapse of Imperial Germany, the new republic was still able to hold its first elections for a National Assembly on 19 January 1919. Most political parties took the opportunity to retitle themselves, but new names did not disguise the fact that there was considerable continuity in the structure of the party system (see Table 1.2).

Table 1.2 The major political parties in the Weimar Republic



	BVP: Bayerische Volkspartei (Bavarian People’s Party) 
	Leader: Heinrich Held 
	The BVP was a regional party formed from elements of the ZP in 1919 in order to uphold Bavaria’s local interests. It was conservative, but generally supported the republic 



	DDP: Deutsche Demokratische Partei (German Democratic Party) 
	Leaders: Walther Rathenau (see page 35) and Hugo Preuss 
	Formed from the National Liberals in the old Reichstag, it attracted support from the professional middle classes, especially the intellectuals and some of the businessmen. The party supported the democratic republic and was committed to constitutional reform 



	DNVP: Deutschnationale Volkspartei (German National People’s Party) 
	Leaders: Karl Helfferich and Alfred Hugenberg (see page 68) 
	The DNVP was a right-wing party formed from the old conservative parties and some of the racist, anti-Semitic groups, such as the Pan-German League. It was monarchist and anti-republican. Generally, it was closely tied to the interests of heavy industry and agriculture, including landowners and small farmers 



	DVP: Deutsche Volkspartei (German People’s Party) 
	Leader: Gustav Stresemann (see page 71) 
	A new party founded by Stresemann, who was a conservative and monarchist. At first suspicious of the Weimar Republic and voted against the new constitution. From 1921, under Stresemann’s influence, the DVP became a supporter of parliamentary democracy. It attracted support from the Protestant middle and upper classes 



	KPD: Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands
(German Communist Party) 
	Leader: Ernst Thälmann (see page 106) 
	The KPD was formed in January 1919 by the extreme left wing (Spartacists). It was anti-republican in the sense that it opposed Weimar-style democracy and supported a revolutionary overthrow of society. Most of its supporters were from the working class and it was strengthened by the defection of many USPD members in 1920 



	NSDAP: Nationalsozialistische Partei Deutschlands (National Socialist German Workers’ Party – Nazi Party) 
	Leader: Adolf Hitler (see page 140) 
	Extreme right-wing party formed in 1919. It was anti-republican, anti-Semitic and strongly nationalist. Until 1930 it remained a fringe party with support from the lower middle classes 



	SPD: Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (German Social Democratic Party) 
	Leaders: Friedrich Ebert (see page 7) and Philipp Scheidemann 
	The moderate wing of the socialist movement, it was very much the party of the working class and the trade unions. It strongly supported parliamentary democracy and was opposed to the revolutionary demands of the more left-wing socialists 



	USPD: Unabhängige Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (Independent German Social Democratic Party) 
	Leaders: Karl Kautsky and Hugo Haase 
	The USPD broke away from the SPD in April 1917. It included many of the more radical elements of German socialism and, therefore, sought social and political change. About half its members joined the KPD during 1919–20 while by 1922 most of the others had returned to the ranks of the SPD 



	ZP: Zentrumspartei (Centre Party) 
	Leaders: Matthias Erzberger (see page 35) and Heinrich Brüning (see page 106) 
	The ZP had been created in the nineteenth century to defend the interests of the Roman Catholic Church. It continued to be the major political voice of Catholicism and enjoyed a broad range of supporters from aristocratic landowners to Christian trade unionists. Most of the ZP was committed to the republic. From the late 1920s it became more sympathetic to the right wing 




The election results (see Figure 1.1) quickly led to the creation of the National Assembly on 6 February.
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In many respects the results represented a major success for the forces of parliamentary democracy:


•  The high turnout of 83 per cent in the election suggested faith in the idea of democracy.

•  76.1 per cent of the electorate voted for pro-democratic parties.

•  The solid vote for the three main democratic parties: the SPD, the DDP and the ZP, made it straightforward to form a coalition government, which became known as the ‘Weimar Coalition’.



However, it should be borne in mind that:


•  Although the DNVP gained only 10.3 per cent, it had backing from important conservative supporters, for example, landowners, army officers and industrialists.

•  The DVP and its leader, Stresemann, did not support the Weimar Republic in 1919 because they wanted Germany to have a constitutional monarchy.



The Weimar constitution

Back in November 1918, Ebert had invited the liberal lawyer Hugo Preuss to draw up a new constitution for Germany, and a draft was outlined by the time the National Assembly was established in February 1919. Preuss worked closely on the draft with a constitutional committee of 28 members over the next six months, although their discussions were deeply overshadowed by the dispute about the Treaty of Versailles (see pages 21–9).

The proposals for the new constitution were influenced by the long-established democratic ideas of Britain and the USA. Nevertheless, Germany’s particular circumstances and traditions were not ignored as, for example, in the introduction of proportional representation (PR) and the creation of a federal structure. Eventually, on 31 July 1919, the Reichstag voted strongly in favour of the constitution (262 for and 75 against) and on 11 August President Ebert ratified it.

The key terms of the constitution

The main features of the constitution are outlined below and in Figure 1.2 (page 16).

Definition

Germany was declared a ‘democratic state’, although it retained the title of ‘Reich’ (empire). It was a republic (all monarchies were ended). It had a federal structure with seventeen Länder (regional states), for example, Prussia, Bavaria and Saxony.

President

The people elected the president every seven years. He enjoyed considerable powers, such as:


•  The right to dissolve the Reichstag.

•  The appointment of the chancellor. (Although the president was not obliged, he tended to choose as chancellor the leader of the largest party in the Reichstag. In order to form a workable coalition government, it was necessary for the chancellor to negotiate with the leaders of other political parties.)

•  The position of supreme commander of the armed forces.

•  The capacity to rule by decree at a time of national emergency (Article 48) and to oversee the Reichstag.



These powers created a very complex relationship between the powers of the president and those of the Reichstag and chancellor.
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Parliament

There were two houses in the German parliament:


•  The Reichstag was the main representative assembly and law-making body of the parliament. It consisted of deputies elected every four years on the basis of a system of proportional representation (PR). The PR system allocated members to parliament from the official list of political party candidates. They were distributed on the basis of one member for every 60,000 votes in an electoral district.

•  The Reichsrat was the less important house in the parliament. It was made up of representatives from all of the seventeen state regional governments (Länder), which all held local responsibilities such as education, police and so on. But the Reichsrat could only initiate or delay proposals, and the Reichstag could always overrule it.



Bill of Rights

The constitution also drew up a range of individual rights. It outlined broad freedoms, for example:


•  personal liberty and the right to free speech

•  freedom from censorship

•  equality before the law of all Germans

•  religious freedom (and no state Church was allowed).



In addition to this, the Bill of Rights upheld a range of social rights, for example to provide welfare and the protection of labour.

Supreme Court

In order to settle different interpretations of law, a Supreme Court was created.

The issues

Since the Weimar Republic lasted only fourteen crisis-ridden years, it is hardly surprising that its written constitution has been the focus of considerable attention. Some historians have gone so far as to argue that the real causes of the collapse of the republic and the success of the Nazis can be found in its clauses. Such claims are based on three aspects of the constitution:


•  The introduction of PR.

•  The relationship between the president and the Reichstag and, in particular, the emergency powers available to the president under Article 48.

•  The fact that the traditional institutions of Imperial Germany were allowed to continue.



Proportional representation (PR)

The introduction of PR became the focus of criticism after 1945 because, it was argued, it had encouraged the formation of many new, small splinter parties, for example, the Nazis. This made it more difficult to form and maintain governments.

In Weimar Germany it was virtually impossible for one party to form a majority government, and so coalitions were required – sometimes of three and even four parties. Furthermore, it was argued that all the negotiations and compromises involved in forming governments contributed to the political instability of Weimar. It is for these reasons that many critics of Weimar felt that a voting political system based on two major parties, like in Britain (or the USA), which favoured the so-called ‘first past the post’ model, would have created more political stability.

