I. German Responsibility for the Outbreak of the War

The importance of the war 1914-1918: 
Maybe the war that broke out in 1914 was more of a break in world history than even the Second World War with its unprecedented mass annihilation. The First World War marked the dramatic beginning of the end of European predominance over the globe, which had lasted for five centuries. While the European nations remained locked in a murderous struggle, nations in North and South America, Asia, Africa, and the Australian continent started to make up for the absence of European imports and lessened their dependence upon European products and know-how. New competitors for business and power emerged overseas (for instance in Argentina, Brazil, Australia, New Zealand, and Canada - in addition to the already competitive United States and Japan), and Europe never regained its superiority in those fields. For the first time the United States mobilized its enormous industrial potential and intervened outside the American continent. Toward the end of the war a radical socialist group seized power in Russia and started to transform society in totally new ways, leading to a long and often painful process whose effects we still feel today. 

The First World War was fought by armies whose size was unprecedented in history. At the same time, new weapons appeared such as machine guns, tanks, poison gas, airplanes, submarines. The civilian population became a target of war; while the British blockade tried to starve the Germans and their allies into submission, German submarines tried to cut Britain off from its supplies. The new weapons created new horrors of war. Eight million soldiers died on the front lines or at sea. Millions of wounded soldiers remained handicapped, and millions never came to terms with the trauma of war. A single battle could claim hundred thousands of lives on both sides. 

More than before, the war effort depended on the support and willingness to sacrifice of whole peoples. Women and children often took over the jobs of men in industry and agriculture. In Germany and Austria food became so scarce that famines occurred from 1916 on. To support more than four years of industrialized warfare, national governments almost everywhere faced tasks of an unexpected nature and magnitude. They had to ensure industrial production for the fighting while millions of able-bodied men between age 18 and 55 served in the military; they had to organize the food supply and keep up morale at home and in the front lines; new administrative offices were created, and the state bureaucracy reached into new realms. All this was only partially reversed after 1918. 

In short, the war was a catastrophe for Europe. That it had such a terrible impact was an effect of its sheer duration. Until the fall of 1918 both sides remained stuck in deadlock. Neither side could force a decisive victory and neither seemed so superior that the other would have been tempted to give up. Moreover, to conclude a truce and return to the status quo seemed intolerable to most people, as the war had demanded enormous sacrifices (human and material) already during the first few months. 

Given these momentous changes and the high blood toll, the question of war guilt assumed special emotional and moral importance. The victors of the war, the United States, Britain, France, and Italy, forced Germany and its allies to accept responsibility for the outbreak of the war in the Treaty of Versailles. The Germans, however, reacted with indignation; up to the 1960s they considered the claim that Germany was the culprit of the war an outrage. Most Germans at the time claimed either that the war was a logical outcome of an aggressive encirclement of Germany by the allies or supported the opinion of Edward Grey, the British Foreign Secretary, who had said: "the nations slithered over the brink into the boiling cauldron of war." We therefore need to ask how such a dramatic historical event occurred and who was responsible for it. 

Germany in 1914: 
In foreign politics, Germany was effectively isolated together with its last faithful ally, Austria-Hungary. In domestic politics, governing had become more difficult for the Imperial Governments because the Social Democrats had grown in strength and because Tirpitz's costly fleet-building program had eroded much of the other parties' solidarity. Although they always feared the possible revolutionary consequences of an international conflict, German leaders had sometimes considered war as a panacea for foreign and domestic problems; war should split the alliances against Germany and unite the people in a wave of nationalism or even initiate some form of dictatorship based on the military. 

Although pacifism existed both as an independent movement and as an idea attached to the socialist movement, most leaders and much of public opinion did not consider war necessarily as an evil thing, particularly if it meant to continue politics by other means. (This was true for all European countries.) However, nobody really knew what kind of war they had to expect. Since the Napoleonic period (one hundred years ago) no war had ever affected large areas of Europe. The Franco-German war of 1870-71 had been the last violent conflict between industrially advanced nations in Europe. It had been decided within a few weeks. Fast mobilization, massive gun power, fast communications (telegraph), and the support of railroads seemed to have made war between industrialized nations a short affair. The Russo-Japanese war of 1904-5 confirmed this. 

Moreover, no nation in Europe seemed capable of surviving a long war. Industrialization and the concomitant reduction of agriculture had made national economies so dependent upon imports and international trade that a long war -- to contemporaries -- could only end in chaos, likely to be followed by a socialist revolution. Many people in Europe and in Germany, in particular, thus thought that war would be short, and that not all should be done to avert it. War might as well come as a violent but short event, a heavy thunderstorm, and clear the air from the year-long tensions and problems. It was not uncommon among European intellectuals to think that their peoples had become lazy and -- in a Darwinist sense -- unfit, as they had enjoyed peace and material progress for so many decades. For a document showing how this thought also influenced some generals - though not necessarily official German policy, see H-German: Bernhardi: The Next War. 

The German government, in particular, felt under increasing pressure from the generals and from right-wing opinion to wage war at the next feasible opportunity. Diplomatic means to counteract the encirclement of the country had proven counterproductive and seemed exhausted. Russia, moreover, was industrializing rapidly, its population grew at a pace that alarmed Germans, and their concern heightened when Russia, with French money, began to build railways to the German border and alongside it. Germans now feared that they could be crushed within a few weeks if France and Russia decided to wage a two-front war against their common antagonist. 

The unfolding of events, 28 June to 4 August 1914: 
On 28 June 1914 the Austrian heir apparent, Franz Ferdinand, was murdered in Sarajevo, the capital of the province Bosnia-Hercegovina, occupied by Austria since 1878 and annexed by Austria-Hungary in 1908. Murders of princes and princesses or heads of state were not unusual, but this one arose special anger in most of Europe, particularly since suspicions existed that the Serb government had had contacts with the terrorist group responsible for the assassination. (These suspicious were confirmed later. Although the Serb government knew about the plans, it did not condone them; it even tried to warn Vienna in clouded language. The warning, however, was not understood, and the embarrassing ties of the Serb government to the terrorists would have been enough of an embarrassment.) 

The Austro-Hungarian government, angered by continued Pan-Slavic agitation within its borders, decided to react to the murder by crushing Serbia or at least by curbing Serb agitation within the Habsburg Empire. The German government gave Vienna green light for a punitive action against Serbia and even encouraged it. The German government of Kaiser Wilhelm II and his chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, made it clear that Germany would stand by Austria-Hungary even if an attack on Serbia provoked Russia, Serbia's ally, to declare war on Austria-Hungary. 

A punitive strike by the Austro-Hungarians would maybe have been tolerated by other European governments (who all were outraged at the assassination) if it had happened right after the murder. But Austro-Hungarian military preparations and diplomatic procedures were notoriously inefficient and time-consuming. The Hungarian and Austrian governments rarely agreed on anything, and the military of the Habsburg monarchy was poorly organized and coordinated. The mobilization order appeared in some twenty different languages - testimony to the tolerance but also to the unpracticality of the empire. It took the Austro-Hungarian government four weeks to send an ultimatum to Belgrade, demanding far-reaching powers to investigate the murder and the implication of the Serb government. 

The Serb government accepted most clauses but rejected some, knowing well that this would mean war with Austria. Russia had encouraged Serbia not to give in completely. Austria-Hungary was unwilling to consider a compromise and declared war on Serbia on 28 July. Russia now mobilized first on its borders with Austria, but soon ordered general mobilization. This made the German generals extremely nervous, as their only plan for a two-front war with France and Russia rested on the condition that Russia would mobilize slowly and with great delay. The German government, under increasing pressure from the generals, sent an ultimatum to St. Petersburg, demanding that mobilization be stopped. The Russian government did not bother to reply. This prompted the German declaration of war to Russia on 1 August. One day later the Germans, who knew that the French would not stand by in a German-Russian war, also declared war on France. 

The German war plans urged a fast knockout of the French army and then a turn to the eastern front. But to win quickly in the west the German armies needed to surround the French, which they could only do by marching through Belgium. The German government therefore tried to receive permission from Belgium to march through its territory, which the Belgians rejected. The Germans then sent an ultimatum to Belgium and invaded the country after Belgium rejected it. When the Germans entered Belgium, whose neutrality they had recognized, Britain demanded a German withdrawal and, when that condition was not met, declared war on Germany on 4 August. War declarations followed between Russia, France, and Britain on the one side and Austria-Hungary on the other. 

Origins of the war:
Why did the murder in Sarajevo lead to a general European war? Long-term causes have often been suggested: nationalism, militarism, imperialism, the fatalist mood of 1914, armaments, and mobilization plans. But what were the particular goals of the governments involved in the crisis of July 1914? 

Austria-Hungary was worried about the possible dissolution of its empire. It desired to crush Slav nationalism, the main factor of instability. The Austro-Hungarian attitude to Serbia was also dominated by the antagonism to Russia in the Balkans. The government in Vienna felt concern about a loss of face after the murder of Franz Ferdinand. 

The Serb government was involved in underground and terrorist activities serving its designs for a greater Serbia on the lines of future Yugoslavia. Like Austria-Hungary, Russia was concerned about a loss of face after several diplomatic or military defeats (war against Japan in 1904-5, Bosnian crisis in 1908). The Russian government was also worried about domestic instability (revolutionary activity, worker unrest). Russia hoped to score a foreign political success; its ultimate goal was to open the Dardanelles to Russian warships. Pan-Slavism and the feeling of an inevitable clash with the Germanic race also played a role in making war acceptable to St. Petersburg. 

France was concerned about the possibility of German aggression. It wanted to make sure that Russia remained diplomatically tough. The French hoped to win back Alsace-Lorraine and realized that this would not be possible without a major war, but except for their encouragement of Russian intransigence their attitude in July 1914 was mostly defensive (wait and see). The headlines of the French press in July were preoccupied with a murder committed by the wife of a minister and rarely discussed the Balkan crisis. 

Britain continued to be concerned about the rise of German naval power and feared German predominance on the Continent. The British, facing severe domestic unrest (an Irish rebellion and a miners' strike), remained uncommitted for most of the crisis, but the German invasion of Belgium forced them to enter the war. 

In Germany, fear of growing isolation dominated. Austria-Hungary was Germany's last ally and thus seemed to deserve support at all cost (Italy was no longer committed to its alliance with Germany and Austria-Hungary). The Germans wanted Vienna to wage war on Serbia in order to prevent the breakdown of the Habsburg Empire. The Germans feared, moreover, that the modernization, population explosion, and industrial growth of Russia would transform their eastern neighbor into a superpower that would sooner or later crush Germany. This appeared all the more threatening to the German General Staff, since their only war plan would not work any more once the Russian railroads were completed. 

The German generals saw only one way to survive a two-front war, the Schlieffen Plan: quickly mobilized German troops should encircle the French army by breaking into neutral Belgium and Luxembourg (initially even the southernmost part of the Netherlands was considered essential for the passage of the German army), moving through Belgium into Northern France, and turning back toward Alsace-Lorraine in a big pincer movement around Paris. Within a few weeks, the French army should thus be pressed against the Franco-German border and forced to surrender. Next, the bulk of the German army should be sent eastward by railroads to defend East Prussia against the Russians, who were expected to mobilize at a much slower pace than either the Germans or the French. 

Schlieffen or his successor as chief of the German General Staff, Helmuth von Moltke, did not consider a war with Russia winnable in the short run, so they decided that France needed to be knocked out as fast as possible. Given the strength of the French fortifications on the Franco-German border, the march through Belgium appeared as the only way to overcome a true two-front war. Through the violation of Belgian neutrality, however, the Schlieffen Plan proved a diplomatic catastrophe and showed how badly military and diplomatic planning were coordinated in the German government (to a large degree a failure of the Kaiser). In any case, the German General Staff claimed to have no alternatives and feared that even the Schlieffen Plan would become obsolete once the strategic railroads in Russia would be finished in 1917. The German generals therefore advocated a "preventive war;" they accepted war as inevitable and believed the military situation to become increasingly unfavorable. 

German war guilt?
In the 1960s a German historian, Fritz Fischer, argued that Germany had to bear the main responsibility for the outbreak of the war. Fischer's three main theses were: 1) that the German government under the Kaiser's direction deemed a European war inevitable since 1911/12, prepared for war, and decided to seize the next opportunity to start it. Fischer points out the expansive aims of the industry and Junkers; 2) that the German government and general staff precipitated an escalation of the Austro-Serb crisis in order to launch what they considered a preventive strike against Russia and France. If war did not come about, Germany at least hoped to weaken the Entente and win a moral victory that would increase the prestige and stability of Germany and the Habsburg Empire. Bethmann embraced a calculated risk of escalation; 3) that a long-term continuity existed in German aims for expansion, leading right up to the Second World War: an eastern empire, predominance over Belgium and France. 

Argument 2) is widely accepted, although it would be wrong to exculpate Austria-Hungary and Russia. Argument 1) lacks proof with regard to war preparations and 3) needs a lot of specification because it makes too much of superficial similarities between German war aims in the two world wars (the racial agenda, for instance, played no significant role in 1914-1918). In any case, the German government, as all others, did not expect a war of attrition. Domestic calculations, occasionally mentioned by Fischer, played a limited role: Bethmann tried to draw Russia into the war as the aggressor in order to overcome the SPD's antiwar feeling, but no immediate domestic crisis existed from which he would have had to escape. More severe domestic crises existed in Russia, Austria, and even in Britain. 

