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Introduction

In between the German militarism of the First World War and Germany under Nazi rule that spawned the Second World War was a brief experiment in democracy known as the Weimar Republic. To those Germans whose political beliefs were conservative, right-wing, and reactionary, the Weimar Republic was the enemy, part of the disgrace that had been inflicted upon the Germans after World War I. They didn’t want a democratic government; they wanted an authoritarian one like that which was in place when the German Empire was founded in 1871.

It was the government, and not the military, which had signed the despised Treaty of Versailles, not the military. Therefore, the military had never been defeated, and in order to redeem Germany’s reputation, the military had to be restored to pre-eminence. The conservatives identified the enemies of Germany as the Jews and the socialists; eight out of the ten leaders of the revolutionary uprisings during 1918 and 1919 were Jewish, validating, in their view, the idea that Germany had to exterminate its enemies in order to thrive.

To Germans who held socialist views, the Weimar Republic was a traitor to the ideals which venerated the worker and sought to bring down capitalism. The Social Democratic Party, which became the leader of the government after the war, failed to live up to its principles in the view of the revolutionaries, and it had to be brought down.

In 1918, when the sailors at Kiel refused to take part in what they rightly viewed as a suicidal and ill-planned naval attack while Germany was already involved in discussing an armistice, the flames of rebellion were fanned and would spread across the country. World War I ended in November 1918; the following month, an ideological war had begun, one which would bring bloodshed, violence, paramilitary units, and revolutionaries in a deadly showdown of tactics and opposing ideals.

The clash of those opposite philosophies, and the vulnerability of the Weimar Republic as it wrote a constitution which guaranteed equal rights for all Germans yet permitted the German president to suspend civil rights and operate on his own, without consultation with the majority party in the Reichstag, created a powder keg of creeds which could not be reconciled.

The German Revolution of 1918-1919 was a brief but important episode in the history of a country which was humbled by defeat. As Germany sought to redefine itself in democratic terms, the shadow of Bolshevism stretched out over the political centers of the country. Revolutionaries like Rosa Luxemburg, dedicated to the overthrow of capitalism, fought and died to recreate Germany as a nation of communist beliefs, where workers were the leaders and the bourgeoisie were “re-educated.”

The uneven and unpaved terrain of political thought in a nation which was unused to democracy proved to be fertile ground for a World War I veteran of Austrian birth who would lead the Nazi Party to dominance in a Germany which would soon bear his imprint. The old-style Germans who relished authoritarian rule would eventually learn that Adolf Hitler’s style of governing would demand their capitulation, while the socialists discovered that in Hitler’s view, they were enemies of the state who had consigned Germany to defeat.

Perhaps the Weimar Republic could never have succeeded. Perhaps it didn’t have enough time to thrive. Perhaps it was a time when democracy lacked adequate midwives. Still, the German Revolution of 1918-1919 was an attempt, however weak, to bring freedom and equality to the German people, regardless of their social status or heritage.

All across Europe, nations that had seen the old order demolished in the aftermath of the war were struggling to reinvent themselves. The twentieth century would end as one in which liberty enjoyed a resurgence. But for much of the century, freedom would prove elusive for nations that suffered under two global wars which devastated their physical borders and robbed them of a generation of youth.


Chapter One

Sacrificing for the Fatherland

“Ah! You know your Ancient Greeks? They understood that war is a God. A God that requires human sacrifice. And in exchange, war gives man purpose, meaning, a chance to rise above his petty, mortal little self and be courageous, noble, better!”

—General Erich Ludendorff

Germany’s leap into battle in 1914 led to initial victories, but that success did not duplicate itself at home, where the effects of the war were felt almost from the very beginning. With the conscription of German men into the war, the labor force was deprived of its traditional workers. With vacancies to fill, employers called upon German women and youth to replace the men at the front.

This social change, combined with the absence of the men who were either fighting, dead, or wounded, placed tremendous pressure on women. They were paid less than men had been paid for the work they were doing in German businesses and industry. Struggling to make ends meet on tightened budgets, there were also responsible for the domestic work which was the domain of women at that time.

Some households had sons who had gone to work and were bringing home an income. Between 1914-1918, employment of young people increased by 22% in the chemical field, 97% in the steel manufacturing industry, and 59% in machinery, according to statistics compiled by Holger Herwig in his book, The First World War.

As the cost of goods increased, the government placed maximum prices on potatoes, sugar, and other items as early as 1914. The government also established a War Food Office to control the supply and distribution of necessary household items for the civilian population. Yet the bureaucratic process to control the economy could not alleviate the shortfalls in supplies.

By 1915, the second year of the war, food production















Conclusion

After the end of World War I, Europe had to bury its dead and pick up the pieces. The old order had been shattered. Monarchies had fallen, most notably those of the Hapsburgs, the Romanovs, and the Hohenzollerns. Life before the war had been rigid; the rich were rich and the poor were poor and everyone knew where they belonged. But even before the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the catalyst that eventually swept allies into the fray, there were flickers of rebellion against the stultifying status quo. Anarchist movements were thriving all over Europe, as revolutionaries sought a solution to the injustice of their lives.