Having said this, it is difficult to see how an alternative voting system, without PR, could have made for a more effective parliamentary democracy in early twentieth-century Germany. The main problem was the difficulty of creating coalitions among the main parties, which had been well established in the nineteenth century. The parties were meant to reflect the different political, religious and geographical views, and so a system of PR was the only fair way. By comparison, the existence of all the splinter parties was a relatively minor issue.

There is also the view that, after the economic and political crisis of 1929–33 (see pages 98–112), PR encouraged the emergence of political extremism. However, it now seems clear that the changes in the way people voted and the way they changed their allegiance from one party to another were just too volatile to be kept in check. It may also have been the case that a ‘first past the post’ system would have actually helped the rise of Nazism and communism.

The relationship between the president and the Reichstag

The relationship created between the Reichstag and the president in the Weimar constitution was meant to have a fair system of checks and balances, but this was very complex. It was intended to lessen the fears that an unrestricted parliament would become too powerful. Fear of an over-powerful parliament was strong on the right wing, and within liberal circles. It therefore aimed to create a presidency that could provide leadership ‘above the parties’ and limit the powers of the Reichstag. The president’s powers were seen as amounting to those of a substitute emperor. When the power of the president is compared with the authority of the Reichstag, it seems that the attempt to prevent too much power being placed in the hands of one institution resulted in massive power being granted to another. As a result, there was uncertainty in constitutional matters from the start.

The framers of the constitution struggled to keep a balance of power between the president and the Reichstag. Was the ultimate source of authority in the democratic republic vested in the representative assembly of the people – the Reichstag – or in the popularly elected head of state – the president?

Article 48

Matters were made more difficult by the powers conferred upon the president by Article 48. This provision provided the head of state with the authority to suspend civil rights in an emergency and restore law and order by the issue of presidential decrees. The intention was to create the means by which government could continue to function in a crisis. However, the effect was to override the power of the Reichstag in what the historian Gordon Craig referred to as ‘a constitutional anomaly’. Fears of the emergency powers were actively expressed by some deputies in the constitutional debate of 1919, and they later assumed a particular importance during the crisis that brought Hitler to power in 1933 (see pages 125–7). However, it should be remembered that in the crisis of 1923 the presidential powers were used as intended and to very good effect (see pages 52–3).

The continuity of traditional institutions

Although the Weimar constitution introduced a wide range of democratic rights and civil liberties, it made no provision to reform the old traditional institutions of Imperial Germany, such as:


•  The civil service was well educated and professional, but tended to conform to the conservative values of Imperial Germany.

•  The judiciary continued to enjoy its traditional independence under the Weimar constitution, but the hearts of many judges did not lie with the Weimar Republic.

•  The army enjoyed great status and many of the generals were socially linked with the Junkers. It sought to maintain its influence after 1918 and was generally not sympathetic to democratic Germany. It was the only real authority that had military capacity.

•  Universities were very proud of their traditional status and generally more sympathetic to the old political ideas and rules.



In Weimar’s difficult early years effective use was made of the established professional skills and educated institutions of the state. However, the result was that powerful conservative forces were able to exert great influence. This was at odds with the left wing’s wishes to extend civil rights and to create a modern, democratic society. So, while the spirit of the Weimar constitution was democratic and progressive, many of the institutions remained dedicated to the values of Imperial Germany.

What kind of revolution?

By mid-1919 a degree of stability had returned to Germany. The revolution had run its course and the Weimar Republic had been established. However, serious doubts remain about the nature and real extent of these revolutionary changes.

Undoubtedly, there existed the possibility of revolution in Germany as the war came to an end. The effects of war and the shock of defeat shook the faith of large numbers of people used to the old order. Imperial Germany could not survive, so Wilhelm II and the other princes stood down and parliamentary democracy was introduced. These were important changes.

Moreover, it should be remembered that the new constitution was a great improvement upon the previous undemocratic constitution of Imperial Germany and a very large majority voted in favour of it. Indeed, Weimar was initially seen as ‘the most advanced democracy in the world’. What the constitution could not control were the conditions and circumstances in which it had to operate; the Weimar Republic had other, more serious, issues than just the constitution, such as the Treaty of Versailles and its socio-economic problems. It seems unrealistic to imagine that any piece of paper could have resolved all of Germany’s problems after 1918. The Weimar constitution had weaknesses, but it was not fatally flawed.

In the end, however, the German Revolution was strictly limited in scope. Society was left almost untouched by these events, for there was no attempt to reform the key institutions:


•  The civil service, judiciary and army all remained essentially intact.

•  Similarly, the power and influence of Germany’s industrial and commercial leaders remained unchanged.

•  There were no changes in land ownership.



Certainly, plans were outlined for the improvement of working conditions and the beginnings of a welfare state by the government, but the SPD leadership hoped that all the changes would follow in the wake of constitutional reform. As it was, the divisions on the left really played into the hands of the conservative forces, who became increasingly influential in German politics. In the words of the historian M. Hughes (1988), ‘it is more accurate to talk of a potential revolution which ran away into the sand rather than the genuine article’.
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Summary diagram: The National Assembly and Weimar constitution
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4 The Treaty of Versailles


What were the most significant terms of the Treaty of Versailles?

Why has the Treaty of Versailles been so controversial?



For most Germans the Paris Peace Settlement of 1919 was a far more controversial issue than the new constitution. It had been generally assumed among German public opinion that the peace treaty would be fair. This was partly because defeat had never really been expected, even as late as the summer of 1918, and partly because it was generally assumed that it would be based mainly on US President Wilson’s Fourteen Points (see below).

It soon became clear that the peace treaty would not be open for discussion with Germany’s representatives. When the draft terms were presented in May 1919 there was national shock and outrage in Germany. In desperation, the first Weimar government led by Scheidemann resigned. The Allies were not prepared to negotiate, which obliged an embittered Reichstag finally to accept the Treaty of Versailles by 237 votes to 138 in June. This was because Germany simply did not have the military capacity to resist. Therefore, on 28 June 1919 the German representatives, led by Hermann Müller, signed the treaty in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles near Paris.

The aims of the ‘Big Three’

The Treaty of Versailles was a compromise, but only in the sense that it was a compromise between the Allied powers. So the really decisive negotiations were between the so-called ‘Big Three’:


•  Woodrow Wilson, president of the USA

•  Georges Clemenceau, prime minister of France

•  David Lloyd George, prime minister of Great Britain.



Woodrow Wilson

Woodrow Wilson has traditionally been portrayed as an idealist, as he had a strong religious background. Initially, he had been an academic, but he was drawn into politics when he had campaigned against corruption. At first he had opposed the USA’s entry into the war. Once he had declared war against Germany in April 1917 he drew up the Fourteen Points in the hope of creating a more just world. His main aims were:


•  to reduce armaments

•  to apply the principle of self-determination

•  to create a League of Nations in order to maintain international peace.



Georges Clemenceau

Georges Clemenceau was an uncompromising French nationalist. Germany had invaded France twice in his lifetime and he was deeply influenced by the devastation from the war in northern France. He was motivated by revenge and he was determined to gain financial compensation and to satisfy France’s security concerns. His main aims were:


•  to annex the Rhineland and to create a ‘buffer state’

•  to impose major disarmament on Germany

•  to impose heavy reparations on Germany in order to weaken it and to get recompense for the damage of the war in order to finance rebuilding.



David Lloyd George

David Lloyd George was a pragmatist. He was keen to uphold British national interests and initially he played on the idea of revenge. However, he recognised that there would have to be compromise. In particular, he saw the need to restrain Clemenceau’s revenge. His main aims were:


•  to guarantee British military security – especially, to secure naval supremacy

•  to keep communism at bay

•  to limit French demands because he feared that excessively weakening Germany would have serious economic consequences for the European economy.



The terms of the Treaty of Versailles

The key terms of the Treaty of Versailles can be listed under the following headings: territorial arrangements, war guilt, reparations, disarmament and maintaining peace.

Territorial arrangements


•  Eupen-Malmedy. Subject to a plebiscite, the districts of Eupen and Malmedy to be handed over to Belgium.