To sum up, the German government's responsibility for the outbreak of the war was certainly larger than that of the French and British governments, but particularly in the light of aggressive Austro-Hungarian and Russian moves it would be wrong to blame Germany alone. The causes for the war are highly complex. Earlier crises could have led to a major escalation, and in that sense it has been asked: why did the First World War come only in 1914 and not already in 1905, 1908, or 1911? To me, it seems decisive that fatalism had been growing among European peoples and decision-makers; many believed war to be inevitable and had become tired of the recurring diplomatic crises, which usually worked to the disadvantage of Germany, Austria-Hungary, or Russia. When a new crisis approached in 1914, the governments in Berlin, Vienna, Budapest, and St. Petersburg were less willing than before to finding a frustrating compromise. 

The German government, ridden by long-term domestic concerns (more than by an acute crisis) and hoping to overcome the encirclement by the Entente, opted for the risk of war in July 1914, which was wanted by the German generals. Austria-Hungary, however, played its own part in driving the crisis to escalation. The Austro-Hungarian government chose to risk a punitive strike against Serbia to stabilize the crumbling empire; it knew well that this would probably mean European war. Russia failed to restrain its ally, Serbia, and its mobilization almost represented an act of war since early mobilization at the time gave powers a nearly decisive advantage. One ought never to forget, however, that no responsible statesman or general in July 1914 anticipated (and willed) the war that actually came. 

II.  Military Operations and Plans for German Domination of Europe

Public reaction to war: 
The news that war had broken out created a mixture of demonstrative enthusiasm and latent fear. We remember the photos of laughing soldiers leaving their home towns, of women waving at them and throwing flowers, of optimistic inscriptions such as: "see you in Paris soon." Undoubtedly war came as a relief after year-long tensions and diplomatic-political stalemate. A wave of national pride and optimism suddenly seemed to override all the nasty divisions of political and social life. The German workers, hitherto the biggest group of outcasts, shared this mood and forgot that they had been demonstrating for peace until the end of July 1914 and that the Second Socialist International had agreed to stop a capitalist war by calling for general strikes in all countries at war. Bethmann made sure that the Socialists saw autocratic Russia as the main aggressor, and that was enough to induce the SPD to vote for special war credits. 

Although many people in Germany had felt apprehensive about war during the July crisis, once war had come, almost everybody accepted it and nobody looked back. Support for the war was nearly universal, and it was for once more than pathetic phrase when Wilhelm II announced to the Reichstag: "I do not know any parties any more." The Kaiser spoke of Burgfrieden, a national truce, and the literal meaning of this word mirrored a widespread feeling: peace in the castle, suggesting that Germans had to stand together to defend their castle. Underneath the glamorous patriotic surface, however, strange irrational fears persisted. In many towns people believed that spies had poisoned the drinking water or that French bombers would attack them. In Nürnberg, five hundred miles away from the Russian border, citizens mistook a marching Prussian army corps for a Russian invasion force and panicked. 

National optimism, nevertheless, prevailed, and this was typical for most European nations. France declared its own equivalent to Burgfrieden, the union sacrée. French and Russians painted "see you in Berlin in September" on their trains, and British soldiers were eager to fight the barbarian Huns, as they called the Germans. Nationalism in Austria-Hungary was more complex: while most Germans in the Empire welcomed war, many national minorities were less happy to fight for the Habsburg Empire and watched for the first opportunity for desertion. The mobilization of the Austro-Hungarian forces, moreover, displayed dramatic military ineffectiveness and incompetence. True to the tolerance of Austria-Hungary to its national cultures, the mobilization order was published in twenty-seven languages. In most other countries, however, people were generally optimistic and expected their soldiers back home at Christmas after a glorious campaign. 

The initial operations:
The Germans saw their optimism confirmed during the first weeks of fighting. The right wing of the German western army advanced rapidly although it encountered strong Belgian resistance, and the encirclement of the French armies seemed only a matter of time. The Russians, however, mobilized much faster than the German generals had expected. At an alarming speed they overran parts of East Prussia in August. Königsberg, the largest city in the province, seemed threatened. This prompted Moltke to take two army corps out of the western front and to send them to the east under the command of the generals Hindenburg and Ludendorff. In late August and early September their army -- initially without the two new corps -- encircled and defeated the superior Russian armies in the battles of Tannenberg and the Masurian Lakes. 

Yet, the missing army corps weakened the German advance in France. In the second week of September the French army, supported by a quickly formed British expeditionary force, mounted a counterattack against the German right wing at the Marne River, some 35 miles northeast of Paris. Suffering from poor communications and exhaustion after long marches and hard fighting, the German armies had to stop their advance. The Schlieffen Plan had failed. Moltke, who had watered it down by narrowing the encirclement movement and by weakening the right wing on the western front, suffered a nervous breakdown and resigned. 

Whatever its military merits, the Schlieffen Plan, whether in the original or revised version, had proven a disaster. The German generals had underestimated the speed of Russian mobilization but overestimated the fighting force of the Russian armies. While the Germans had shared gloomy visions of a Russian steam-roller crushing them, the huge Russian armies of the First World War proved ill-prepared for a modern war. Their equipment was scarce and outmoded, their organization and communications were bad. The overestimation of the Russian army in the First World War led to the equally fatal underestimation of the Soviet army in the Second. But one of the worst results of the Schlieffen Plan was that it drew Britain into the war. It may be doubtful whether Britain could have stood aside in any case, but the German invasion of neutral Belgium made British involvement unavoidable and loaded Germany with the odium of international crime. The rapid deployment of British forces to France helped the French avoid the encirclement of their troops. 

To be sure, if we analyze the mistakes of the German General Staff we have to consider that general staffs in other countries made fateful mistakes, too. The French knew about the Schlieffen Plan but made no preparations to deploy troops to the Belgian border or into Belgium. The Russian army command made dramatic mistakes in East Prussia. But the gap between the assets and liabilities of the Schlieffen Plan in Moltke's version was particularly large. Given its failure and the fact of British hostility, to insiders the war seemed lost for Germany. There seemed to be no way to replace imports of raw materials and food, as the British closed off the passages to the North Sea. 

The public, however, did not realize the seriousness of the situation, and Moltke's successor, General Erich Falkenhayn, managed to stabilize the western front. The German army conquered most of the rest of Belgium and entrenched itself in a long line from the British Channel to the Swiss Jura mountains. The French and British built trenches on their side, too, and a deadlock emerged that was nearly impossible to break for four years. 

Bad news came from the Austro-Hungarian fronts. The troops of the Habsburg monarchy proved unable even to sustain an attack on little Serbia, which succumbed to a united German-Austrian force only in 1916. Meanwhile, the advancing Russians inflicted disaster on the Habsburg armies in the East. Most of Austrian Poland fell into Russian hands, and massive German support was required to stop the Russian offensive in the end of 1914. The only good news for Germany was that the Ottoman Empire (Turkey) decided to enter the war on the side of the Central Powers, as Germany and Austria-Hungary came to be called. But Turkey was no military giant. 

More important was that the Germans managed to alleviate the supply crisis through a concentration of all available know-how and a reorganization of industrial policy in the winter of 1914-15. The best chemists of the country developed synthetic materials essential for the production of ammunitions. The scarcity of imported raw materials was thus prevented from stopping the German war machine within months. The food supply was not as efficiently organized partly because strict rationing would have cut into the prerogatives of the Junkers and provoked political resistance. But it was reasonable to expect that the British blockade would take more than one year to create famine in the Central Powers. And most Germans were still optimistic. They recognized that the war would last throughout the winter, but they believed that it would be won in 1915. 

The prospect of a long war:
To the German and Austro-Hungarian leaders the situation looked serious but not hopeless. (Joke question: What is the difference between a Prussian and an Austrian? Answer) One thing was clear: time would work against the Central Powers. The Triple Entente was far superior in manpower and economic resources. Britain and France could draw from their vast colonial empires and dominions. (The Germans lost all but one of their colonies within the first months of fighting. - Not that they would have mattered.) Although German wartime industrial production was generally superior to the British and French separately it could not match the combined production of the Entente powers. The Germans had to do more with less, and they had to do it fast. The effect of the British blockade would increase every year, and the vast superiority of the Entente would slowly tip the balance in Europe. This explains why German military leaders again and again seized the initiative and tried to decide the war by staking everything on one card. 

Trench warfare:
The overall situation, however, did not favor offensive warfare. In the west the hostile armies remained locked in a new form of trench warfare, which soon destroyed the naive enthusiasm of young soldiers. In November 1914 the battle of Langemarck in western Belgium, though of no military importance, became a symbol for the undermining of traditional heroic virtue: thousands of young German university students, who had just recently substituted military training for the classroom, started to storm a hill held by enemy troops. Thousands of nineteen-year-olds ran uphill in deadly courage and enthusiasm. Almost all of them were mowed down by a few machine guns posted at the top of the hill. The losses were terrible. Langemarck later became the symbol of the senseless sacrifice of a whole generation of young men. 

Trench warfare became more sophisticated after Langemarck. Usually heavy artillery bombardment, poison gas, and machine gun fire aimed to extinguish all life in the enemy trenches. Warplanes helped to direct the artillery and, increasingly, dropped hand bombs on the enemy lines. After such deadly preparation infantry troops advanced on the enemy trenches and tried to conquer them. But often some enemy soldiers survived the assault; with machine guns and hand grenades they inflicted terrible losses on the advancing unprotected men. Artillery in the back of the trenches supported the defenders. Even if an attack succeeded it was normally possible for the defending army to stop further advances by occupying or building other trenches and artillery positions a few miles behind the initial front lines. 

Such offensive fighting repeatedly cost armies on both sides many thousand men in exchange for a thin death strip ploughed by the heavy artillery shells and full of bones and blood. The trench war experience traumatized the men. Single lives, in any case, did not count. The image of a hellish blood mill was often accurate, but the trench experience nevertheless involved more diversity than many accounts suggest. At all times there were active and passive sectors of the front. Not all soldiers participated in the great and bloody battles all the time. Some front sectors saw little fighting throughout the war. Troops on both sides concluded tacit truces according to the Live-and-Let-Live idea. Often the hostile trenches were so close that opposing soldiers could have killed each other with a few grenades. But if one side started to do so they were sure to suffer the same fate. Soldiers on both sides understood that if they made life horrible to those in the other lines the latter would do the same to them. Such informal -- though strictly illegal -- truces developed frequently and made trench life less morbid for a while. But this should not detract from the traumatic impact of the trench war. Units frequently changed positions, so that soldiers were likely to experience passive as well as active sectors, hellish battles as well as boredom. 

German war tactics:
In the vast plains of Eastern Europe mobile warfare was still possible. In 1915 Falkenhayn thus hoped to decide the war by launching an offensive against the Russians, the one enemy against whom victory seemed within reach. Falkenhayn hoped the Russian army would collapse, so that Russia might conclude a separate peace with Germany and relieve it from the two-front war. The German offensive wrought disaster on the still numerically superior but poorly organized and equipped Russian armies, but by the end of 1915 Russia did not make any sign of peace. To advance into the Russian plains would have created severe supply problems for the German troops. So the Russians were able to reorganize their military force in the winter 1915-16. 

In the meantime, the French and British, taking advantage of the German concentration of forces in the east, tried to break through the German lines in the west. After enormous losses on both sides, the offensives had to be stopped. In May 1915 Italy joined the war on the side of the Entente and attacked Austria, but in the following three and a half years the Italians made no progress, as they were fighting up the hills of Alpine valleys. In the fall of 1917 a united German and Austrian army defeated them so thoroughly that the Central Powers could have conquered Northern Italy had they wanted. 

On the oceans nothing decisive happened. The German navy, however, discovered that its long-range submarines, neglected by Tirpitz before the war, were an unexpectedly effective force against merchant ships. In February 1915 the German admiralty declared that its submarines would torpedo every ship approaching the British coasts. American protests, however, made the Germans restrict U-boat warfare. The Americans insisted that submarines should comply with the international rules for merchant warfare, which was nearly suicidal for them. The Germans asked the Americans to apply equal pressure on Britain since the British blockade did not conform to international law either. 

This was not a question of right but of power and mutual interest. American trade links to the Entente were much closer than those to Germany had been (and German-American trade was cut by the British blockade since the beginning of hostilities). As France and Britian borrowed huge sums of money from the United States and important military equipment it seemed impossible for the United States to let them be defeated. Public opinion in the United States, moreover, was either pro-English or neutral; only a few pro-German voices were heard, and they stopped in 1917. The Germans -- for the time being -- backed down in the submarine question because they did not want to add another great power to their enemies. 

In land warfare, Falkenhayn shifted the focus on the west again. In early 1916 the Germans started to attack the French fortress Verdun. This attack mirrored a particularly cynical attitude of Falkenhayn: he believed that he could wear down the French army by constantly attacking the fortress, which the French -- for reasons of national prestige -- would under no circumstances surrender. Thus they would suffer such terrible losses that they would become inclined to conclude peace. 

