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History has long wrestled with a haunting question: how did one of the most advanced societies in Europe descend into one of the darkest regimes humanity has ever known? The collapse of the Weimar Republic and the rise of Nazism have been studied for decades, yet the subject refuses to fade. It endures, not only because of its catastrophic consequences, but because it is a story woven from countless threads, each offering a different path toward understanding. This book was born from that very question. How was it possible that in a country like Germany, a nation synonymous with philosophy, culture, and modern democratic ideals, a figure like Adolf Hitler could rise to power? How could a movement so fundamentally opposed to the values of European civilization take hold at its very heart?

My search for answers did not begin here. It started years earlier, with a different question: how do democracies emerge? At that time, my attention was turned across the Atlantic, toward the United States, exploring the foundations of modern democracy through the ideas of Alexis de Tocqueville and Robert Dahl. If that earlier journey sought to explain how democracy is built, this one confronts the opposite mystery, how it unravels. Because if the United States represented one of the first modern democracies, the Weimar Republic stood, in many ways, as one of the most ambitious. And yet, it collapsed. From its fragile birth in the aftermath of the First World War to its violent end, the story of Weimar has fascinated generations of historians. In the years immediately following the Second World War, many scholars, particularly in the English-speaking world, searched for answers in the distant past. They traced a long arc through German history, suggesting that the catastrophe of 1945 was not an accident, but the culmination of a centuries-long trajectory. From Charlemagne to Martin Luther, and ultimately to Hitler, they saw a continuous thread, a “special path” that made the rise of Nazism seem almost inevitable. It was a powerful interpretation, but also a controversial one.

In those early years, German historians themselves were largely absent from the debate. The country’s academic institutions had been deeply compromised during the Nazi era, and in the war’s aftermath, many scholars faced both moral reckoning and material hardship. Access to crucial archives was controlled by the Allied powers, who were preparing the Nuremberg Trials. As a result, the first narratives of Germany’s recent past were shaped largely from the outside. When German historians began to respond, they challenged the idea that their nation’s fate had been sealed centuries earlier. Figures like Gerhard Ritter rejected the notion of an inevitable path to Nazism, arguing instead for a clear distinction between Germany’s broader history and the aberration of the Nazi regime. Others, like Friedrich Meinecke, took a more nuanced view. Yes, authoritarian tendencies had existed before, but Nazism, he argued, was something different, something intensified by the upheaval of the First World War. This conflict shattered not only Germany but Europe as a whole.

Then there was Golo Mann, writing from exile, who pushed back against one of the most dangerous assumptions of all: that an entire people could be defined by a single, unchanging character. The idea that Germans were somehow destined to become authoritarian, he argued, ignored the richness and complexity of their history. After all, this was the same culture that had produced thinkers like Immanuel Kant and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, and artists like Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. A nation of poets and philosophers had, within a few generations, also become a nation of engineers, industrialists, and soldiers. Germany was not a monolith. It was a society in transition, divided, evolving, and searching for unity. And it was within that tension, between past and future, ideals and reality, that the seeds of collapse were sown.

For a long time, historians tried to make sense of Germany’s descent by looking at the past as an unbroken chain of cause and effect. This approach, known as Historismus (or historicism), viewed history as a continuous thread, in which each event could be explained by what came before it. The focus, more often than not, remained fixed on political elites: the decisions of leaders, the calculations of governments, the weight of diplomacy. But by the 1960s, something changed. The return of Germany’s historical archives, once held by the victorious Allies after the war, opened the door to new interpretations. At the same time, the world itself had shifted. The old enemy was no longer Nazism, but communism. Germany, now split since 1949 into two opposing states, stood on the fault line of the Cold War. When the Berlin Wall rose in 1961, it did more than divide a city; it hardened two competing visions of history.

In the West, scholars began to describe Nazism through the lens of “totalitarianism,” placing it alongside other authoritarian systems. In the East, the language was different: the regime spoke more broadly of “fascisms,” framing Nazism as part of a wider capitalist pathology. Even the words used to describe the past had become ideological weapons. It was in this charged atmosphere that Fritz Fischer ignited one of the most explosive debates in modern historiography. In his groundbreaking 1961 work, he argued that the roots of Nazi expansionism could already be found in the Germany of Otto von Bismarck. The idea of long-term continuity, an ambition for power, and a sense of historical mission, shocked the academic world. To some, it seemed as if the controversial theories of earlier scholars, who saw Nazism as the culmination of a deeper German trajectory, had returned.