•  Alsace-Lorraine. Germany to return these provinces to France. (Mainly French speaking and with some rich iron deposits. Previously annexed by Germany in 1871.)

•  North Schleswig. Subject to plebiscite, Germany to hand over North Schleswig to Denmark.

•  West Prussia and Posen. Germany to surrender West Prussia and Posen to Poland, thus separating East Prussia from the main part of Germany and creating the ‘Polish Corridor’. (Mixed population, but mainly Polish except for the big towns.)

•  Upper Silesia. A plebiscite to be held in the province of Upper Silesia. (As a result, in 1921 it was divided between Poland and Germany, which caused great acrimony as the population was mixed and the area rich in resources.)

•  Danzig and Memel. The German coastal cities of Danzig (Gdańsk in Polish) and Memel made international ‘free cities’ under the control of the League of Nations.

•  Austria. The reunification (Anschluss) of Germany with Austria was forbidden in order to prevent making a stronger Germany. (Although the empires of Germany and Austria had been independent states, they were both German speaking and there had been demands for some kind of union after 1918.)

•  Kiel Canal and rivers. All major rivers to be open for all nations and to be run by an international commission.

•  Saar area. Placed under the control of the League of Nations for fifteen years, which was ‘administered’ by France. (A very rich industrial area, but mainly German. Voted to return to Germany in 1935.)

•  Rhineland. The Rhineland to be demilitarised from the French frontier to a line 50 km (32 miles) east of the Rhine. (The Rhineland remained part of Germany, but no fortifications allowed and no military forces to be garrisoned within the area.)

•  Germany’s colonies. All German colonies distributed as mandates, under control of countries supervised by the League of Nations, for example Britain took responsibility for German East Africa.
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Table 1.3 German losses resulting from the Treaty of Versailles



	Type of loss 
	Percentage of loss 



	Territory 
	13% 



	Population 
	                       12% (6.5 million) 



	Agricultural production 
	15% 



	Iron ore 
	48% 



	Coal 
	15% 




War guilt

Germany was forced to sign the War Guilt clause (Article 231). It read:


[image: ]

SOURCE B
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[image: ] Why did the Allies impose the clause in Source B and why was it accepted by the German delegation?
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From Article 231 of the Versailles Treaty, 1919.

The Allied Governments affirm and Germany accepts the responsibility of Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and damage to which the Allied governments and their peoples have been subjected as a result of the war imposed by the aggression of Germany and her allies.
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Reparations


•  Reparations sum was to be fixed later by the Inter-Allied Reparations Commission (IARC). In 1921 the sum was fixed at £6600 million.

•  Germany to make substantial payments in kind, for example timber. Also all coal production in the Saar region was to be given to France.



Disarmament


•  Germany to abolish conscription and to reduce its army to 100,000. No tanks or big guns were allowed.

•  Rhineland demilitarised zone (see above).

•  Germany allowed no military aircraft.

•  German navy limited to six battleships, six cruisers, twelve destroyers and twelve torpedo boats. No submarines were allowed. (The German fleet surrendered to Britain in 1918, but sank its own ships at Scapa Flow on 28 June 1919.)



Maintaining peace

The treaty also set out the Covenant of the League of Nations, which included the aims and organisation of the League. Germany had to accept the League, but it was initially not allowed to join.

The Diktat

No other political issue produced such total agreement within Weimar Germany as the rejection and condemnation of the Treaty of Versailles. The treaty’s terms were seen as unfair and were simply described as a Diktat. Germany’s main complaints were as follows:


•  The treaty was considered to be very different from Wilson’s Fourteen Points. Most obviously, many Germans found it impossible to understand how and why the guiding principle of self-determination was not applied in a number of cases. They viewed the following areas as ‘German’, but excluded from the new German state and placed under foreign rule: Austria, Danzig, Posen and West Prussia, Memel, Upper Silesia, Sudetenland and Saar.

•  Similarly, the loss of Germany’s colonies was not in line with the fifth of Wilson’s Fourteen Points, which had called for ‘an impartial adjustment of all colonial claims’. Instead, they were passed on to the care of the Allies as mandates.

•  Germany found it impossible to accept the War Guilt clause (Article 231), which was the Allies’ justification for demanding the payment of reparations. Most Germans argued that Germany could not be held solely responsible for the outbreak of the war. They were convinced that the war had been fought for defensive reasons because their country had been threatened by ‘encirclement’ from the Allies in 1914.

•  Germans considered the Allied demand for extensive reparations as totally unreasonable. Worryingly, the actual size of the reparations payment was not stated in the Treaty of Versailles – it was left to be decided at a later date by the IARC. From a German viewpoint this amounted to their being forced to sign a ‘blank cheque’.

•  The imposition of the disarmament clauses was seen as grossly unfair, as Britain and France remained highly armed and made no future commitments to disarm. It seemed as if Germany had been unilaterally disarmed, whereas Wilson had spoken in favour of universal disarmament.

•  Germany’s treatment by the Allies was viewed as undignified and unworthy of a great power. For example, Germany was excluded from the League of Nations but, as part of the treaty, was forced to accept the rules of its Covenant. This simply hardened the views of those Germans who saw the League as a tool of the Allies rather than as a genuine international organisation.



The Allies maintained a military blockade on Germany until the treaty was signed. This had significant human consequences such as increasing food shortages. Furthermore, the Allies threatened to take further military action if Germany did not co-operate.
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[image: ] How did the German cartoon in Source C condemn the Treaty of Versailles?
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A cartoon drawn in July 1919 from the German newspaper Kladderatsch, which portrays Georges Clemenceau as a vampire.

[image: ]



Versailles: a more balanced view

In the years 1919–45 most Germans regarded the Treaty of Versailles as a Diktat. In Britain, too, there developed a growing sympathy for Germany’s position. However, this was not the case in France, where the treaty was generally condemned as being too lenient. It was only after the Second World War that a more balanced view of the Treaty of Versailles emerged. As a result, recent historians have tended to view the peacemakers of 1919 more sympathetically. Earlier German criticisms of the treaty are no longer as readily accepted as they once were.

Of course, at the Paris peace conferences, Allied statesmen were motivated by their own national self-interests, and the representatives of France and Britain were keen to achieve these at the expense of Germany. However, it is now recognised that it was the situation created by the war that shaped the terms of the treaty and not just anti-German feeling. The aims and objectives of the various Allies differed and achieving agreement was made more difficult by the complicated circumstances of the time. It should be remembered that the Paris Peace Settlement was not solely concerned with Germany; Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey were forced to sign separate treaties. In addition, other problems had to be dealt with. For example, Britain had national interests to look after in the Middle East as a result of the collapse of the Turkish Empire. At the same time, the Allies were concerned by the threat of Soviet Russia and were motivated by a common desire to contain the Bolshevik menace.

In the end, the Treaty of Versailles was a compromise. It was not based on Wilson’s Fourteen Points as most Germans thought it would be, but equally it was not nearly so severe as certain sections of Allied opinion had demanded. It should be borne in mind that:


•  Clemenceau, the French representative, was forced to give way over most of his country’s more extreme demands, such as the creation of an independent Rhineland and the annexation of the Saar.

•  The application of self-determination was not nearly so unfair as many Germans believed:




    –  Alsace-Lorraine would have voted to return to France anyway, as it had been French before 1871.

    –  Plebiscites were held in Schleswig, Silesia and parts of Prussia to decide their future.

    –  Danzig’s status under the League was the result of Woodrow Wilson’s promise to provide ‘Poland with access to the sea’.

    –  The eastern frontier provinces of Posen and West Prussia were rather more mixed in ethnic make-up than Germans were prepared to admit (in these provinces Germans predominated in the towns, whereas the Poles did so in the countryside – which made it very difficult to draw a clear frontier line).

    –  Austria and Sudetenland had never been part of Germany before 1918, anyway.




•  Germany was not physically occupied during the war and, as a result, the real damage was suffered on foreign soil (France and Belgium).