But this strategy backfired. German losses were not much lower than the French; both sides lost about 400,000 men. In August, after Verdun had proven a gigantic failure and after Romania had declared war on the Central Powers, Falkenhayn was replaced by Hindenburg and Ludendorff, the heroes of Tannenberg, at the head of the German army. While the German forces were doing their utmost to stop Allied attacks in the west the Russians started new offensives that lasted from March to December 1916. Whereas they did not push the German armies back, they again came close to destroying the Austro-Hungarian forces. The Germans had to deploy more troops to their ally, particularly when Romania attacked the Hungarian southern flank. 

Hindenburg and Ludendorff stopped the attack on Verdun and stabilized the situation in the Balkans and in Eastern Europe. To win military support from Poles, they induced Bethmann to restore an independent Poland under a German monarch on the territory of formerly Russian Poland, but few Polish soldiers joined the armies of the Central Powers. Polish independence subsequently was an embarrassment to the German leaders, since nobody really knew what to do with Russian Poland. The Austrians wanted to include it in the Habsburg monarchy, but the Germans did not believe in the viability of Austria-Hungary (-Poland) any more and thus preferred to control Poland themselves. 

Meanwhile, the situation for the people in the Central Powers got worse. Increasingly, they felt the effects of the British blockade. A major sea battle had occurred in 1916 (the battle of Jutland, 31 May and 1 June 1916) in which the German battle fleet had done more damage to the British than it had suffered itself, but it remained impossible for the Germans to break the ring of the blockade far off their coasts. In the winter of 1916-1917 famines broke out. The only food that was not too scarce was turnips. This winter thus came to be called the turnip winter. Social tensions grew. Many people were hungry, and they felt increasingly angry at those who still could eat and live well. 

More and more Germans came to believe that only unrestricted submarine warfare could bring the war to an acceptable end by inflicting dramatic shortages on Britain. The Pan-German League and many other right-wing organizations had supported this aim for two years already. The problem was (as in 1915) that unrestricted submarine warfare might draw the United States into war against Germany. Bethmann did not want to take this risk, but the hawks in the German military and government argued that the United States already supported the Entente substantially. The admirals, moreover, declared that it would take at least one year until substantial American troops would appear on the French battlefields (this was right). The U-boats, they boasted, would bring Britain down in only six months and then make the landing of Americans in France too dangerous (here they were dead wrong). 

Tirpitz, who had been dismissed by the Kaiser in March 1916 after pushing for unrestricted submarine warfare, did all he could to impress this view on Hindenburg and Ludendorff. And he succeeded. The two generals pressed the Kaiser into signing an order for unrestricted submarine warfare to begin on 1 February 1917. They also asked him to substitute Tirpitz for Bethmann as chancellor, but this the Kaiser refused to do. Bethmann, who was against unrestricted submarine warfare, had to give in; his call for a negotiated peace in December 1916 -- started as a last means to avoid unrestricted submarine warfare -- received a negative, even insulting, response from the Entente powers. Bethmann survived politically only until June 1917. 

When German submarines began to attack without warning all ships around the British Isles, the United States broke off diplomatic contacts to Germany and declared war in April 1917. An extremely stupid attempt of the German foreign minister to induce Mexico to attack the United States in case of an American-German war backfired. The British intercepted the message (Zimmermann Telegram) and leaked it to the American press, thus strengthening the anti-German mood in the United States and President Wilson's resolve to enter the war. 

In the spring of 1917 the French and British launched new offensives to defeat Germany before the Americans could have a decisive (moderating) influence on peace terms. For the first time they coordinated their offensives with the Russians and Italians, so that the Central Powers got under simultaneous pressure from all sides. Everywhere the Central Powers resisted, however, and in the fall of 1917 they even started some counteroffensives which led to the capitulation of Romania and helped prepare the ground for the Bolshevist revolution in Russia. The situation nevertheless looked quite desperate for Germany and its allies. Shortages reached dangerous dimensions even during the summer months of 1917, and Austria-Hungary was obviously crumbling. 

But so was Russia. In March 1917 a bourgeois revolution overthrew the Tsar; the new government declared it would democratize Russia and -- to the dismay of the Germans -- stay in the war. In April 1917 the German supreme command thus made a step whose momentous historical consequences it did not understand. Hoping to destabilize Russia further and thus to make it more willing to accept a separate peace, Hindenburg and Ludendorff offered to send Lenin to Russia. Lenin was the most radical and able leader of the revolutionary socialist faction, the Bolsheviks. As one of many Russian exiles, he was spending his time writing books in the reading room of the main library in Zürich (the tables which Lenin used stood there until the recent renovation; I still studied on them for my finals in the 1980s). He had become doubtful about the coming of the much hoped-for socialist revolution in Russia and elsewhere. That Tsarism fell took him by surprise. He found out at a public newspaper display in Zürich. 

Hindenburg and Ludendorff let Lenin pass Germany in an armored train car and sent him to neutral Sweden, from which he crossed the border to Russian Finland. In April 1917 he arrived in Petrograd and immediately started working for revolution. In the midst of increasing chaos the Bolsheviks overthrew the democratic government and took power on 7 November 1917. Lenin was more disposed toward peace with Germany than any other politician in Russia because he expected that a socialist revolution would break out in Germany and elsewhere too. All concessions he made to the German military would thus be temporary. In December a truce was concluded. The German government invited the Entente to join general peace negotiations together with Russia, but the Entente refused. Therefore separate German-Russian negotiations began. After some additional fighting a peace treaty was signed in March 1918 that brought huge areas of Tsarist Russia under indirect German control (through satellite states). For the terms of the Peace Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, see Eurodocs, World War I Archive: Brest-Litovsk.) 

Meanwhile, the German submarines obviously had failed to reach their goal. Although they torpedoed almost exactly as many ships as the admirals had predicted for the first six months of unrestricted submarine warfare, Britain was not defeated at all. Americans and British together built many new ships and learned to protect their merchant navies by forming big convoys, so that unrestricted submarine warfare became inefficient by the end of 1917. While Russia was finally defeated, the supply situation in the Central Powers deteriorated further. The winter 1917-18 once again brought famine to many families. Workers grew restive; strikes broke out in such sensitive sectors as the munitions production. The success of the Bolsheviks boosted radical socialist propaganda in Germany and Austria. Many workers felt that the war should come to an end and that only the German capitalists wanted to continue it in order to secure the conquest of lucrative regions for themselves. Tensions heightened also between the German single states. Many Bavarians, for instance, held Prussia responsible for prolonging the war out of dynastic interests. 

At the same time official propaganda did its utmost to assure the Germans that final victory was close and that the supply situation would get better once Germany would be able to import grain from Ukraine, which declared independence from Russia in January 1918, and Hindenburg and Ludendorff prepared for an all-or-nothing offensive in France, hoping to defeat France and avert a large-scale landing of American troops. 

In March 1918 the Germans started their offensive with reinforcements from the east. Until July they advanced slowly but incurred horrendous losses. As in 1914 they came close to Paris but lacked the strength to break through. By July 1918 one million fresh American soldiers fought with the Entente. Their number was increasing by several hundred thousands every month. The balance was tipping, even though the German troops in the east kept advancing into chaotic, disintegrating Russia and were occupying a vast area from Estonia to the Black Sea. In July and August 1918 the Allies counterattacked. The Germans had to withdraw behind the lines they had held in March. Again hundreds of thousands had sacrificed their lives or their health in vain. Ludendorff suffered a nervous breakdown but came back to office after a short break. 

While the Germans still held the western front, their allies broke down. Bulgaria and Turkey concluded truces, and Austria-Hungary started to negotiate with the Entente. In panic, Ludendorff pressed the Kaiser to appoint a new government that would have the confidence of the Reichstag majority and ask for a truce. The Kaiser followed suit in early October, and the new German government, which for the first time included Reichstag members, asked President Wilson to mediate a truce. Although this was not clear to most Germans, defeat had arrived. Austria-Hungary totally crumbled and Germany soon plunged into chaos. 

War aims:
War aims played a role in making a compromise peace impossible. We therefore need to examine the German plans for a post-war order. Unlike Fritz Fischer claims, Germany seems not to have entered the war in order to conquer specific territories. The Kaiser and his government were primarily concerned about preserving German and Austro-Hungarian great power status and, in the long run, about remaining competitive with the first-rate powers of the near future, Britain, Russia, and the United States. In the first months of the war, with German troops advancing toward Paris and defeating the first Russian armies, however, victory seemed within reach, and immediately politicians and economic interest groups started thinking about the terms of peace. 

In early September 1914, while the German armies still seemed victorious, Bethmann drafted a list of war aims. He invited interest organizations and the military to voice their demands, and what came out of this was a long "shopping list" of expansive goals. Industrialists, in particular, wanted to annex parts of Belgium and Northern France for economic reasons. The French part of Lorraine and Belgium had coal and large iron ore mines. These regions formed an ideal economic unity with the huge coal fields and steel-producing areas in West Germany. Before the war German industry had imported much iron ore from Belgium and France to produce steel by using German coal. Many of the areas from which the industrialists in the Ruhr had imported their raw material now were occupied by German troops, and heavy industry wanted to keep them. 

German Conservatives were more interested in Eastern expansion. They hoped to drive Russia back from the German border and to create a belt of buffer states in Eastern Europe. The army leaders, still in shock about the fast Russian advances into German territory in August 1914, supported these aims. The Conservatives also hoped to resettle Polish farmers further east in order to stop the growth of the Polish population in those parts of Poland that belonged to the German Empire. To the Conservatives an overwhelming victory with large annexations further promised to fan nationalism to such a degree that the existing social and political order could be stabilized. 

Business circles, moreover, wanted to establish a huge customs union reaching from defeated France through Belgium and the Netherlands to Austria, Hungary, and the future Eastern European buffer states. Eager colonialist circles in the German administration also hoped to establish a large Central African empire under German control. In all these plans, France should be reduced to the status of a middle power, while Russia should be pushed far back into the east. This so-called September Program remained more or less unchanged throughout most of the war. 

Its extreme expansionism has led historians to believe that Germans went to war in order to realize it, but there is little evidence for this. It rather seems as if the German power elites came to the conclusion that the outbreak of the war had shown how vulnerable their state was and that it needed extensive territorial guaranties to avoid being isolated and face strong enemies on two sides ever again. In the Darwinist thinking of the period, moreover, many Germans were afraid to lose out against the huge potential of the British overseas empire and Russia's vast land empire, not to speak about the still partly dormant potential of the United States. 

Although the aggressiveness of this program is beyond dispute, several arguments must be considered. Since the military leaders kept information about the real situation to a minimum, those who advocated it had no realistic image of Germany's potential for winning the war. This is not an excuse for the character of the annexationist program, but it explains its lacking realism. Moreover, many Germans opposed such far-reaching war aims and preferred to end the war even if the result would not bring large expansion. The Social Democrats, the Left Liberals, and later in the war the Catholic Center Party challenged the aggressive war aims of the industrialists and the Right. The government, finally, never committed itself to anything. It had ordered the September Program as an informal hearing in order to learn about the opinion of the economic and military elites. 

Bethmann for a while even repressed the public discussion of war aims through stricter censorship because it undermined the Burgfrieden and threatened to limit his latitude, should a real opportunity for negotiated peace arise. This caused widespread irritation in right-wing circles. Pan-Germans and conservatives were not used to seeing censorship applied to them rather than to the Left. From late 1914 on, the Right saw Bethmann as a weak leader who could not be trusted as an effective representative of conservative interest. Rightists repeatedly tried to induce Wilhelm II to dismiss him and appoint a more aggressive nationalist in his place (such as Tirpitz, Falkenhayn, or Ludendorff). 

Finally, war aims existed on both sides and made a compromise peace nearly impossible for all sides. By the Germans and their enemies alike, the situation before August 1914 was regarded as highly unsatisfactory and as a cause of the war. Both sides needed victory to remove or even reduce the threats that had supposedly made life uncomfortable before the war. The Germans did not want to go back to diplomatic encirclement and to the threat of a two-front attack. The French did not want to back out of the war without having at least won Alsace-Lorraine and weakened Germany. The British remained concerned about the German fleet and would in any case have demanded complete restoration of Belgium. Russia had been promised huge areas in the Balkans and the right to occupy the Dardanelles. Italy wanted territory from Austria, some of which was not inhabited by Italians. Britain and France promised independence to almost all minorities of the Habsburg monarchy. After the Russian Revolution had broken out they promised a future Polish national state including German territory settled by Poles and some areas settled by Germans. The British and French also made arrangements for Jewish and Arab autonomy in Palestine, a Turkish province. None of these goals could be reached before the enemy was defeated. 

War aims had a peculiar dynamic. Italy, for instance, negotiated with both sides before entering the war in 1915 and -- naturally -- decided to ally with those countries that could promise the maximum. In order to keep Russia fighting and in order to help stabilize the democratic system arising in the spring of 1917 against leftist revolutionaries, the western powers promised first the Tsar and later the democratic governments more and more territory at the expense of the Central Powers. The Entente's assurances to the Austro-Hungarian nationalities were a special case of war aims: they belonged to the same kind of revolutionizing strategy as the dispatch of Lenin to Russia by the German High Command or German support for Irish independence fighters. The longer the war lasted, the more national governments emphasized that the enemy would have to cover their own astronomic war expenses through reparations and territorial losses. "Le Boche payera tout," ("the Boche [derogatory term for German] will pay for everything") said the French, while the Germans wanted industrial and economic advantage to the same effect. These plans were short-sighted, however, because the enemy would be bankrupt in any case. 