When the Bolsheviks gained power in Russia and toppled a government and a dynasty, suddenly there was evidence that violence was a viable weapon in the fight for equality. As the nations of Europe fought one another, they had to continue to look over their shoulders to see whether communism was lurking close by.

It was. For the people who had held power through the social hierarchy of privilege and tradition, communism was the dreaded threat that could prevent the way of life they knew from returning after the war ended. For those who had never had power and did not belong to a segment of society which was likely to acquire it, communism was a promise that the common man could aspire to something better.

These diametrically opposed perspectives collided in the vacuum that opened when World War I came to a bloody end and the political and social patterns of generations were in tatters. Workers, who had only been seen as minor cogs in a very large wheel owned by the wealthy and powerful, realized that labor was more than just a grimy, dirty-hands struggle. Workers were needed, especially at a time when so many young men, instead of returning home to take their places in the universities and factories of their homelands, were buried in graveyards. The proletariat would not be silenced, but the sound of their voices was an alarm bell to the aristocracy which had confidently held the reins of power throughout Europe’s rise. Now, Vladimir Lenin and his Bolsheviks were a threat deemed as dangerous as the Germans had been during the war.

To the adherents of communism, capitalism was the ogre. Capitalism allowed a few to become wealthy at the expense of the laborers who did the work but did not share in the profits. When workers went on strike to obtain better working conditions, they were often beaten, imprisoned, and even killed for the audacity of making demands. Governments supported the pedigreed and the powerful, and capitalism supported the government.

As Germany’s Weimar Republic sought to establish democracy in a country that had been rent asunder by war, it had no template to follow. Wilhelm II had abdicated and fled the country; he had not been imprisoned and killed as Russian Tsar Nicholas II had been. In Austria, the aged Emperor Franz Joseph had died in 1916 while the war was raging. He was succeeded by his grandson, Charles. Despite Charles’ willingness to consider a different format for the fragmented Austro-Hungarian Empire, the monarchy was no longer an acceptable form of government for the war-weary population. Charles renounced all participation in matters of state after the empire’s armies collapsed in November 1918 and was exiled to Switzerland in March 1919. His efforts to regain the throne of Hungary met with failure, and he was then exiled to Madeira in 1921, where he died of pneumonia in 1922.

Without the monarchy, the citizens of the nations had to find other leaders. The twenties and the thirties would see the rise of nationalism and fascism. In September 1919, Adolf Hitler, a disenchanted veteran of World War I, joined the National Socialist Party, which was dedicated to undermining the Weimar Republic.

Germany seethed under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles which imposed crippling reparations upon the country. Germany’s military could number no more than 100,000 men, and the country was forbidden to draft men into the armed forces. Germany also lost its overseas colonies. Germany as a nation, however, remained intact and, thanks to loans from the United States, began to recover from the economic hardship of the Treaty of Versailles. But when, in October 1929, the stock market in the United States crashed, Germany was severely crippled by the economic crisis that followed. Millions of Germans lost their jobs as an economic depression swept across the globe. Banks collapsed.

Hitler and the National Socialist Party were ready to exploit the catastrophe. Germany, they said, had been stabbed in the back by the revolutionaries, many of them Jewish. The mighty German army, they said, had been undefeated on the field of battle. The Weimar Republic, which had signed the ignominious Treaty of Versailles, shared in the blame for the dishonor that had been done to Germany. General Erich Ludendorff was an influential supporter of this fantasy, which exonerated him of any culpability in the military’s failure to overpower the Allies, and there was no shortage of believers in this myth.

Those in Germany who belonged to the political left could not forget that the Weimar Republic had chosen extreme and brutal means to counter the socialist revolution. They felt that the Social Democrats had betrayed the workers’ ideals that the party claimed to espouse. As they saw it, only the Bolsheviks had recognized the worth of the worker. In response, many of Germany’s socialists left the Social Democratic Party and turned to communism.

The Weimer Republic had been born out of defeat and shame and could never overcome the stigma which was associated with it. Old Germany, the industrialists, landowners, and military elite, could not accept the Weimer Republic as a worthy successor to the German Empire.

When Hitler and Ludendorff planned their Beer Hall Putsch in 1923, they intentionally chose the date of November 9, when the Weimar Republic was proclaimed, for the event. It would not be the last time that Hitler chose to resurrect a day of disgrace and restore it to glory. When France was defeated in 1940 by Hitler’s armies, the terms of surrender were signed in the same rail car in Compiegne where the hated Treaty of Versailles had been signed in 1919.

Unable to instill a renewed pride in the downtrodden German people, the Weimer Republic could not provide Germany with an alibi that revoked the shame of defeat. On October 28, 1933, President Paul von Hindenburg named Adolf Hitler chancellor of Germany. He did not want to do so, but he had little choice; the Nazi Party had won 230 seats in the Reichstag by exploiting German discontent with the Weimar Republic.

Germany was now in the hands of the man who would bring down the Weimar Republic and eradicate the experiment in democracy that it represented. There was only one party in power, the Nazis, and one man who would determine German’s fate, Adolf Hitler.