•  The Treaty of Versailles appeared relatively moderate in comparison to the severity of the terms imposed by the Germans on the Russians at the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in 1918, which annexed large areas of Poland and the Baltic states.



The significance of the Treaty of Versailles

The historical significance of the Treaty of Versailles goes well beyond the debate over its fairness. It raises the important issue of its impact on the Weimar Republic and whether it acted as a serious handicap to the establishment of long-term political stability in Germany.

The economic consequences of reparations were undoubtedly a genuine concern. The English economist John Maynard Keynes feared in 1919 that the reparations would fundamentally weaken the economy of Germany, with consequences for the whole of Europe. However, Germany’s economic potential was still considerable. It had potentially by far the strongest economy in Europe and still had extensive industry and resources. As will be seen later (pages 43–7), the republic’s economic problems cannot be blamed on the burden of reparations alone. It should also be noted that by 1932, because reparations had been scaled back, Germany actually received more in loans under the Dawes Plan (see pages 72–3) than it paid in reparations.

It is not really possible to maintain that the treaty had weakened Germany politically. In some respects, Germany in 1919 was in a stronger position than in 1914. The great empires of Russia, Austria-Hungary and Turkey had gone, creating a power vacuum in central and eastern Europe that could not be filled, at least in the short term, by a weak and isolated Soviet Russia or by any other state. In such a situation, cautious diplomacy might have led to the establishment of German power and influence at the heart of Europe. However, on another level, the treaty might be considered more to blame for Weimar’s weakness because, in the minds of many Germans, it was regarded as the real cause of the country’s problems and they really believed that it was totally unfair. During the war German public opinion had been strongly shaped by nationalist propaganda and then deeply shocked by the defeat. Both the Armistice and Versailles were closely linked to the ‘stab in the back’ myth that the German Army had not really lost the First World War in 1918 (see page 4). It may have been a myth, but it was a very powerful one.

As a result, although the war had been pursued by Imperial Germany, it was the new democracy of Weimar that was forced to take the responsibility and the blame for the First World War. Therefore, Weimar democracy was deeply weakened by Versailles, which fuelled the propaganda of the republic’s opponents over the years. Even for sympathetic democrats like Hugo Preuss, Versailles only added to their belief that the gains of the revolution had been undone. In this way the Treaty of Versailles contributed to the internal political and economic difficulties that emerged in Germany after 1919.
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Summary diagram: The Treaty of Versailles
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5 Threats from the extreme left


How serious was the opposition of the extreme left to the Weimar Republic?



After the German Revolution of 1918–19 the left-wing movement (see pages 6–11) at first remained in a state of confusion:


•  The moderate socialists of the SPD were committed to parliamentary democracy.

•  The Communists (the KPD) pressed for a workers’ revolution.

•  The USPD stood for the creation of a radical socialist society, but within a democratic framework.



This situation became clearer when, in 1920, the USPD disbanded and the vast majority of its members joined either the KPD or the SPD. So, from that time there were two left-wing alternative parties, but with fundamental differences.

KPD opposition to Weimar

The KPD believed that the establishment of parliamentary democracy fell a long way short of its real aims. It wanted the revolution to proceed on Marxist lines (see box on page 31) with the creation of a one-party communist state and the major restructuring of Germany both socially and economically. As a result of the 1917 Russian Revolution, many German communists were encouraged by the political unrest to believe that international revolution would spread throughout Europe.

The KPD’s opposition to the republic was nothing less than a complete rejection of the Weimar system. It was not prepared to be part of the democratic opposition or to work within the parliamentary system to bring about desired changes. The differences between the moderate and extreme left were so basic that there was no chance of political co-operation between them, let alone a coming together into one socialist movement. The extreme left was totally committed to a very different vision of German politics and society, whereas the moderate left was one of the pillars of Weimar democracy.

Revolutionary disturbances

The KPD was indeed a reasonable political force in the years 1919–23. It enjoyed the support of ten to fifteen per cent of the electorate and there were continuous revolutionary disturbances – protests, strikes and uprisings (see Table 1.4).
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The most significant disturbances were ‘Red Bavaria’ and the ‘German October’.
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Marxism

Karl Marx (1818–83) was a German revolutionary who expressed his ideology in two major books, The Communist Manifesto and Capital, in which he outlined his scientific analysis of human society. He claimed that history was a continuous struggle of the classes between those who had economic and political power and those who did not. This continuous process of class struggle was known as the dialectic.

Marxists in the nineteenth century were inspired by the belief that the industrial age would culminate in a revolution in which the proletariat (working classes) would overthrow the bourgeoisie (industrial classes) by revolution and create a classless society.
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Red Bavaria

After the collapse of the Bavarian monarchy (see page 5), the USPD leader Kurt Eisner took the political lead there. However, he struggled to unite the socialist parties to implement reforms and was assassinated on 21 February 1919. In the wake of this, confusion broke out. A Bavarian Soviet Republic with a ‘Red Army’ of workers was set up by Eugen Leviné and proposed radical political and economic changes. Yet, after a month, the Freikorps and the army moved in and brutally crushed the republic with 1000 deaths in May, which became known as the White Terror. This traumatic episode in a conservative, agricultural Catholic area shifted politics to the right wing and it became a haven for extremists.

The ‘German October’

In the crisis of 1923 (see pages 52–4), left-wing revolutionary actions came to a head in central Germany. The KPD and SPD had formed coalitions in the regional governments of Saxony and Thuringia, but the communists went further and made military preparations for an uprising with ‘Proletarian Hundreds’ (defence units). In response, Stresemann’s government, by rapid and determined action, foiled the plan for the ‘German October’ revolution – the army crushed the units and the regional governments were re-created without communists.

The Red threat?

These actions by the extreme left gave the impression that Germany was really facing a Bolshevik-inspired Red threat and, as a result of right-wing propaganda, many Germans began to have exaggerated fears about the possibility of impending revolution.

Yet, looking back, it is clear that the extreme left posed much less of a threat to Weimar than was believed. Despite all the disturbances, the revolutionary left was never really likely to seize political power. The main reasons for their failure lay in a combination of their own weaknesses and the effective resistance of the Weimar governments:


•  Bad co-ordination. Even during the chaos and uncertainty of 1923, the extreme left proved incapable of mounting a unified attack on Weimar democracy.

•  Poor leadership. The extreme left suffered at the hands of the Freikorps, which removed some of its ablest and most spirited leaders, for example, Liebknecht and Luxemburg (see page 11). The later leadership suffered from internal divisions and disagreements on tactics.

•  Concessions. The Weimar governments played on the differences within the extreme left by making concessions which split it, for example, over the Kapp putsch in March 1920 (see pages 35–7).

•  Repression. The authorities systematically repressed the rebels with considerable brutality.



In the end, the extreme left was just not powerful enough to lead a revolution against the Weimar Republic.
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Summary diagram: Threats from the extreme left
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6 Threats from the extreme right


What were the aims and objectives of the extreme right?

Who were the plotters in the Kapp putsch and the Munich Beer Hall putsch, and why did they both fail?



Opposition from the extreme right was very different both in its form and in its extent to that of the extreme left. On the right wing there was a very mixed collection of opponents to the republic and their resistance found expression in different ways.

The ideology of the extreme right

In contrast to Marxist socialism, the extreme right did not really have an alternative organised ideology (apart from a shared intense nationalism). It was simply drawn together by a growing belief in the following:


•  Anti-democracy. It was united by its rejection of the Weimar system and its principles. It aimed to destroy the democratic constitution because it was seen as weak, which it believed had contributed to Germany’s problems.

•  Anti-Marxism. Even more despised than democracy was the fear of communism. It was seen as a real threat to traditional values and the ownership of property and wealth – and when Russian communism was established, it reinforced the idea that communism was anti-German.

•  Authoritarianism. The extreme right favoured the restoration of some authoritarian, dictatorial regime – although in the early 1920s there was no real consensus on what kind of strong government and leadership would be established.