Needless to say, the military situation did not make the German plans for the domination of Continental Europe a realistic option. The victories in the east, however, enabled the German army in 1918 to build up a vast network of buffer states that claimed independence from the crumbling Russian Empire (such as Ukraine and the Baltic states). The Germans tried to secure badly needed supplies in those areas, and Ludendorff dreamt of a vast Germanic colonial empire in Eastern Europe that smacks of later plans by the Nazis. But nothing of the sort was realized, and it is doubtful whether Ludendorff would have found enough support for his extreme plans. It was also clear that Germany in the long run would have become the dominant power on the Balkans; the Austro-Hungarian army since 1914 fought with massive German help; if the war had ended with a draw in the west the Habsburg monarchy as well as most Balkan states might soon have become militarily and economically dependent of Germany. 

III. Society and Politics under the Strains of War

The failure of compromise: 
We know about the terrifying human cost of the war in the front lines and -- more indirectly -- at home. All European warring nations went more or less bankrupt during the war, and in the Central Powers, in particular, civilians suffered severe losses due to the shortage of food and many basic commodities of life. Seeing masses of soldiers attacking, defending, and counter-attacking at an enormous blood toll makes the war look absurd to us, and two questions arise again and again: first, why did this terrible slaughter go on for so long? Second, how come that many peoples -- and in our case, the Germans -- held out for the full duration of the war? 

As mentioned before, a military stalemate developed as early as September 1914, and neither side could force a decisive victory for four years. Already after a few months of bloody and costly fighting it seemed impossible for any government to advocate a return to the status quo of 1914. The Entente could wait and let its superiority decide the war, while the Central Powers over and over believed that they could win before the enemies' material resources would become decisive. Several peace initiatives nevertheless materialized. The German government tried to arrive at a separate peace with the Russians, but the chances were bad, as the Central Powers (being the prime targets of Russian expansionism) could not promise the Russians nearly as much as the Entente had done. The German generals, moreover, insisted on the annexation of so-called security zones in the Russian border areas. 

When a separate peace with Russia seemed out of reach, Bethmann issued an appeal for general peace in December 1916, but he failed to hint at any concessions Germany would be willing to make. Hindenburg and Ludendorff tolerated this move only because they wanted to use its expected failure as a pretext to start unrestricted submarine warfare. In July 1917 the left-to-center Reichstag majority issued an appeal for peace without major annexations and reparations. But again, the German generals refused to back such an initiative. After the breakdown of Russia German diplomats once more called for general peace negotiations, but again no official reaction occurred. In informal contacts the British and Germans recognized that even their most modest war aims were incompatible (even letting aside the French war aims). On the Russian side, Lenin called for general negotiations too, but his appeal was propaganda. Lenin discredited the Bolshevist government, moreover, when he published the secret treaties the Tsarist government had concluded with the western powers. 

After the Russian defeat the Germans maybe had a slim chance at least to keep a longer stalemate: they could have declared the war in the west as strictly defensive while continuing to exploit their eastern conquests. Maybe it would have been possible for Germany to get away with this at the price of withdrawal from Belgium and, if worst came to worst, Alsace-Lorraine. It was certain that the Allies with American help had the greater reserves to win the war, but would they have continued the bloody struggle to the very end if the Germans had made significant concessions in the west? 

On the other hand, the situation was very intricate because of the numbers of allies on each side. Even if Germany had come to an understanding with the western powers, what would have happened to Austria-Hungary and Italy? Admittedly, the chance for peace was slim, but the German government certainly did not go a long way to sound it out. One constant problem was that the German military leaders would hardly have consented to compromises in the west as long as a chance for general victory seemed to exist. To convince the military and the rightists to cede Alsace-Lorraine before the situation was entirely hopeless was impossible. 

In any case, every government in the war was reluctant to make peace offers because they were likely to be interpreted as a sign of weakness by the other side. Instead of encouraging peaceful attitudes, they could boost the enemy's morale and determination to hold out until victory. Attempts by neutrals to mediate peace all failed. The Pope made several attempts , and so did the American government. The problem with the United States was that it was hardly a strictly neutral country even before it entered the war. It sent armament shipments and much-needed loans only to the Entente and tolerated the British blockade. When President Wilson encouraged peace negotiations in 1916 he demanded that the Germans cede Alsace-Lorraine even before negotiations started. It was impossible for a German government to give up German regions as a unilateral precondition for a peace conference as long as the war was not lost. 

We have seen that war aims and the enormous human and material cost of the war made it nearly impossible for governments and armies to agree to a compromise peace, particularly since mutual hatred of entire peoples grew from year to year. But the second question remains: how could peoples hold out for so long? A modern, industrial war could only be fought over an extended period if the whole society cooperated. This was the same problem in every warring nation, and they all resorted to similar methods to ensure national cooperation until victory. 

The home front: 
Propaganda was one strategy to hold the home front together. It worked in different ways: 

· vilification of the enemy; 

· extreme nationalism (sense of national mission and scientific legitimation of one's own national superiority, professorial propaganda, often rife with pseudo-Darwinistic themes, intensification of prewar tendencies); 

· military optimism (embellishment of military setbacks, as in the following German statement: "our Austro-Hungarian allies are retreating in good order and will not hesitate to surprise the all too optimistically advancing enemy in due course," and suggestion of imminent victory); 

· war aims (more or less explicit promise of large gains after the war).

But more than propaganda was needed in all countries. One of the most daunting tasks was the organization of the war economy. Work force and production shifted to industries that were essential for the war. If possible, factories tried to produce goods that were needed by the army. Peace goods and consumer goods became rare and thus expensive. Huge state investment went to heavy industry, particularly to the largest enterprises, as they seemed more efficient and had stronger lobbies. This created much bitterness among smaller entrepreneurs and all those businessmen and artisans who could not participate in the armaments production. Here a group of unsatisfied people grew that later on supported the Nazis. Disgruntled lower middle-class people found that the state seemed to neglect them and that the workers were better off than they, because the workers had large interest groups. Among these people, anti-Semitism would find a powerful, though in the end not decisive, demagogic resonance. 

The draft created shortages of workers. Women and youngsters joined the labor force. Farmers resorted to hoarding and were one of the few groups that won during the war. Deputy military commanders ruled Germany under emergency legislation. They tried to be mild and competent, but the system according to which they had to rule was totally antiquated. There were twenty-three generals ruling their various areas, which were military districts that differed from administrative districts. A chaos of overlapping competencies was the consequence. The generals at home also had to administer censorship, which was usually mild, but sometimes arbitrary against the Left. 

For the people at home the war was a depressing experience. Poverty was exacerbated in Germany unlike in England or France, where government help and an adequate supply situation even improved standards of living for the poorer classes. Long queues for food and coal became increasingly normal in Germany and other Central Powers. Since many women worked, it often was the children who went shopping and stood in front of stores during cold winter mornings, frequently to find out that there was no bread left. Poor people in the cities sent their children into the countryside to find whatever they could, some wheat spelt, a few potatoes, or some pieces of coal. 

Every government made some concessions in social legislation in order to support the poor and the workers. In Germany the wartime governments steered a middle course, trying to appease the lower classes and, in particular, the workers, by promising gradual reform of the German and Prussian constitutions. Moderate politicians felt that it would be unfair to deny the workers respectability and full political rights after they had so willingly supported the nation state in danger. 

National enthusiasm and solidarity, however, quickly faded in the face of severe shortages and famine. 

IV. From Victory to Defeat and Revolution: 1918

Political origins of the revolution: 
In the last two war years the German political landscape offered a peculiar picture: On the one side it looked as if the military had established a dictatorship. I mentioned that generals had received large administrative powers through the law of siege in 1914. When Hindenburg and Ludendorff became supreme army commanders in August 1916 they started to play a more assertive role in German domestic politics. They intervened in many political matters under the pretext of intensifying war production. It looked almost as if the generals altogether were running the country, and one historian has thus called the period between Hindenburg and Ludendorff's appointment and the end of war a "silent dictatorship" (Martin Kitchen). 

But at the same time the Reichstag's role and authority also increased. For the sake of the Burgfrieden, the Reichstag had been rather passive from 1914 to 1916, but in the wake of the growing strains of war since the winter of 1916-17 its left-to-center majority took a more demanding stand. In February 1917 it put strong pressure on Bethmann and induced him to promise to reform the outmoded and undemocratic Prussian three-class suffrage. This triggered wild resistance from the Right, which saw its parliamentary majority in Prussia and its strong influence on German politics threatened by the reform. The Conservatives would have lost three quarters of their parliamentary seats had the Prussian diet been elected by universal and equal suffrage, as the Reichstag was. Given the fierce resistance from the Right, nothing was done until late in the fall of 1918. 

But the Reichstag continued to push for reform. It was decisive that the Catholic Center Party, under the influence of its leader Matthias Erzberger (who was murdered by rightist anti-democrats in 1921), realized the urgency of reform and peace. Together with the left liberals and the moderate Social Democrats the Center formed a loose alignment, which was called the "Reichstag Majority," since the three parties together indeed held a majority. Sometimes they were joined by the left wing of the rightist National Liberal party. The Reichstag Majority demanded a peace without major annexations and reparations in July 1917 and managed to secure more parliamentary control over the government. When Bethmann's successor, a political non-entity, failed after three months in office, the Reichstag Majority demanded to be consulted in the deliberations about the new chancellor, also a non-entity (and half senile). This was in October 1917. After this date the reform process stopped for a while, as general hope for victory ran high again (Russian defeat, beginning offensive in the West). 

A surprise chance for reform (but a thorny one) arose as defeat approached in the fall of 1918: Ludendorff, just back on his feet after his nervous breakdown, decided to embark on a wild gamble. Although a strict authoritarian conservative himself, he ordered a "revolution from above" on 29 September 1918 in reaction to military setbacks in the west and the breakdown of Bulgaria. This was an attempt to prevent the army from being totally defeated and from taking an active part in a possible revolution in Germany. 

Ludendorff's gamble rested on three expectations: first, he believed that democratization would avert a Russian-style socialist revolution in Germany by taking some wind out of the sails of the revolutionary workers' movement; second, he assumed a democratic government would be more respectable in the eyes of President Wilson and that a German democracy might thus win better peace terms than the old government; third, and most importantly, Ludendorff's gamble also had a domestic aspect: the Reichstag Majority -- democrats and socialists, in particular -- should take responsibility for the defeat and "liquidate" the war. Ludendorff claimed that German democrats and socialists had prevented him and Hindenburg from winning the war. Whether he fully believed this is unclear. He certainly made his opinion public as often as he could and thus poured out some of the poison that later helped to kill the Weimar Republic. Hindenburg supported this "stab-in-the-back" legend a little less notoriously but nonetheless effectively even though he was fully aware that Germany had lost the war in 1918. 

Ludendorff's quest for the parliamentarization of the German political system had immediate effects. Not even the most stubborn conservatives dared oppose the prestigious general. On 3 October the Reichstag majority accepted a liberal monarchist as new chancellor, Prince Max von Baden. The new chancellor appointed ministers from the Reichstag Majority, including two Social Democrats. At the request of Ludendorff he immediately sent a note requesting a truce to the American president. Wilson answered after some hesitation, demanding that Germany withdraw from all occupied territories, from Alsace-Lorraine, and from a region in eastern Prussia that the Allies planned to open as a Polish corridor to the Baltic Sea. 

Max von Baden, aware of imminent defeat, accepted these hard conditions. In a new note, however, Wilson demanded to negotiate with the "true representatives of the German people;" this was an implicit call to overthrow the Kaiser. Wilson also demanded immediate stoppage of submarine warfare. He had been pressured by France and Britain to delay his answers and to continue demanding more and more, as the French and British hoped that Germany would definitely break down during these negotiations and thus have no choice but to surrender unconditionally. 

Max von Baden stopped the submarine war but declined to change the system of government. With some justification he claimed that his government already represented the interests of the German people. While the chancellor was negotiating with the United States the harsh conditions for a truce induced Ludendorff to reconsider his strategies. He suddenly claimed that it was necessary to go on fighting at all cost. Many Germans, incensed at the prospective of being completely at the mercy of the Entente, called for a levée en masse, a general uprising against the potential invaders. This was unrealistic, as there were hardly any people any more who could fight. The army, moreover, would most likely have resisted such a deadly strategy. 

Ludendorff wanted the ultimate fight probably more as a suicidal struggle to save the supposed "honor" of the army rather than to avert defeat. Maybe he believed that Germany would receive better conditions by showing willingness to fight. Anyway, he did not get his way. After fierce debates the Kaiser dismissed him on 26 October but kept Hindenburg as supreme commander. Two days later the government, supported by the Reichstag Majority, issued several laws that realized the "revolution from above" ordered by Ludendorff in late September 1918. 

These October Reforms transformed the Bismarckian constitution into a parliamentarian monarchy. The Reichstag received the right to overthrow the chancellor and his government, and Reichstag members could become ministers. The Prussian three-class suffrage was finally abolished, and the military was put under parliamentary control. The Federal Council, traditionally the agent of conservative control, lost many prerogatives to the Reichstag. The government also decided for a reform that would equalize the electoral districts. The Bismarckian constitution thus was decisively reformed. 