Yet the 1960s brought not only new evidence, but a new generation. This was the era of protest, of intellectual rebellion, of young scholars determined to rethink everything. Out of this climate emerged a radically different way of writing history: one that no longer looked only at leaders and institutions, but at society itself. The focus shifted from the top down to the bottom up, from ministers and generals to ordinary people, from state archives to everyday life. Few embodied this transformation more than George Mosse. Forced to flee Germany in 1933 because he was Jewish, Mosse approached the problem from an entirely different angle. Instead of asking what decisions had led to Nazism, he asked a more unsettling question: why did so many people embrace it? To find the answer, he turned away from official documents and into the cultural fabric of society. He studied popular literature, folklore, school systems, and rituals of leisure, tracing how a people imagined themselves. What emerged was a portrait of a nation that, despite its political fragmentation, had long seen itself as a unified community. Like the Polish people, Germans shared a powerful sense of belonging, even in the absence of a single, stable state. But that absence came at a cost.

Without a strong political framework to anchor their identity, many Germans turned inward, toward ideas of strength, unity, and distinction. Over time, this fostered not only cohesion but also exclusion: a growing belief in cultural superiority, and, eventually, in racial hierarchy. The First World War became a turning point. It was, in many ways, a baptism of fire, a moment in which the dream of a unified German people seemed within reach. But the war ended not in triumph, but in defeat. And with that defeat came something even more dangerous than anger: disillusionment. The gap between what Germans believed themselves to be and what reality had delivered became unbearable. Out of that fracture emerged a powerful longing: the desire for a state that could embody the ideal of a true Volksgemeinschaft, a people united, purified, and restored to greatness. It was a vision charged with emotion, myth, and resentment. And it was a vision that Adolf Hitler understood instinctively.

He had lived through the chaos, the humiliation, the collapse. He recognized the symbols, the language, the deep, almost mystical needs of a wounded society, and he gave them form. What had once been a cultural undercurrent became, under his leadership, a political force. Through the machinery of the Third Reich, those ideas were transformed into institutions, into ideology, into power. And at the center of it all, he placed a common enemy, the Jew, around which he sought to unify the nation. The insights of Mosse, particularly in works like The Nationalization of the Masses and The Cultural Origins of the Third Reich, offer a crucial key to understanding this transformation. They reveal that the fall of the Weimar Republic cannot be explained solely by politics. To grasp it fully, we must look deeper.

This book follows that path by focusing on three interconnected forces: culture, economics, and politics. Not as isolated factors, but as parts of a sequence, each building upon the other. Culture forms the foundation, shaping beliefs and identities. Economic pressures intensify tensions and fears. And politics, in the end, becomes the stage on which all these forces collide. The collapse of Weimar was not the result of a single failure. It was the outcome of a convergence. And it is within that convergence that this story unfolds.
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Before we can understand how the Weimar Republic fell apart, we have to step back, far back, into the deeper currents that shaped German society long before the crisis began. Because democracies do not collapse overnight. They fracture along lines that have often been there for generations. At the heart of this story lies a crucial question: how did the German nation come to see itself? How did a shared identity take shape in a land that, for centuries, had struggled to define its own unity? To answer that, we must look at the long, complex process of nationalization and the slow formation of a collective consciousness. Only then can we grasp why the ideas that later fueled National Socialism did not emerge in a vacuum, but instead found fertile ground in a culture already shaped by powerful historical forces.

In some ways, Germany's path mirrors Italy's. Both nations achieved unification relatively late, in the turbulent decades of the nineteenth century, long after countries like France or the United Kingdom had already consolidated centralized monarchies. While those older states had gradually transitioned from elective to hereditary systems of power as early as the late Middle Ages, the German lands followed a very different trajectory. For centuries, they existed not as a nation in the modern sense, but as part of the sprawling and unwieldy Holy Roman Empire, a political structure that was less a unified state than a patchwork of territories bound together under a universal imperial ideal. Its ambition
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