•  Nationalism. Nationalism was at the core of the extreme right, but Germany’s national pride had been deeply hurt by the events of 1918–19. Not surprisingly, from the time of the Treaty of Versailles, this conservative-nationalist response reinforced the ideas of the ‘stab in the back’ myth and the ‘November criminals’. The war, it was argued, had been lost not because of any military defeat suffered by the army, but as a result of the betrayal by unpatriotic forces within Germany. These were said to include pacifists, socialists, democrats and Jews. Right-wing politicians found a whole range of scapegoats to take the blame for German acceptance of the Armistice. Worse still, these ‘November criminals’ had been prepared to overthrow the monarchy and establish a republic. To add insult to injury, they had accepted the ‘shameful peace’ of Versailles. The extreme right accepted such interpretations, distorted as they were. They not only served to remove any responsibility from Imperial Germany, but also acted as a powerful stick with which to beat the leaders of Weimar Germany.



Organisations of the extreme right

The extreme right appeared in various forms. It included a number of political parties and was also the driving force behind the activities of various paramilitary organisations.

DNVP

The DNVP (German National People’s Party) was a coalition of nationalist-minded old imperial conservative parties and included such groups as the Fatherland Party and the Pan-German League. From the very start, it contained extremist and racist elements. Although it was still the party of landowners and industrialists, it had a broad appeal among some of the middle classes. It was by far the largest party in the Reichstag on the extreme right and was able to poll 15.1 per cent in the 1920 election.

Racist nationalism

The emergence of racist nationalism, or völkisch nationalism, was clearly apparent before 1914, but the effects of the war and its aftermath increased its attraction for many on the right. By the early 1920s there were probably about 70 relatively small splinter nationalist parties, which were also racist and anti-Semitic, for example the Nazi Party.

Bavaria became a particular haven for such groups, since the regional state government was sufficiently reactionary to tolerate them. One such group was the German Workers’ Party, originally founded by Anton Drexler. Adolf Hitler joined the party in 1919 and within two years had become its leader. However, during the years 1919–24, regional and policy differences divided such groups and attempts to unify the nationalist right ended in failure. When, in 1923, Hitler and the Nazis attempted to organise an uprising with the Munich Beer Hall putsch, it ended in fiasco (see pages 37–9). It was not until the mid-1920s that Hitler began to bring the different groups together under the leadership of the NSDAP.

Freikorps

The Freikorps that flourished in the post-war environment attracted the more brutal and ugly elements of German militarism. As a result of the demobilisation of the armed forces there were nearly 200 paramilitary units around Germany by 1919.

The Freikorps were employed by the government in a crucial role to suppress the threats from the extreme left but became a law unto themselves. Since the Freikorps were anti-republican and committed to the restoration of authoritarian rule, they had no respect for the Weimar governments and were quite prepared to use acts of violence and murder to intimidate others. Indeed, after their bloody action in ‘Red Bavaria’ (see pages 31–2), they became key players in the ‘White Terror’.

Consul Organisation

From 1920 the Weimar governments tried to control the actions of the Freikorps, but a new threat emerged from the right wing in the form of political assassination. In the years 1919–22 there were 376 political murders: 22 by the left and 354 by the right. The most notorious terrorist gang was known as the ‘Consul Organisation’ because it was responsible for the assassination of a number of key republican politicians:


•  Matthias Erzberger. Murdered because he was a Catholic and a member of the ZP who had signed the Armistice.

•  Walther Rathenau, foreign minister 1921–2 (who drew up the Rapallo Treaty with the USSR). Murdered because he was Jewish and was committed to democracy.

•  Karl Gareis, leader of the USPD. Murdered on 9 June 1921 because he was a committed socialist.
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Matthias Erzberger (1875–1921)

A democrat and strong Catholic member of the ZP. Proposed the peace resolution in 1917 and signed the Armistice on 11 November 1918. Finance minister in the Weimar governments of 1919–20, but forced to resign following the infamous legal case. Assassinated by paramilitaries.

Walther Rathenau (1867–1922)

Jewish businessman and politician, who rose to prominence in the First World War. Pro-democrat and founder of the DDP in 1919. Served as minister of reconstruction and later foreign minister. Assassinated by the Consul Organisation as he was seen as a traitor and a Jew.
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Extreme right uprisings

Hostility from the extreme right against Weimar democracy came to a head with two uprisings: the Kapp putsch and the Munich Beer Hall putsch.

The Kapp putsch

The Freikorps played a central role in the first attempt by the extreme right wing to seize power from the constitutional government. This was because by early 1920 there was considerable unease within the ranks of the Freikorps at the demands to reduce the size of the German Army according to the terms of the Versailles Treaty (see page 24).

When it was proposed to disband two brigades of the army, the Ehrhardt Marine Brigade and the Baltikum that were stationed in the Berlin area, Wolfgang Kapp and General Lüttwitz decided to exploit the situation. They encouraged 12,000 troops to march on Berlin and seize the main buildings of the capital virtually unopposed, where they installed a new government.
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Wolfgang Kapp (1858–1922)

Prussian civil servant who helped to found the right-wing German Fatherland Party. Campaigned for the restoration of the monarchy, but the putsch was a fiasco.

Hans von Seeckt (1866–1936)

German general and monarchist who became head of army command 1920–6. His attitude towards the republic was ambivalent, although he served it better than many other generals.
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Significantly, the German Army did not provide any resistance to this putsch. In spite of requests from Ebert and the chancellor to put down the rebellious forces, the army was not prepared to become involved with either side. Although it did not join those involved in the putsch, it failed to support the legitimate government. General von Seeckt, the senior officer in the Defence Ministry, spoke to many colleagues and reputedly declared the following on the outbreak of the putsch on 13 March 1920:
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SOURCE D
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[image: ] According to Source D, why did Seeckt take no action in the Kapp putsch? What were the implications of his decision?
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Seeckt’s words, quoted in William Carr, A History of Germany 1815–1990, fourth edition, Arnold, 1991, p. 263.

Troops do not fire on troops. So, you perhaps intend, Herr Minister, that a battle be fought before the Brandenburger Tor between troops that have fought side by side against a common enemy? When Reichswehr [Reich defence force] fires on Reichswehr then all comradeship within the officers corps will have vanished.
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The army’s decision to put its own interests before its obligation to defend the government forced the latter to flee the capital and move to Stuttgart. However, the putsch collapsed. Before leaving Berlin, the SPD members of the government had called for a general strike, which paralysed the capital and quickly spread to the rest of the country. After four days, Kapp and his government exerted no real authority and they fled the city.

The aftermath of the Kapp putsch

At first sight, the collapse of the Kapp putsch could be viewed as a major success for the Weimar Republic. In the six days of crisis, it had retained the backing of the people of Berlin and had effectively withstood a major threat from the extreme right. However, what is significant is that the Kapp putsch had taken place at all. In this sense, the Kapp putsch highlights clearly the weakness of the Weimar Republic. The army’s behaviour at the time of the putsch was typical of its right-wing attitudes and its lack of sympathy for the republic. During the months after the coup, the government failed to confront this problem.

The army leadership had revealed its unreliability. Yet, amazingly, at the end of that very month Seeckt was made chief of the army command (1920–6). He was appointed because he enjoyed the confidence of his fellow officers, even though his support for the republic was lukewarm. Under Seeckt’s influence, the organisation of the army was remodelled and its status redefined:


•  Seeckt imposed very strict military discipline and recruited new troops, increasingly at the expense of the Freikorps.

•  Seeckt was determined to uphold the independence of the army. He believed it held a privileged position that placed it beyond direct government control. For example, he turned a blind eye to the Versailles disarmament clauses in order to increase the size of the army, with more modern weapons.



Many within its ranks believed that the army served some higher purpose to the nation as a whole. It had the right to intervene as it saw fit without regard to its obligations to the republic. All this suggests that the aftermath of the Kapp putsch, the Ebert–Groener Pact (see page 9) and the constitution’s failure to reform the structure of the army had made it a ‘state within a state’.