But people in the streets did not believe that this turn of events was sincere and durable. The new rules seemed somewhat ambivalent, since they still gave the Kaiser the right to appoint the chancellor and the ministers, and the Kaiser himself helped to raise suspicion when he left Berlin and traveled to the military headquarters in late October. The October Reforms, above all, came too late. Many Germans wanted a clearer break with the old system. Social tensions now exacerbated the conflict. Finally, the depressing prospective of imminent defeat undermined the authority of the old regime. The October Reforms thus appeared too much as a last-minute attempt to save the old elites and to ward off more profound changes. Many Germans did not realize that the Entente slowed down the negotiations for a truce; they believed their own government was continuing to prolong the war to postpone reform. 

Whether all this would have been sufficient to spark the revolution is unclear. Conservative and many moderate Germans abhorred the idea of revolution, particularly in a state of national emergency. But one factor brought the situation to the boiling point: the Kaiser. Wilson's notes had made it clear that Wilhelm II was considered unacceptable as a partner in negotiations. Although the Kaiser had been unusually passive and moderate throughout the war, foreign propaganda had used him as the symbol of the crude, barbarian German and declared him a top-level war criminal. The people in the Entente states now demanded his punishment. Letting him remain in power seemed impossible to the Entente; his removal was an undeclared war aim. 

The Germans got nervous when it seemed as if Wilhelm II was the only obstacle standing between them and peace. In early November calls for his abdication became impossible to ignore. Although some politicians including the SPD leaders tried to save the monarchy by sacrificing Wilhelm II (through a regency of the Kaiser's oldest grandson, for example), such solutions became unrealistic as the Kaiser, under the influence of the military, postponed his decision from one day to the other. 

The decisive spark of the revolution, however, was not the Kaiser's hesitation but the German admiralty's order to the fleet to wage a suicidal attack on the British navy. When Wilson announced terms for a truce that forced the Germans to concede defeat, the navy decided to counteract the ongoing negotiations by launching a desperate attack against the British coast in late October 1918. The German admirals had not bothered to inform the Kaiser and the chancellor of their enterprise, which was born out of a crazy military code of honor. The navy, moreover, wanted to demonstrate the value of Tirpitz's fleet building. When the admirals ordered the sailors to get ready for a sortie, however, the sailors got suspicious and mutinied. In Kiel, the main war port, they marched from their ships, showing red flags and shouting socialist and pacifist slogans. According to the model of the Russian revolutions of 1917 they began to form sailors' and workers' councils ("soviets" in Russian, "Räte" in German). 

Although the government got control over the situation in Kiel by sending a moderate socialist there who calmed down the sailors, the example of Kiel sparked rebellions in other German cities and in Austria and Hungary. In Hamburg, workers' and soldiers' councils were formed, and the idea spread to Munich and Berlin. Returning soldiers often participated in upheavals and formed their own councils. So did even some farmers. In Munich a revolutionary socialist took power on 7 November, and within two days all German princes including the Kaiser abdicated without attempting any resistance. 

The army command decided on 8 November that the army units returning from the front should restore order in the name of the Kaiser, but not enough loyal troops could be found to repress what had become a mass movement all over the country. Seeing that the Kaiser's remaining in power threatened to trigger civil war and to undermine the negotiations for a truce, even the moderate parties now increased their pressure on him to abdicate. On 9 November Prince Max von Baden finally decided to announce the Kaiser's abdication without Wilhelm's consent and to appoint the moderate SPD leader Friedrich Ebert, Bebel's successor, the new chancellor. This was strictly speaking illegal, but it helped to mitigate tensions. The Kaiser independently decided to abdicate some hours after Max von Baden had handed power over to the SPD. Hindenburg told Wilhelm II that no other solution remained. The following day the Kaiser crossed the border to the Netherlands. 

The SPD was not all too happy about this turn of events. They had tried to effect a gradual and orderly takeover, but the competition and agitation of the more radical Left forced them to spearhead the revolutionary movement in order not to lose control over it. They invited the left-wing socialists to participate in the new government. The Independent Socialists, the USPD, joined Ebert but demanded that the workers', soldiers', and farmers' councils be given political rights in the future. Ebert reluctantly made some concessions but called for the election of a National Assembly that would draft a new constitution soon. Whether the council system would receive a place in that future constitution was not clear. The Independent Socialists certainly were determined to preserve its power, whereas the moderate SPD did not want a minority of factory workers have a disproportionate say in state affairs. 

Germany on November 9 received a socialist government formed to equal parts of SPD and USPD leaders. The army command, now without the power to dominate politics, accepted to support the existing government against more radical efforts to start a revolution according to the Bolshevist model. Two days after the Kaiser's abdication, on 11 November, the German delegates signed a truce in France. They had had no chance to change its conditions. Germany had to withdraw all troops from the left bank of the Rhine, disband most army units, and hand over immense amounts of means of transportation (railroads, trucks). The British blockade continued until June 1919. But the war was over. The Wilhelmine Empire was gone. 

In the middle of revolutionary troubles, the Germans seemed unable to realize the seriousness of defeat. They had been promised victory for nearly four and a half years, and in this hope they had endured a long, bloody struggle, hunger, and massive human loss. Hardly a family had not lost a father or son in the front lines. Ebert, for instance, had lost both his sons in the war. My own grandmother lost three brothers on the western front (and a forth one returned handicapped), my grandfather one in the east. It was hard to believe that all of these sacrifices now amounted to nothing and that everything was much, much worse than when the war had started. 

Social origins of the revolution: 
Workers were the main "revolutionary mass." They gathered in the streets of the cities in early November 1918 and forced the old monarchic governments out of office. They enjoyed some sympathies from democrats and left liberals, who wanted parliament to direct policies and control the government, which had hitherto been dependent upon the Kaiser. A strong minority among the workers, however, wanted more than a democratic revolution: they saw the overthrow of the Kaiser as a first step on the path to Communism. 

But whatever their long-term goals, the radical workers helped to bring down the monarchy in 1918. Since the workers were protagonists of the revolution we can assume that social tensions form an important background to it. Social divisions heightened during the war, particularly over the last two years in which hunger and scarcity became a shared experience of workers. Even though the income gap between the highest and lowest incomes in Germany diminished significantly during the war, social difference became more conspicuous. This happened because almost everybody got poorer, so that the lower income groups faced hunger. 

Social difference was no longer primarily a difference between rich and poor but one between people who had something to eat and those who had nothing to eat. In such situations, social aggressions increase almost always. Even though in percentage points the middle classes and some of the rich lost most through inflation and the enormous amounts of money they had put into war bonds, social tensions became more explosive, as starvation threatened the recipients of the lowest incomes. Those few industrialists and businessmen who gained a lot through government contracts thus became targets of popular anger and gave the poor the impression that the income gap was widening rather than narrowing. 

Moreover, workers in urban areas suffered most from the supply problems. Even if their wages were decent, they had problems to find food and coal to heat their apartments. The trade unions and the socialist party had initially taken the Burgfrieden seriously. There were almost no strikes until 1917, and the SPD largely refrained from political action in the first two years of the war. This changed in the first so-called Hungerwinter of 1916-1917. More and more workers felt that the war had to come to an end. The first Russian revolution of March 1917, moreover, eliminated Tsarism as the main enemy against whom the German workers had been eager to fight in 1914. Increasingly, radical German socialists, who had split off from the SPD, won a large audience for their claims that peace was hindered by the aggressive war aims of the German industrial bourgeoisie and that only a socialist revolution would put an end to the war. (For a manifesto by Rosa Luxemburg, a radical socialist, see H-German: Rosa Luxemburg, The War and the Workers.) 

The Bolshevist revolution in Russia (November 1917) inspired them and led to a new upsurge of socialist hopes in Germany. Strikes increased, but the majority of the workers still stood by the government. The SPD carefully tried to limit the expression of worker dissatisfaction and claimed that military victory or at least a compromise peace were still possible and would occur soon. Like almost everybody else, official propaganda had led the Socialist leaders to see the military situation in a rosy light. The hope for final victory through Ludendorff's last campaign in France thus quieted dissatisfaction for a while, but when the military situation got worse in the fall of 1918 the workers showed their war-weariness. Generally, they still believed that Germany could receive decent peace terms if it stopped the war now, which again was an illusion and the consequence of an officially propagated optimism. Strong social tensions existed, but whether they alone would have triggered the revolution is unclear, particularly if we consider that the last government appointed by the Kaiser made far-reaching social concessions already in October 1918. 

The "incomplete" revolution: 
The German Revolution of 1918-19 has puzzled historians. It has some paradoxical characteristics. One is, that much of what it achieved in the new constitution of August 1919 (formally creating the Weimar Republic) had already been conceded by the Kaiser through the October Reforms of 1918, before the revolution (excepting female suffrage, however). There were workers in the revolution who fought for the establishment of a socialist society, but they did not reach their goal. What then did the other Germans who participated in it or supported it wish to reach? This has remained a little unclear. It was not just the overthrow of the Kaiser or the monarchy in general. Even leading Social Democrats would have agreed to keep the monarchy in some form and making the Kaiser's oldest grandson new emperor. 

A second odd feature of the revolution is that it encountered so little resistance. This seems surprising, if we consider to what lengths the Kaiser, his generals, and his politicians had always been willing to go in order to stabilize the system and to protect it against revolution. Take the example of Munich on 7 November 1918: workers gathered on a field in the city and marched toward the castle of the king of Bavaria in the center of town. Their leader spoke diffusely of revolution, but his crowd was hardly armed and probably did not know what exactly it wanted. Before the group arrived at the castle the king had abdicated, taken a horse carriage, and found a street to the Austrian border. 

In similar fashion all German princes left their residences, some formally abdicating, others just leaving without further notice. Nobody defended the position they were so willingly giving up. The Crown Prince, Wilhelm II's oldest son, made some plans with generals to send army units from the fronts to repress the revolution, but nothing happened when crowds in Berlin demanded the abdication of Wilhelm II. The old elites were simply moving out of the way! They had maneuvered Germany into a hopeless situation and left it to the socialists and democrats to deal with it. It needs to be added, of course, that self-criticism was rare among the princes; they usually blamed others for the defeat and the revolution. 

With the exception of the peaceful breakdown of most communist dictatorships in 1989 it has rarely happened that a revolution succeeded so unspectacularly, quietly, without much bloodshed. Certainly, the radical socialists resorted to more violence when it became likely that the revolution would lead to capitalist democracy, not to a socialist state. And the right-wing enemies of the democracy were eager first to repress radical leftists with utmost brutality and then to undermine the Republic. But the fact remains: nobody defended the old order in November 1918. Instead, new research suggests that the German bourgeoisie, in addition to not doing much to avert revolution, to a large extent participated in it hoping to create a new order itself. The war had truly eroded old authorities and inspired hopes for a new political order even among many members of the middle class. 

A third troubling feature of the revolution is that it seems somewhat incomplete. It had some success, at least in the short run, by making Germany a democracy. A new constitution modeled after the American and French constitutions replaced the Bismarckian monarchy. The social structure, however, remained mostly unchanged by the revolution. The traditional elites in the administration, the bureaucracy, and the military were allowed to stay in office. Many judges, policemen, officers, teachers, and government officials, who had been trained under the old system, paid only lip service to the Republic (and sometimes not even that), and they remained in place. The governments of the Republic made some attempts to substitute democrats for the anti-republicans, but -- with some notable exceptions -- these efforts did not go very far. 

The new state introduced a new flag (horizontal stripes of black, red, and gold; identical with today's German flag) and tried to foster a sense of national identification with the Republic, but it had not much success. Many Germans continued to identify with the pre-revolutionary state, and even the republican governments did not try to break that sense of continuity. That the Kaiser's government should have been responsible for the outbreak of the First World War outraged almost all Germans, republicans and anti-republicans alike. It is by no means unusual in the history of revolutions that the new government blames the worst acts on the old one; witness Lenin's publication of the Tsar's secret treaties, which deeply compromised Russia's policy before 1917. Such a thing was unthinkable to the German politicians after the revolution of 1918-19. Yet, the fact that the German revolution was moderate and achieved change only in some areas does not reduce its significance. 

IV. The Treaty of Versailles

Versailles and German expectations:
The Treaty of Versailles is one of the most controversial international agreements. Many observers -- politicians and historians -- have tended to blame the rise of the Nazis on Versailles, following the dictum of an eminent democratic German politician. When asked about the ultimate reasons for the failure of the democratic Weimar Republic, he replied: "Versailles and Moscow." By "Moscow" he meant that subversive communist activity guided by the Russian Bolshevist government had undermined democracy in tandem with the Nazis. By mentioning "Versailles" he claimed that the peace treaty had had detrimental effects on the viability and domestic authority of the German democracy. 

The French, on the other side, felt disappointed by the treaty. They had hoped to weaken Germany more, maybe to dissolve it. To them, the treaty did not seem harsh enough. 

In general, it has seemed that the treaty was either to harsh or too mild. It was too harsh to reconcile Germany with its former war enemies and to integrate it into a lasting peaceful postwar order, and it was too mild to weaken Germany so as to make it impossible for it to ever again become a great power. The picture that emerges today after more intensive research is more complex and differentiated than that, but Versailles nevertheless remains both a highly ambivalent and crucial station in German history. The actual peace terms harshly disappointed the Germans, who felt that they radically contradicted the promises Wilson had made to the prerevolutionary German governments. The Germans, for right or wrong, felt betrayed by Wilson and the United States. 

If we compare German expectations and the terms of Versailles, we cannot overlook sharp discrepancies. Instead of a negotiated peace in which Germany would be a significant, if not equal, partner, the treaty gave practically no room for German input and resembled more a dictate than a real peace settlement. Instead of admitting the new democratic Germany into the community of democratic nations, the Allies ostracized the vanquished nation. They even took pains to humiliate its national consciousness. Germany was -- for the time being -- not allowed to join the newly founded League of Nations and remained a pariah in the postwar order. Instead of a peace of reconciliation the Germans received a peace of submission and punishment. The principle of national self-determination, instead of being respected as a general rule, was always applied if it weakened Germany and its former allies but never where it would have benefited them. 

Wilsonian ideology seemed to have covered traditional ruthless power politics with a moralistic glaze. How did this momentuous discrepancy come about? Were the Germans really betrayed? Should they ever have believed in a milder peace settlement? 

Wilson's Fourteen Points:
Let us now see how this misunderstanding came about. On 8 January 1918 Wilson offered Congress an outline for a moderate peace in Europe. He was prompted to do so by the critical condition of the Entente after the Russian defeat. In France and Britain war-weariness became stronger, and it seemed irresponsible to many political minds that war should be continued for aggressive French and British war aims. Wilson thus hoped to placate moderate opinion in the Entente and at the same time suggest to the Germans that they could expect a peace settlement that would not destroy their state but give them a chance to survive as a major nation. 

The principles Wilson articulated in his Fourteen Points were above all: economic and political equality of all nations (against satellite states, as in German-dominated Eastern Europe, and for the restoration of Belgian independence). Wilson further demanded that Europe be reorganized along lines of nationality. This idea implied the German loss of Alsace-Lorraine and the creation of a truly independent Polish state that would have to receive access to the Baltic Sea at the expense of some German territory. Concerning war reparations, Wilson asked that they be limited to repairing the damage done by invading troops (Germans in Belgium and France). 

Further, Wilson encouraged democratization. He announced that the Allies would speak seriously only to "true" representatives of the German people. (He sometimes doubted, however, that the German democrats would really be the true representatives of the German people; the Kaiser's generals seemed to be quite popular.) But Wilson made it clear that Germany would be allowed to gain a place in a new, liberal world order if it was willing to respect his principles and to forego its own expansionist or hegemonial aims. The restoration of Belgium was a "must" on the American list; Alsace-Lorraine and the Polish corridor were merely conditions that "should" be met. 

It was on the basis of these fourteen points that the German government had asked to open negotiations for a truce in October 1918. Wilson's answers had generally confirmed the fourteen points but put heavier emphasis on Alsace-Lorraine and the Polish corridor. One factor the Germans tended to ignore, however, was the persistence of French and British war aims. Wilson was maybe the strongest member of the Entente, but the French had more of a stake in Europe than the United States. Georges Clémenceau, the French prime minister, did not take Wilson's claims seriously. He joked that the Good Lord had managed with ten commandments, whereas Wilson needed fourteen points. 

Particularly in the light of French and British expectations the German hopes for a mild peace were downright naive and betrayed a high degree of wishful thinking born of the desperation typical for the end of the war. A coalition war had ended; this meant that many different countries would voice their claims. Wilson could not conclude peace all alone. Moreover, the passions aroused by a world war, particularly in France and Britain, could not easily be transformed into feelings of reconciliation. 

The peace conference:
On 18 January 1919 the leading statesmen of the victorious nations met in Paris to decide about the future of the defeated Central Powers. The choice of the opening date was a deliberate humiliation of Germany, since it was the birthday of the German Empire in 1871. Negotiations were conducted mainly between the heads of state of the United States, France, Britain, and Italy, the so-called "big four." They had widely differing goals. 

For Wilson, the most important goal was the establishment of a League of Nations that would mediate all future conflicts between nations and make war as a means of politics unnecessary. Wilson was prompted by fears of Bolshevism. He wanted to offer a pacifist vision to war-weary Europeans, mainly the workers and the leftists. He envisioned a liberal union of free, democratic nations, based on the principle of national self-determination, as a competing model to Lenin's call for a brotherhood of socialist societies according to Marxist ideas. Wilson wanted to weaken Germany's military potential for all times, but he had nothing against a democratic Germany becoming a major economic power again and felt strongly about leaving it unified. He feared that an all too weak Germany might inspire France to strive for domination on the European continent. 

To the French, security against a future German invasion mattered most. France wanted to change the balance of power by weakening Germany's economic and demographic potential to a point that would make it impossible for Germany to overpower France. In 1914 Germany had had about twenty-five million inhabitants more than France, and German industrial production had been much more intensive than France's. In order to reduce German superiority, to reconstruct the destroyed areas, and to cover their own war debt, the French wanted high reparations. 

But reparations were not sufficient, since they could only temporarily bind the German economy. The French hoped further to control Germany's western industrial heartlands and -- maybe -- to dissolve the Reich altogether. They wanted to separate the Rhineland and the Ruhr from Germany and to create a semi-autonomous state leaning toward France. Without its densily populated and highly industrialized West, Germany would find it impossible to threaten France again. As an additional safeguard against future German aggression, France hoped to build up an alliance network among the newly independent nationalities of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and Poland, the so-called cordon sanitaire. This alliance was supposed to threaten Germany with a second front again, after France's main prewar ally in Eastern Europe, the Russian Empire, had broken down. France further wanted to secure a strong position in the Middle East in territories formerly belonging to the Ottoman Empire. 

The British wanted above all to demilitarize Germany and to get hold of its battle fleet and merchant navy. They claimed their share in German reparations and demanded domination over most of Germany's African colonies. In addition to that, their interests concentrated on the Middle East (at the expense of the dissolved Ottoman Empire). Often British interests in this region contradicted ambitious French schemes. In general, the British aims were compatible with the American aims. The British believed that Germany should after a while recover as a major trade partner without ever again posing a military threat. Like the United States, Britain was also unhappy about the prospect of French predominance on the European Continent. 

Italy joined the conference tables at Versailles to claim the lands it had been promised as a price for supporting the Entente, the South Tyrol (partly German-speaking Alpine valley) and the Trentino (border area with Yugoslavia; today: Slovenia). Japan merely wanted its conquest of Germany's Chinese colony ratified. In mostly secret negotiations over four months the leading statesmen drafted a treaty that they submitted to the German government in early May 1919. 

The main conditions of the treaty included territorial, military, financial, and judicial elements. (For a full text of the treaty, see Eurodocs, World War I Archive: Versailles.) 

1) Territorial: Germany had to cede Alsace-Lorraine to France and accept an allied occupation of most of its western provinces. The Saar area was given to France for fifteen years. Thereafter a plebiscite should decide its future. The rich coal mines in the Saar district, however, would belong to France, and Germany would have to buy them back if the plebiscite yielded a pro-German majority. The Rhineland and some cities on the right bank of the Rhine were occupied by French, English, American, and Belgian troops for five, ten, or fifteen years respectively. A small border area was annexed by Belgium.
In the north a plebiscite was held to decide the fate of northern Schleswig, the province with a Danish minority. The result split the province into a pro-Danish and pro-German part. In the east, Germany had to give the provinces of Western Prussia and Posen to Poland, thus offering the landlocked Polish state an outlet to the Baltic Sea. Some of Upper Silesia also went to Poland, but some areas were given the right to a plebiscite (the drawing of voting districts was arbitrary, however, giving the Poles a majority wherever possible). 
The city Danzig on the Baltic Sea became a so-called free city under the mandate of the League of Nations. A small area in Silesia was given to Czechoslovakia and another strip of land in the north of East Prussia was put under Allied administration and was later seized by Lithuania. The loss of the territories in the east filled most Germans with even more indignation than the loss of the western lands, since the changes in the east often contradicted the principle of national self-determination: Some of the new Polish territories were settled predominantly by Germans, and Danzig was a German city. 
A union of German Austria with Germany, although the declared wish of both peoples, was forbidden, and several million Germans living in Bohemia (in the Sudetenland) came under Czech rule, which most of them resented. (Oskar Schindler, by the way, belonged to this German minority in Czechoslovakia.) 

2) Military: Germany had to disarm almost completely and was only allowed an army of 100.000 men. Germany had to demilitarize a 50-kilometer zone on the right bank of the Rhine and was forbidden to own military airplanes, submarines, tanks, heavy artillery, and poison gas. The navy was limited to a few small ships. The existing German battle fleet would have to be given to Britain along with all merchant ships (the British got the merchant ships, but Tirpitz's "proud" battle fleet scuttled itself in June 1919). An Inter-Allied Military Control Commission (IMCC) was granted large powers to supervise and control German disarmament. Germany was to be disarmed and left only with minor armed forces that could be used to repress domestic unrest but were inferior in combat even to the Polish army. The Treaty of Versailles stated, however, that German disarmament should precede disarmament all over the world. But the victors of the world war, of course, were in no hurry to disarm themselves. 

3) Financial: The Entente, and the French, in particular, had always claimed that the Germans would have to pay not only for the damage done in the occupied regions but also for most of the Entente's war expenses. To justify such an enormous claim the Entente argued that Germany and its allies had started the war and were thus responsible for all of their enemies' costs and damages. The sum of reparations and the modes of payment were not specified initially since the Entente powers could not agree on how much Germany could pay and on the way they wanted to divide reparations among themselves. Germany thus had to sign a blank check and expect an astronomic sum to be paid over many decades. 

4) Judicial: The Entente claimed that the German leaders had conducted the war partly in a criminal way, mainly by opting for submarine warfare. The Kaiser, who was deemed responsible for this, and about two thousand German top officers and officials including Tirpitz, Hindenburg, and Ludendorff were to be put on trial by the Entente. 

These were the conditions of the treaty. The German government was not given a chance to change it substantially, and the Entente threatened to advance further onto German territory if it refused. The French actually hoped for a German refusal because that would give their army the opportunity to dissolve Germany and to take more direct control than the treaty allowed. The Germans, government and people, were horrified when they were informed about the peace terms. Not even the worst pessimists had expected that the treaty would be so harsh. A tremendous uproar occurred, but it seemed impossible to resist. Two German governments stepped down because they did not want to take responsibility for signing the treaty, but finally there was no choice but to sign. 

The Germans were most infuriated at the claim that they had started the war and therefore should pay for everything. That the Entente had failed to define an absolute sum of reparations and that the criteria for what Germany should pay for were very expansive deeply worried the Germans. They had no guarantee that the other nations would disarm, too, and thus it seemed as if the Germans would be held in eternal financial and military bondage. Germans, moreover, were incensed about the prospect that their war heroes should be put on trial. The loss of territories with a large German population in the east also incensed public opinion. Many people, particularly on the right, advocated a desperate act of resistance even at the price of complete foreign occupation, hoping that foreign occupation would -- just as under Napoleon I -- produce a united German uprising. The majority in the Reichstag, however, resisted this fanciful alternative. But even if many Germans felt that they had no alternative to signing, there was almost universal consensus that the treaty was extremely unjust and needed to be changed at the first opportunity. 

Evaluation:
While the Germans were bitterly disappointed about what they saw as Wilson's "betrayal," the Treaty of Versailles was a compromise between Wilsonian aims and French plans. In the short run, the treaty significantly weakened Germany and gave the victors economic benefits and much power mainly in the west of the country. In the long run, however, nothing spoke against a German recovery at least in economics. The trade conditions favoring the victors would elapse after five years, the occupation would have to be ended after fifteen years, and German disarmament, at least according to the letter of the treaty, was ultimately conditional upon general, world-wide disarmament. 

The treaty weakened Germany more than Wilson had wanted, but the American president had been forced to negotiate in a position of weakness and to make far-reaching concessions to his allies in order to secure a peace treaty at all. He tried to conceal his failure to the American public by condoning the peace treaty as a just punishment for a bad criminal. To this purpose he dropped the distinction between Germany's prerevolutionary and republican governments. Wilson first of all wanted to make sure that Germany would not succomb to Bolshevism; in the long run, he wished for an integration of republican Germany into a liberal community of nations. Germany could become a major economic power again, but not a military power. 

The fourteen points and Wilson's assurances in October 1918 had suggested a milder peace than Versailles, but the biggest problem was that the Germans still refused to acknowledge that they had lost a world war, a war that had unbound unprecedented energies and emotions and affected societies as a whole, a war, for whose outbreak the German government had to bear a large share of responsibility. The traumatic character of the defeat gave rise to illusions. Germans believed that they had been tricked into disarming themselves by the alleged promise of a "just" peace by the American President. As if there had been no military defeat before! It remained extremely difficult to understand for Germans how they could have lost the war without losing a decisive battle and without letting the enemy conquer German territory. That their war machine had simply run out of men and materiel and that this was decisive in a modern war was hard to understand. 