The judiciary also continued with the old political values that had not changed since imperial times. It enjoyed the advantage of maintaining its independence from the Weimar constitution, but it questioned the legal rights of the new republic and reached some dubious and obviously biased decisions. Those involved in the putsch of 1920 never felt the full rigour of the law:


•  Kapp died awaiting trial.

•  Lüttwitz was granted early retirement.

•  Only one of the 705 prosecuted was actually found guilty and sentenced to five years’ imprisonment.



The Munich Beer Hall putsch

Although the Munich Beer Hall putsch was one of the threats faced by the young republic in 1923, the event is also a crucial part of the rise of Hitler and the Nazis. So the details of the events also relate to Chapter 4 on pages 87–9.

The government of Bavaria (of which Munich was the regional capital) was under the control of the ultra-conservative Gustav von Kahr, who blamed most of Germany’s problems on the national government in Berlin. Like Hitler, he wished to destroy the republican regime, although his long-term aim was the creation of an independent Bavaria. By October 1923 General von Lossow, the army’s commander in Bavaria, had fallen under von Kahr’s spell and had even begun to disobey orders from the defence minister from Berlin. So it was both of these ultra-conservatives who plotted with Hitler and the Nazis to ‘March on Berlin’ (see Table 1.5, overleaf).
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By the first week of November 1923, Kahr and Lossow, fearing failure, decided to abandon the plan. However, Hitler was not so cautious and preferred to press on rather than lose the opportunity. On 8 November, when Kahr was addressing a large audience in one of Munich’s beer halls, Hitler and the Nazis took control of the meeting and declared a ‘national revolution’. Under pressure, Kahr and Lossow co-operated and agreed to proceed with the uprising. However, the tables were turned when Seeckt used his powers to command the armed forces to resist the putsch.

When, on the next day, the Nazis attempted to take Munich, they had insufficient support and the Bavarian police easily crushed the putsch. Fourteen Nazis were killed and an injured Hitler was arrested on a charge of treason.

The aftermath of the Munich Beer Hall putsch

On one level, the inglorious result of the Nazi putsch was encouraging for Weimar democracy. It withstood a dangerous threat in what was a difficult year. Most significantly, Seeckt and the army did not throw in their lot with the Nazis, which upset Hitler so much that he described Seeckt as a ‘lackey of the Weimar Republic’. However, once again it was the dealings of the judiciary that raised so much concern:


•  Hitler was sentenced to a mere five years (the minimum stipulation for treason). His imprisonment at Landsberg provided quite reasonable conditions and he was released after less than ten months.

•  Ludendorff was acquitted on the grounds that although he had been present at the time of the putsch, he was there ‘by accident’!
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The judiciary in Weimar Germany

Although the judiciary enjoyed independence under the Weimar constitution, the hearts of many judges did not lie with the Weimar Republic. As was seen with the legal cases after the two putsches, they were biased and tended to favour the extreme right and condemn the extreme left. Indeed, during the years 1919–22:


•  Out of the 354 right-wing assassins only 28 were found guilty and punished, but no one was executed.

•  Of the 22 left-wing assassins, ten were sentenced to death.
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SOURCE E
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[image: ] In what ways does the cartoonist in Source E try to deride the judiciary? And what concerns does he raise about the trial and the sympathies of the German judiciary for Weimar Germany?
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In a 1924 cartoon about the trial of Hitler and Ludendorff, a judge says: ‘High treason? Rubbish! The worst we can charge them with is breaking by-laws about entertaining in public.’
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Summary diagram: Threats from the extreme right
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7 ‘A republic without republicans’?


Why did it become increasingly difficult for the new republic to function as a democracy?



The optimism of the first election of the republic (see page 14) gave way to concerns in the election of June 1920. The results can be seen in Table 1.6 and they raise several key points:


•  The combined support for the three main democratic parties declined dramatically:




    –  1919: 76.1 per cent

    –  1920: 48.0 per cent

        (The figures do not include the DVP under the leadership of Stresemann, which voted against the Weimar constitution at first, but became committed to the republic from 1921.)




•  The performance for each of the pro-democratic parties was as follows:




    –  the SPD declined sharply from 37.9 to 21.7 per cent

    –  the DDP declined catastrophically from 18.5 to 8.3 per cent

    –  the ZP dropped down slightly from 19.75 to 18.0 per cent.




•  The support for the extreme left and right increased, especially the DNVP:




    –  the DNVP increased from 10.3 to 15.1 per cent

    –  the KPD/USPD increased from 7.6 to 20.0 per cent.
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The Weimar Republic faced overt opposition not only from both the extremes but also from its democratic supporters, who struggled with the practical problem of creating and maintaining workable government coalitions. In the four years 1919–23 Weimar had six governments, the longest of which lasted just eighteen months (see Table 1.7, overleaf).

Table 1.7 Governments of the Weimar Republic 1919–23



	Period in office 
	Chancellor 
	Make-up of the coalition 



	1919 
	Philipp Scheidemann 
	SPD, ZP, DDP 



	1919–20 
	Gustav Bauer 
	SPD, ZP, DDP 



	1920 
	Hermann Müller 
	SPD, Centre, DDP 



	1920–1 
	Konstantin Fehrenbach 
	ZP, DDP, DVP 



	1921–2 
	Joseph Wirth 
	SPD, DDP, ZP 



	1922–3 
	Wilhelm Cuno 
	ZP, DDP, DVP 




Conclusion

The success of the democratic parties in the Reichstag elections of January 1919 at first disguised some of Weimar’s fundamental problems in its political structure. But opposition to the republic ranged from indifference to brutal violence and, as early as 1920, democratic support for Weimar began to switch to the extremes. This is shown by the results of the first election after the Treaty of Versailles.

The extent of the opposition from the extreme right to democracy was not always appreciated. Instead, President Ebert and the Weimar governments overestimated the threat from the extreme left and they came to rely on the forces of reaction for justice and law and order. This was partly because the conservative forces successfully exploited the image of the left as a powerful threat. So, in many respects, it was the persistence of the old attitudes in the major traditional national institutions that represented the greatest long-term threat to the republic. The violent forces of counter-revolution, as shown by the putsches of Kapp and Hitler, were too weak and disorganised to seize power in the early years. But the danger of the extreme right was just below the surface; it was the real growing threat to Weimar democracy.
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Summary diagram: ‘A republic without republicans’?
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8 The economic crisis


How did the First World War weaken the German economy?

Why did Germany suffer hyperinflation?



In the twenty years before the First World War the German economy grew immensely. By 1914 it had become arguably the most powerful economy on the continent and it was in a position to compete with Britain’s supremacy. These strengths were based on:


•  extensive natural resources, for example, coal and iron ore

•  an advanced and well-developed industrial base, for example, engineering, chemicals, electrical equipment

•  a well-educated population, with special technical skills

•  an advanced banking system.



However, the result of four years of total war seriously dislocated the German economy. So, although the economy still had many natural strengths and great potential, by 1919 it faced fundamental economic problems. The most notable of these were:


•  The loss of resources from such territories as the Saar, Alsace-Lorraine and Silesia, which resulted in a sixteen per cent decline in coal production, thirteen per cent decline in arable agricultural land and 48 per cent loss of iron ore (see page 24).

•  The cost of paying reparations (set at £6600 million in 1921).

•  The growing increase in prices. Between 1914 and 1918 the prices of basic goods increased nearly four-fold.

•  The increase in national debt to 144,000 million marks by 1919 compared with 5000 million marks in 1914.



Significantly, Germany had always depended on its ability to export to achieve economic growth. However, between 1914 and 1918 world trade had collapsed and even after 1919 it remained very sluggish.

Causes of the Great Inflation

Germany’s growing economic problems came to a head in 1923 when prices soared and money values spiralled down. This is referred to as hyperinflation, which had dramatic effects. And it led to 1923 becoming an extraordinary year:
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[image: ] What picture emerges from these anecdotes of 1923 in Source F? Of what value is this source to a historian?
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From Egon Larsen, Weimar Eyewitness, Bachmann & Turner, 1976, pp. 54–5.