This trauma, this difficulty to understand how things had turned from seemingly imminent victory to disaster, made many Germans susceptible to poisonous, distorting legends. The worst of all was the stab-in-the-back legend, propagated by Hindenburg and Ludendorff in November 1919. The dismissed generals claimed that the defeat had come about as a result of democratic and socialist strivings at home. Politicians eager for reform or revolution had, according to the generals, stabbed the undefeated German army in the back by launching a revolution at home. Already before November 1918, they claimed, the democrats had undermined the war effort by diverting popular attention from ultimate support for the war to concern about domestic gains. In other words: the Socialists and Democrats, those who represented the new Weimar system, were responsible for the German defeat. 

This was a perfidious lie, as the revolution was triggered by the defeat, not vice versa. All of Germany's allies in South Eastern Europe had broken down in October 1918, the western front was about to crumble due to the vast superiority of the Entente forces. Even if the Germans had held out for a while in Belgium they would have been attacked in the southeast, where after the Austro-Hungarian defeat Allied troops in Greece and Italy faced no enemy any more. In any case, the ultimate breakdown of the German army was only a matter of time, as Ludendorff himself had admitted before the revolution. 

In the light of the German conditions imposed on defeated Russia at Brest-Litovsk, moreover, the Treaty of Versailles did not look extremely harsh. (To check this out, see Eurodocs, World War I Archive: Brest-Litovsk.) But, as mentioned above, Versailles was a problematic result of a compromise. Germany was not weakened enough to make it impossible for it to ever rise again as a military threat. Its structural potential for hegemony (economy, population, education) was not destroyed. 

On the other side, the treaty was sure to make a significant section of the German public unforgiving and eager for a revanche. In that sense it was not a "peace treaty" but, as the German writer Bertolt Brecht once said, a truce in a European thirty-years civil war. The discourse over Versailles helped poison political life of the Weimar Republic, as the extremely difficult adjustment period following the war was blamed not primarily on the war itself (as it should have been) but on Versailles and Weimar Germany's compliance with the peace treaty. Given the high and expansive German expectations of the war years, however, it is hard to think of a peace that would have pleased the Germans. 

The dilemma for the United States was that the milder the peace the greater the American role as a future interventionist power in Europe: Germany, fighting a world coalition while having only weak allies, had been overcome only through American help. A Germany left largely intact could again become a military threat, so that once again the United States would have to intervene to decide a war in Europe for the Entente. On the other side, an all too weak Germany could easily become the prey of a France wanting to establish its own predominance over Europe. France could attack Germany before it recovered and impose its own peace on Germany. American assistance would then be needed to save Germany from France. The problem was that the United States was not prepared to assume the new responsibilities it faced as a world power. As the main creditor of the Entente, it had a only a short-term interest in European stability and in French and British wealth. 

Altogether, we have to consider that statesmen at Versailles had little latitude. The global war had created circumstances that even good will could not easily have changed. Recent historiography has slightly rehabilitated Wilson. He made sure that at least some compromise between his ideological goals and the more aggressive aims of the French came about. The Paris peace conference had a multitude of problems to solve: Germany was only one part of them. In the following months the Entente concluded separate treaties with Austria, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Turkey (see Eurodocs, World War I Archive: Conventions and Treaties). Versailles undoubtedly helped to compromise the new German democracy, but the reasons for its failure were more complex than the Versailles trauma. The compromise character of the peace treaty left Germany some hope for revision and ultimate repudiation. There was no need to accept a total defeat as there would be in 1945. Revision remained a distant but viable goal. Germans were determined to work for it. 

VI. The Republic Besieged, 1918-1923

The Spartacist uprising: 
On the far left of the USPD a radical revolutionary group had been waiting for increasing chaos in order to provoke an allegedly "true," socialist revolution according to the Bolshevist model. This was the Spartacist League, originally a part of the USDP, but calling itself Communist Party of Germany (KPD) on 1 January 1919. Its leaders, Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, had opposed the war and had spent several years in prison for their pacifist activity. Although they admired the success of Lenin's revolution in 1917, they had reservations about the undemocratic style in which Lenin consolidated his power. 

Shortly before the elections to the National Assembly, on 5 January, the most radical workers in Berlin got out of control and started an armed uprising. Liebknecht and Luxemburg considered the moment too early for a revolution but felt compelled to go along. Out of a sense of loyalty, the leaders followed the masses into catastrophe. The radical workers occupied newspaper offices and public buildings and called for a socialist revolution in Germany. In some other cities similar uprisings occurred. The government, now led exclusively by the SPD, called Free Corps into Berlin to repress the rebellion. For several days fighting occurred in the center of Berlin. On 15 January the uprising broke down. Luxemburg and Liebknecht were brutally murdered by Free Corps officers. Their corpses were thrown into the central canal of Berlin. Although the USPD and many of the workers who mistrusted the SPD had not supported the Spartakist uprising, the bloody intervention by the Free Corps, which were called and directed by an SPD minister, did irreparable damage to working-class unity. Even many moderate workers without sympathies for the Spartacists' cause now deeply resented the SPD. 

Revolution in Munich: 
As if there had not been enough trouble already, a turbulent and bloody episode seized Munich. On 21 February a rightist student shot the Bavarian Minister President, Kurt Eisner, a USPD member. Eisner, whose party had only received two percent of the vote at the Bavarian state elections, was on his way to the Bavarian parliament in order to submit his resignation. The senseless act of terror against him triggered more violence. Shootings occurred in the parliament building in Munich, and the USPD called a general strike in Bavaria. For several months Bavaria remained unstable. On 7 April some Independents seized power in Munich and proclaimed a soviet republic for all of Bavaria. The regular government, led by an SPD member, fled to another city. Journalists and writers formed an insurrectionary Bavarian government (among them the author Ernst Toller). After standing aloof for a while the Communists entered the revolutionary government and became the dominant force, further radicalizing the government. The Communists took and murdered several hostages. In early May 1919 a Free Corps and regular army units repressed the Bavarian revolution with utmost and often blind brutality incommensurate to the real danger.

Right-wing putschism: 
Free corps and a vast number of paramilitary units formed out of some remainders of the old army, partly drawing younger people who had not been old enough to be drafted into the army duiring the war. They were on the one hand radically anti-democratic, on the other hand passionately nationalist and opposed to every clause of the peace treaty. They secretly hoarded arms to fight Communists and participate in a war of liberation against France and Poland. Increasingly, they became a serious threat to the Republic. In March 1920, some Free Corps attempted a putsch. They occupied Berlin (without encountering any resistance) and proclaimed the rightist Wolfgang Kapp (formerly a close political associate of Tirpitz) new chancellor (Kapp Putsch). 

When Germany's rump army refused to fight the putschists and declared itself "neutral," the legitimate government under SPD leadership fled to the south of Germany. The state administration in Berlin, however, did not cooperate with the putschists (because they doubted the success of the Kapp Putsch, not because they feared the destruction of democracy). The working-class parties, moreover, proclaimed a general strike. This brought down the Kapp government within a few days, even though the war hero Ludendorff joined it. The putsch showed dramatically how little the German army cared for the Weimar Republic; it was not adverse to fighting leftist putschists with great brutality but "neutral" toward rightist putschists. The same was true for the justice system, as the mild punishments of the putschists revealed. The success of the general strike, proclaimed by the KPD, USPD, and the SPD strengthened worker confidence in socialist action, but the strike turned into communist uprisings in many industrialized areas and thus brought further trouble and chaos to the Republic. 

In the aftermath of Kapp's failure radical rightists resorted to terrorism. The murder of Kurt Eisner had set a bloody precedent, and Matthias Erzberger (former Minister of Finance and Center Party leader) and Foreign Minister Walther Rathenau were killed by rightist terrorists in 1921 and 1922. 

VII. Weimar Culture

The Weimar Republic, however ailing in economic and political terms, was one of the most fertile grounds for the modern arts and sciences. Berlin, in particular, became a thriving center of many new art movements such as dadaism, expressionism, and new sobriety. Its status in the world of the arts resembled the place of New York after 1945. The Bauhaus school near Weimar, moreover, revolutionized architecture, and the theaters in Berlin and Frankfurt led to a revolution on stage. Thomas Mann explored the limits of modernist writing, Bertolt Brecht broke with old traditions of play writing, and Max Reinhardt and Erwin Piscator became world famous stage directors. 

Great film companies made German cinema one of the most notable in the world (a position it never again achieved). Leading composers of atonal music taught and heard their works first performed in Weimar Germany. George Grosz painted satire in its most bitter ways. The Frankfurt Institute for Social Research (with Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Erich Fromm, Walter Benjamin, Karl Mannheim) developed theories inspired by a synthesis of Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis that have proven highly influential in twentieth-century thought. In addition to that, the Weimar Republic "inherited" excellent universities and science centers from the Wilhelmine period. Göttingen was the world's most famous center for physics, and German was the international language in physics and chemistry. Albert Einstein lived and taught in Berlin. 

Much of Weimar culture showed great interest in the United States, and historians have spoken of an "Americanization" of German culture during the Weimar years. But it was much less an influence through American artists as through a perceived "American" form of life that seemed exceedingly modern to Weimar's artists and thinkers. The assembly line technique (developed in the American auto industry), the skyscraper, and styles of American mass consumption and advertisement seemed the epitome of modernity to Weimar artists. They adapted some American forms but often used them critically and creatively. In addition to the importance of American patterns, one can discern a strong influence of Russian modernism on Weimar culture. The posters, graphics, and architecture of the young Soviet Union to many Weimar artists seemed to represent the manifestations of a new and more humane world. 

Many of the rich developments in the arts and sciences also had their origins in prewar Germany, but the Weimar Republic let them rise to center stage and became identified with them. This was a mixed blessing, however, since a broad segment of the public in Germany (as elsewhere) saw the new trends in culture and thought as a threat to civilization and an offense to good taste. Anti-republicanism and anti-modernism often joined in the minds of conservative university faculty, church representatives, and conservative journalists. To the right, Weimar Culture confirmed the image of a hedonistic, amoral, and degenerate society (the equivalent to the hyperinflation on the economic stage). That many leading artists associated with the Communist Party (which was fashionable in intellectual circles all over Europe) or with other forms of socialism branded the new trends as doubly dangerous. (In fact, the German Communist Party welcomed much of this artist help and featured avantgarde theater and film in its propaganda.) The strong representation of Jews in the new artistic currents underscored rightist critique of a "Judaized Republic." 

When the Nazis came to power most of the exponents of Weimar culture had to emigrate. Hitler declared many of its currents as "degenerate" art. The public book burning organized by Goebbels in 1933 condemned modernist thought and writing by Jews and non-Jews. The unique activity of German Jews, on which much of the advanced art and science had thrived, came to an end. Many physicists, social scientists, film directors, and writers emigrated to the United States, which thus inherited Weimar culture. Nevertheless, the Nazis' break with Weimar culture was not as strict as some historians have assumed. Even Nazi architecture and art tended to mix classical patterns with some modernist elements, producing a provincial, usually awful and bombastic style. 

VIII. The Rise of the Nazis and Communists

NOTE: For an impressive animated 3-D program on voting structures in the Weimar Republic -- with focus on the rise of the NSDAP and the KPD -- direct your browser to the bilingual site Weimar Voting. 

Introduction: 
The Weimar Republic succumbed to a large degree because radical political groups succeeded to build up mass followership. How did it happen that in a free, democratic, and liberal system a majority of the people ultimately voted for parties committed to some form of dictatorship? How and under which conditions did these parties win decisive support? To answer these questions we have to look at the structure of German political culture. 

In a slightly simplifying way we can argue that there were three major political camps in the German population: the socialist-worker camp, the Catholic camp, and the bourgeois-Protestant camp. These three camps did not entirely correspond to single parties, but all parties of the Weimar Republic -- with the exception of the NSDAP -- to a large degree were bound to them. Voters made different choices within the three segments of the political culture, but they rarely transcended their borders. If we add the seats of the three workers' parties throughout the Weimar Republic, we get a striking stability: 1919: 187; 1920: 190; 1924 (I): 162; 1924 (II): 176; 1928: 207; 1930: 210; 1932 (I): 222; 1932 (II): 221; 1933: 201. A similar continuity can be seen in the seats of the Catholic camp, the Center Party and its Bavarian sister party, the BVP (Bavarian People's Party). Together they reached 1919: 91; 1920: 85; 1924 (I): 81; 1924 (II): 87; 1928: 76; 1930: 87; 1932 (I): 97; 1932 (II): 90; 1933: 92. 

The Protestant-bourgeois camp is more complex, since democratic, nationalist, and right-wing parties competed for some of the same groups. The statistics show a marked rise of seats (votes) between 1930 and 1932, which has to do with the strong attraction of the NSDAP to young voters. 1920: 179; 1928: 206; 1930: 221; 1932 (I): 289; 1932 (II): 273; 1933: 354. Voting participation, of course, made a difference and accounts for the changes in the results of all three camps (see handout). 

In terms of voting, the problem of the Weimar Republic was that the most radical parties in the socialist and the Protestant-bourgeois camp reduced or wiped out more moderate, democratic parties. The Nazis conquered most of the Protestant-bourgeois camp and made inroads into the socialist and Catholic camps, although the two latter proved more resistant to them than the first. The Communists became stronger in the socialist camp but never managed to dominate it or to expand beyond it (except for intellectual circles; but they were not significant in absolute numbers). 