You went into a cafe and ordered a cup of coffee at the prices shown on the blackboard over the service hatch: an hour later, when you asked for the bill, it had gone up by a half or even doubled … Bartering became more and more widespread.

Professional people including lawyers accepted food in preference to cash fees. A haircut cost a couple of eggs, and craftsmen such as watchmakers displayed in their shop windows: ‘Repairs carried out in exchange for food’ … In the summer of that inflation year my grandmother found herself unable to cope. So she asked one of her sons to sell her house. The old woman decided to keep the money under her mattress – with the result that nothing was left except a pile of worthless paper when she died a few months later.

[image: ]



Although prices had been rising since the early months of the war, many Germans came to assume that this was a result of the Treaty of Versailles and particularly the reparations. Others blamed the situation on the financial greed and corruption of the Jews. However, with hindsight, it is clear that the fundamental cause of the inflation was the huge increase in the amount of paper money in circulation, as a result of the government’s printing more and more notes to pay off the interest on its massive debts. The causes of the Great Inflation can be divided into three phases:


•  The long term: the military demands of the First World War (1914–18) led to an enormous increase in financial costs.

•  The medium term: the costs of introducing social reforms and welfare and the pressure to satisfy the demands for reparation payments from 1921.

•  The short term: the French occupation of the Ruhr in 1923 resulted in financial and political crisis.



Long term

Not surprisingly, Germany had made no financial provision for a long drawn-out war. However, despite the increasing cost of the war, the Kaiser’s government had decided, for political reasons, against increases in taxation. Instead, it had borrowed massive sums by selling war bonds to the public. When this proved insufficient from 1916, it simply allowed the national debt to grow bigger and bigger.

The result of Imperial Germany’s financial policies was that by the end of 1918 only sixteen per cent of war expenditure had been raised from taxation – 84 per cent had been borrowed. Victory would doubtless have allowed Imperial Germany to settle its debts by claiming reparations from the Allies, but defeat meant the reverse.

Another factor was that although the war years had seen almost full employment, the economy had concentrated on the supply of military weapons. Since production was necessarily military based, it did not satisfy the growing requirements of the civilian consumers. Consequently, the high demand for, and the shortage of, consumer goods began to push prices up.

The Weimar Republic had to cope with the massive costs of war. By 1919, Germany’s finances were described by the modern-day historian Volker Berghahn as ‘an unholy mess’.

Medium term

The government of the Weimar Republic (like any government with a large deficit) could control inflation only by narrowing the gap between the government’s income and expenditure through:


•  increasing taxation in order to raise its income

•  cutting government spending to reduce its expenditure.



However, in view of Germany’s domestic situation neither of these options was particularly attractive, as both would alienate the people and cause political and social difficulties, such as increased unemployment and industrial decline.

From 1919 the Weimar government, guided by Erzberger, the finance minister, extensively increased taxation on profits, wealth and income. However, it decided not to go so far as aiming to balance the budget. It decided to adopt a policy of deficit financing in the belief that it would:


•  give the people more money to spend and so increase the demand for goods and thereby create work

•  overcome the problems of demobilising millions of returning troops – a booming economy would ensure there were plenty of jobs for the returning soldiers and sailors

•  cover the cost of public spending on an extensive welfare state, for example, health insurance, housing and benefits for the disabled and orphans (see pages 60–1).



Unfortunately, an essential part of this policy was to allow inflation to continue.

The reparations issue should be seen as only a contributory factor to the inflation. It was certainly not the primary cause. Nevertheless, the sum drawn up by the Reparations Commission added to the economic burden facing the Weimar government because the reparation payments had to be in hard currency, like dollars and gold (not inflated German marks). In order to pay their reparations, the Weimar governments proceeded to print larger quantities of marks and sell them to obtain the stronger currencies of other countries. This was not a solution. It was merely a short-term measure that had serious consequences. The value of the mark went into sharp decline and inflation climbed even higher (see Table 1.8, overleaf).
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Short term

Germany had already been allowed to postpone several instalments of its reparations payments in early 1922, but an attempt to resolve the crisis on an international level by calling the Genoa Economic Conference was ill fated. When, in July 1922, the German government made another request for a ‘holiday’ from making reparations payments, the final stage of the country’s inflationary crisis set in.

The French government, at this time led by Raymond Poincaré, suspected German intentions and was determined to secure what was seen as France’s rightful claims. Therefore, when in December 1922 the Reparations Commission declared Germany to be in default, Poincaré ordered French and Belgian troops to occupy the industrial Ruhr, to make Germany pay in kind for what it had not paid in capital.

The government, led by Wilhelm Cuno, embarked on a policy of passive resistance. It urged the workers to go on strike and refuse to co-operate with the French authorities, although it also promised to carry on paying their wages. At the same time, the government was unable to collect taxes from the Ruhr area and the French prevented the delivery of coal to the


Conclusion
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9 The consequences of the Great Inflation








Winners and losers






	Financial winners and losers 
	Explanation of gains or losses 



	Mortgage holders 
	Borrowed money was easily paid off in valueless money 



	Savers 
	Money invested was eroded 



	Exporters 
	Sales to foreign countries were attractive because of the rate of exchange 



	Those on fixed incomes 
	Income declined in real terms dramatically 



	Recipients of welfare 
	Depended on charity or state. Payments fell behind the inflation rate 



	Long-term renters/landlords 
	Income was fixed in the long term and so it declined in real terms 



	The German state 
	Large parts of the government debt were paid off in valueless money (but not reparations) 





Peasants


Mittelstand


Industrial workers


Civil servants


Retired


Businessmen


The human consequences




•  a decline in law and order and an increase in crime

•  a decline in ‘morality’, for example, more prostitution

•  a growth in the number of suicides

•  an increase in prejudice and a tendency to find scapegoats, for example, Jews.




Conclusion




•  Low unemployment. Whereas Britain had an unemployment rate of seventeen per cent in 1921, Germany had nearly full employment with only 1.8 per cent unemployed.

•  Rising wage levels. The real wages of industrial workers increased between 1918 and 1922.

•  Growing foreign investment. Foreigners’ capital, particularly from the USA, provided an important stimulus to economic activity.

•  Industrial production. This nearly doubled from 1919 to 1922 (albeit from a low base because of the war).
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10 Stresemann’s 100 days







•  The German currency had collapsed and hyperinflation had set in.

•  French and Belgian troops were occupying the Ruhr.

•  The German government had no clear policy on the occupation, except for passive resistance.

•  There were various left-wing political disturbances across the country: in Saxony the creation of an SPD/KPD regional state government resulted in an attempted communist uprising.

•  The ultra-conservative state government in Bavaria was defying the national government: this finally resulted in the Munich Beer Hall putsch (see pages 36–40).
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•  11 January: Franco-Belgian occupation of the Ruhr (not ended until 1925)

•  13 January: passive resistance proclaimed by the German government

•  January to November: period of hyperinflation

•  12 August: Stresemann made chancellor of Germany. State of emergency declared

•  August to November: Stresemann’s 100 days

•  Autumn: ‘German October’ uprising in Saxony: overthrown by army

•  9 November: Munich Beer Hall putsch

•  15 November: introduction of Rentenmark

•  30 November: international committee created under chairman Charles S. Dawes to reorganise reparations
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Stresemann’s achievements




•  First, in September, he called off the ‘passive resistance’ in the Ruhr and promised to resume the payment of reparations. He needed to conciliate the French in order to evoke some international sympathy for Germany’s economic position.

•  Under the guidance of finance minister Hans Luther, the government’s expenditure was sharply cut in order to reduce the deficit. Over 700,000 public employees were sacked.

•  The leading financial expert Hjalmar Schacht was appointed to oversee the introduction of a new German currency. In December 1923 the trillions of old German marks were replaced and a new stable currency, the Rentenmark, was established.

•  Stresemann evoked some sympathy from the Allies for Germany by the ‘miracle of the Rentenmark’ and his conciliatory policy. He therefore asked the Allies to hold an international conference to consider Germany’s economic plight and, as a result, the Dawes Committee was established. Its report, the Dawes Plan, was published in April 1924. It did not reduce the overall reparations bill, but for the first five years it fixed the payments in accordance with Germany’s ability to pay (see pages 72–3).

•  The extremists of the left and the right were defeated (see pages 32 and 39).



The survival of Weimar




•  Popular anger was directed more towards the French and the Allies than towards the Weimar Republic itself.

•  Despite the effects of inflation, workers did not suffer to the same extent as they did during the mass unemployment of the 1930s.

•  Some businessmen did very well out of the inflation, which made them tolerant of the republic.
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11 Key debate






An achievement? The liberal democratic view


A tragic disaster? The Marxist view
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A failed compromise? The revised view of social historians
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‘A Very German Revolution’? In opposition to the received view
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  1 What was the ‘stab in the back’ myth and why was it so significant?

  2 How and why did the October reform fail to prevent revolution in November?

  3 In what ways was the left-wing movement divided?

  4 What were the main problems faced by Ebert’s government?

  5 Why did the Spartacist revolt fail?

  6 What are the arguments for and against the terms of the Weimar constitution?

  7 Did the Treaty of Versailles fundamentally weaken Weimar Germany?

  8 Was the failure of the extreme left caused by its own weaknesses?

  9 What did the extreme right stand for and how did it manifest this?

10 Explain the significance of the Reichstag election result of 1920.

11 Why did Weimar democracy struggle to form workable governments?

12 Why did the democratic parties lose votes in 1920 compared to 1919?

13 Were Germany’s debts from the First World War the major cause of the hyperinflation?

14 Why were there some winners and some losers in the inflation?

15 How did Weimar manage to survive the crisis of 1923?
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ESSAY QUESTIONS


1  Assess the reasons for the outbreak of the German Revolution.

2  How serious were the economic problems for the Weimar Republic?

3  Which of the following was the greater threat to the stability of the Weimar Republic? i) The Weimar constitution. ii) The Treaty of Versailles. Explain your answer with reference to both i) and ii).

4  ‘The main threat to the Weimar Republic in the period 1919–23 was the extreme right.’ How far do you agree with this statement?
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INTERPRETATION QUESTION


1  Read the interpretation and then answer the question that follows. ‘It is no longer acceptable to blame the ultimate failure of the Republic on the Treaty of Versailles.’ (From J. Hiden, The Weimar Republic, 1996.) Evaluate the strengths and limitations of this interpretation, making reference to other interpretations that you have studied.
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lable 1.4 Major communist uprisings 1919-23

Date

Action

Response

January 1919

March 1919 Bavaria

March 1920 Ruhr

March 1921 Merseburg

and Halle

Summer
1923

Saxony
and
Thuringia

Spartacist uprising to seize
power (see page 11)

Creation of soviet republic ‘Red
Bavaria’ (see below)

Formation of the Ruhr Army by
50,000 workers to oppose the
Kapp putsch (see pages 35-7)

‘March Operation’. Uprising of
strikes organised by the KPD

“The German October’. A wave
of strikes and the creation of an
SPD/KPD state government
Plans for a military uprising by
the communists (see below)

Crushed by
German Army and
Freikorps

Crushed by the
Freikorps

Crushed by
German Army and
Freikorps

Put down by
police

Overthrown by
German Army
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Table 1.5 The plotters in the Munich Beer Rall putsch

Name

Erich von
Ludendorff

‘Gustav von Kahr

Otto von Lossow

Adolf Hitler

Hans von Seeckt

Position

Background/attitude

Involvement

Retired general

Leader of the
Bavarian state
government

Commander of
the Bavarian
section of the
German Army

Leader of the
Nazi Party

General and
chief of the
army.
command,
1920-6

Took part in Kapp
putsch. Opposed to
democracy (see also
pages 3-4)

Deeply anti-
democratic and
sympathetic to many
of the right-wing
extremists.
Committed to the
restoration of the
monarchy in an
independent Bavaria

Despised Weimar
democracy and
supported
authoritarian rule
Very conservative

Extremist: anti-
Semitic, anti-
democratic and
anti-communist.
Backed by the Nazi
SA (see page 140)

Unsympathetic to
democracy and keen
to preserve the
interests of the army,
but suspicious of
Hitler and the Nazis
(see pages 36-7)

Collaborated with
Hitler and
supported the
putschon

8-9 November

Planned with Hitler
and Lossow to
seize power, but
became wary.
Forced to
co-operate with
Hitler's rally on
8 November,
though did not
support the
putschon

9 November

Planned with Hitler
and Kahr to seize
power, but
became wary.
Forced to
co-operate in the
rally on

8 November,
though did not
support the
putschon

9 November

Planned and
wholly committed
to seize power.
Forced the hands
of Kahr and
Lossow and
carried on with the
putschon

9 November

Initially ambiguous
attitude in early
November. But in
the crisis he used
his powers to
command the
armed forces to
tesist the putsch
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lable 1.6 Weimar Reichstag election results 17120 (see major political parties on page 13)
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lable 1.8 The Great Inflation: exchange rate and wholesale prices

Exchange rate of
German marks

Wholesale price index. The index
i created from a scale of prices
starting with 1 for 1914

Date against the dollar
1914 July 42
1919 January 89
1920 January 140
1921 January 64.9
1922 January 191.8
1923 January 17,792
1923 July 353,412
1923 September 98,860,000
SEPEPETEE  200,000,000,000

14
a7

2,785

74,787
23,949,000
750,000,000,000






OEBPS/images/26-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/20-1.jpg
* Major political parties Reichstag election Greation of National
« Election results January 1919 Assembly at Weimar

]

Key terms of the Weimar constitution

« President « Lénder
« Chancellor « Supreme Court
* Reichstag « Bill of Rights
* Reichsrat « Electorate

The issues of controversy {——L—p| The significance of the constitution

« Proportional representation
« The president and Reichstag
« Traditional institutions

* Article 48

Was the Weimar constitution flawed?

What were the arguments for and against?

The German Revolution, Ootober 1918 to May 1919
What kind of revolution?






OEBPS/images/42-2.jpg
Reichstag election June 1920

Decline of support for pro-democratic parties

- SPD, DDP

Increased support for anti-democratic parties

- DNVP, KPD/USPD

Weimar governments 1919-23:

 Six governments

« All coalitions of at least three parties
« Longest government was 18 months

Gonclusion: *A republic without republicans’
« First election (1919) was overoptimistic for democracy

« Fear of extreme left was exaggerated

« Power and influence of extreme right was deceptive

What was the greatest threat to Weimar democracy?






OEBPS/images/23-1.jpg
Northern Schieswig
Voted to join Denmark

Southern Schieswig
Voted o remain German

oy

Eupen-Malmedy
Transferred to
Belgum

Saar
Controlled by the BELGIUI

League of Nations ~ Eupen
untii 1935, when it Malmedy

voted to remain Fi

Danzig Memel
Made a Free Gity Seized by
under League of Lithuania
O Nations conirol in 1920
Allensiein
— Voted to
= remain
German

Marienwerder
Voted to remain German

West Prussia and Posen
A Transferred to Poland

. .
-~ Breslau=4—— Westem Upper Silesia
Voted to remain German

Dresden
.

.
Weimar
rankfurt  ~=g7 T
| Sudeten area 3 V\Katow\ce

3+ CZECHOSLOVAKIA ™ Easter Upper Silesia

Alsace-Lorfaine ——————— S~
Retined o France ) f‘““gi‘"Mumch NI Voted to become Polish
after 47 years of p
GomanTie jﬁ‘f’“'g L [ Territory lost by Germany
FRANCE Y e 0 [E= Teritory retained by Germany
Gemany'—+_.__-~~~ AUSTRIA following voting by the local
ZZ“:‘:":Q: oy Gemany AGAUStR TSt population
but no fortfications aliowed, [°21ddeN [ Territory retained by Germany,
and no miliary forces to be o 200 but within which no fortifications
gartisoned within the area — could be built or soldiers stationed
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