While the Nazis rose, the DDP, the DVP, and the DNVP lost votes. The DDP and the DVP suffered devastating losses: The DDP, one of the two parties most closely associated with the Weimar constitution, had won 75 seats (about 20% of the vote) in 1919. In late 1932 the DDP was a splinter party with 2 seats. The DVP did not fare much better. At its peak under Stresemann's skillful and moderate leadership, the DVP received between 50 and 65 seats (1920 to 1924). In 1932, 7 seats were left, and only 2 remained in 1933. Even the proud DNVP, initially in strict opposition to the Weimar Republic, lost votes to the Nazis. Of its 103 seats in 1924 only 37 were left in July 1932. Under Hugenberg's radical leadership and in alliance with the Nazis, the party recovered a little and rose to 52 seats in 1933, still only half of the 1924 figures. 

Many voters disappointed with these parties joined small parties built around single issues, such as the problems of people affected by the inflation, farmers in economic crisis, and many others. Such splinter parties, and there were dozens of them, weakened the more moderate parties while making the formation of parliamentary majorities ever more difficult. The Nazis after 1930 benefited from these splinter parties in the Protestant-bourgeois camp and absorbed most of their voters until 1933. 

The rise of intransigent anti-democratic parties at both extremes paralyzed democracy. The Reichstag and most of the single state parliaments could not function any more once the radical enemies of the Republic held nearly half of the seats, as in 1930, and more than half two years later. Not to think of the profound differences between the moderate parties from the SPD to the DVP! (Imagine that in the United States the radical religious right and the communists would win a near-majority. Democrats and Republicans suddenly would have to agree on most issues; left-wing Democrat environmentalists would have to ally with right-wing Republican business groups.) 

The chances for the survival of democracy were further undermined by the Catholic camp's move to the Right. The Center Party and the BVP had always tended to be more anti-socialist than genuinely democratic. The Center Party's alliance with the SPD had been dictated by the circumstances of the last war years and the chaos of the first Weimar period. After 1928 the Center became increasingly reluctant to cooperate with the Social Democrats and purged its left wing, the predominant voice of democracy within the party. 

But let us analyze the rise of the Republic's radical enemies. 

The Communists: 
When the Russian Bolshevists stabilized their power in the bloody Russian civil war (1917-1921), Lenin issued a proclamation to the world's labor parties. He called for a Third International of communist parties all over the world. As a condition for joining the Third International, however, national parties had to accept Russian leadership. This became a problem, since the central office of the Third International in Moscow -- though including foreign advisers -- was often poorly informed about events in other countries. 

In Germany the Communist Party, formed out of the Spartacus League right before the uprising in January 1919, accepted the leadership of the Moscow communists. Taking Lenin's successful model as an example, the German communists built up a strictly hierarchical, radical party. Initially, the KPD played a marginal role. Workers who resented the SPD's moderate policies and wanted a more far-reaching revolution first supported the USPD, a party that had close connections to workers' groups in many factories but refused to be guided by ideologues in Moscow. The USPD seemed to be the more sincere advocate of working people's concerns than the radical KPD. At the Reichstag elections of 1920 the USPD received almost 18% of the vote, as compared to a little less than 22% for the SPD and only 2% for the KPD. 

The USPD, however, broke apart within the next two years. On the one side, the SPD, no longer in the government, took class struggle more seriously after the elections of 1920 and thus won back some of the more radical workers. On the other side, the Communists started agitating with great skill and attracted much of the left wing of the USPD and also the prewar SPD, those who had always advocated more aggressive attacks on the existing system instead of cautious reforms and trade unionist bargaining. 

After 1920 the USPD did not seem to make much sense any more. Its most intimate cause, the workers' council movement, had not received constitutional consideration and was dead after 1920. Those workers who were too deeply dissatisfied with the political and social conditions and too resentful of the SPD's repressive policies in 1919 were willing to believe the Communists that only a revolution could overcome the capitalist state. This was Marx's opinion, and it made sense in the light of events. The SPD's reformist stand seemed to have failed and appeared to many as an excuse for treacherous plotting with right-wing military and paramilitary groups. The KPD's association with the revolutionary communist parties in other countries, even if it was bought at the expense of submission to Moscow, looked fascinating and promising to many workers. The fundamental changes occurring in the young Soviet Union further added to the appeal of the KPD. 

The German communists were aware of their growing support after 1920. But they were not primarily interested in elections then. Until the fall of 1923 the KPD, following instructions from Moscow, planned for revolution. The chaos in Germany, the hyperinflation, and the international tensions made radical slogans more attractive than ever. Several times the communists attempted to start a general uprising (see the chronology of events, particularly 1920-21 and 1923). Every time the authorities sent Free Corps or army units to the trouble spots, usually the big cities and industrial areas, and let them restore order with much violence. Communist putschism at this stage was even more hopeless than the anti-republican machinations of the Right. Whereas the military tolerated the rightists and usually wished their takeover, it never hesitated to shoot rebellious workers. 

Repression and a politicized judiciary, which considered right-wing terrorists misguided national heroes but could not be harsh enough on leftist offenders, cemented the bonds among the radical workers. In the elections of May 1924 the KPD got 62 votes (up 58 from 1920), a number that was a little reduced by the more stable situation at the end of that year, when the KPD lost 17 seats (retaining 45). After the disastrous uprisings of 1919-1923 the KPD renounced putschist activity for the time being and concentrated on building up a larger, even more disciplined apparatus. Like the Nazis, the KPD built up a street fighter force to protect its meetings and to intimidate political opponents. This Red Front soon engaged in bloody street battles with right-wing paramilitary units and later the Nazi SA. The Red Front distributed propaganda material (pamphlets and leaflets), and it helped to organize the party's electoral campaigns. Much of the extremely aggressive and violent political rhetoric we know so well from the Nazis also characterized communist propaganda. 

But as long as economic stability reigned the results of communist efforts were unimpressive. In 1928 the KPD won only 9 seats more than in December 1924. With the start of the Great Depression, however, Communist votes increased and almost doubled until December 1932. The disruption of the economy and mass unemployment benefited the KPD, all the more so as the crisis appeared to discredit capitalism in the eyes of many workers. The Stalinist Soviet Union was hardly affected. Most communists did not understand that this resulted more from the isolation of the Soviet economy from the world market than from the merits of socialist economics. 

The picture of communist bands marching through the cities, singing aggressive songs, attracted many young, unskilled, and unemployed workers. Whereas the more skilled workers remained loyal to the trade unions (which were predominantly moderate, reformist and thus close to the SPD), the unskilled and the young preferred the KPD to the SPD, which gained the reputation of an old men's party. The appeal of the KPD, however, reached not only workers. 

A large number of intellectuals, artists, writers, musicians also felt attracted by the KPD. Often without joining the party, they helped its propaganda and joined its avantgardist cultural initiatives. Unlike the Nazis, the KPD embraced the new spirit of Weimar Culture. The idea of a movement that wanted to totally recreate society and rebuild traditional forms of life proved appealing to intellectuals. They spread a socialist message in films, plays, concerts, and spontaneous performances in the streets. They produced partly magnificent works of art in the process. The KPD seemed young, dynamic, forceful, fascinating, and inspiring. Its appeal outshadowed the SPD's, which looked somewhat ossified, boring, and old. Usually, the intellectuals becoming fellow travelers of the KPD closed their eyes to the brutality of its street fighters and to the much more drastic brutality of Stalin's rule in the Soviet Union. 

The German communists did not manage to start a revolution and were brutally repressed when Hitler came to power (without the Soviet Union even protesting). Although the communists thus became the first victims of the Nazis it cannot be denied that they contributed to destabilize and bring down the Republic. Unwilling to think pragmatically and blindly obedient to Moscow's machiavellian machinations they declared the SPD their main enemy. Whereas the KPD saw the Nazis as unmistakable slaves of capitalism, it claimed that the SPD was the more dangerous enemy of the working people because it looked like a socialist party. Communists thus denounced the SPD as "Social Fascist" and concentrated as much on fighting the SPD as on the beating up Nazis. Working-class unity against the Right, which had foiled the Kapp Putsch in 1920, was anathema to the KPD in the last years of the Republic. The SPD sometimes suggested it, and a few years later even the Soviet leaders advocated it, but by then the German communist movement had been broken up by the Nazis. 

The DNVP (German Nationalist People's Party):
Until 1930 the DNVP, not the NSDAP, was the leading right-wing opposition to the Weimar Republic. The DNVP's electoral results and organizational structures overshadowed the Nazis throughout the 1920s. The party program displayed a monarchist orientation, but this never became a serious agenda. The DNVP attracted mostly reactionaries and supported the Kapp Putsch. It split in 1922, excluding its most racist, anti-Semitic right wing, which later merged with Ludendorff's short-lived racist party. Many racists and anti-Semites remained in the DNVP, however.

During its electoral peak in 1924-28, the party split over the Dawes Plan, participation in government, and Locarno. Unable to reconcile its deep social divisions (nationalist employees, free farmers, Junkers, industrialists, small businessmen, domestic employees) the party assumed a more radical course in 1928 and repeatedly associated with the Nazis 1929-1933. In this period the party split again (the moderates left it) and became a junior partner of the NSDAP. The party's respectability and its excellent connections to heavy industry are often seen as a decisive benefit the NSDAP derived from its cooperation with the DNVP. Hugenberg's industrial connections opened generous sources of funding to Hitler, and the whole idea of conservatives in 1933 to manipulate the Nazis would be unthinkable without the DNVP's association with Hitler before that date. The DNVP's own losses, however, made it no more than a junior partner in Hitler's accession to power. 

The NSDAP: 
In the revolutionary troubles of the winter 1918-19 some railway workers in Munich felt that both social change and nationalism should be the predominant goals of German workers. They founded the DAP (German Workers' Party), later called the National Socialist German Workers' Party (NSDAP). Hitler, an obscure Austrian war veteran and failed artist who had fought in the German army and held no valid passport of any country, was commissioned by the political division of the local army section to watch the DAP. While doing his job, he decided to become a member of the DAP in September 1919 (he was not no. 7, as he claimed later). Under his dictatorial leadership and extraordinary rhetorical talents the NSDAP became a predominant force within the fragmented Bavarian Right. (For Hitler's biography and rise to power, see the following web publication - with due criticism: The History Place: The Rise of Adolf Hitler.)

It was not clear what this party really wanted. The French secret service for a while funded Hitler, believing that he was a Bavarian separatist and would thus help to destabilize Germany. In 1922 some industrialists and right-wing nationalist politicians began to consider using Hitler's charisma in order to woo workers away from socialism and increase the electoral strength of the right-wing parties. Even though they found his venomous anti-Semitism exaggerated, they hoped to manipulate him for their own ends (for Hitler's early anti-Semitism, see H-German: Hitler, Discovery of Anti-Semitism in Vienna and H-German: Adolf Hitler's First Antisemitic Writing, 1919). They understood that the element of "socialism" in the NSDAP was largely propaganda. But Hitler kept his party independent. He advocated a putsch against the Berlin government and built up a paramilitary force, the SA (Storm division) under Bavarian general Ernst Röhm. 

With his tightly organized party and the violent storm troopers Hitler was a restive element in Bavarian politics during the crisis of 1923. The failure of the Munich Putsch in November 1923 destroyed his party and the SA, but he learned from this experience. In his luxury prison he wrote his programmatic book (Mein Kampf) and started to reorganize his party. He concluded that putschism, at least as a frontal assault on the Weimar Republic, did not have a chance. Every right-wing putsch had split the army and antagonized many people in the administration who approved the goals of the putschists but found their methods too risky. Hitler thus decided to win power "legally" through participation in elections and propaganda. 

Legally requires quotation marks here because Hitler continued to foster street violence and had nothing against bending the law when it helped him. Hitler further toned down the anti-Semitic message in his propaganda. Much as anti-Semitism was a key factor in his political motivation, he recognized that it was attracting less people than he wanted and actually alienated some potentially powerful allies on the Right. Not that German rightists in general were philo-Semites; Jews in Germany undoubtedly witnessed an upsurge of anti-Semitism during and after the closing phase of the First World War, but raging against the Jews as irrationally and viciously as Hitler did seemed unjustified even to many rightists. Hitler thus decided to mute his anti-Semitism in public speeches, and this was true for the following years of his political campaigning and even some phases in his first years as a dictator. 

After the Beer Hall Putsch the NSDAP and the SA were outlawed for about one year. While Hitler enjoyed his prison term, an alignment of Nazi and other racist groups joined to participate in elections under Ludendorff's leadership. They scored impressive successes at the Bavarian elections of April 1924 and the Reichstag elections one month later. In Bavaria they got almost 18% of the vote. In Munich, the site of the abortive putsch, every second voter supported the NSDAP's successor organization. In the Reichstag they got 6.5%. In the December elections of 1924, however, the prospect of economic stability worked against radicals of all sorts, and Ludendorff's party suffered a crushing defeat. 

Before 1925 the Nazis and their associates had appeared mainly on the stage of Bavarian politics. To non-Bavarians -- Germans and foreigners alike -- Hitler looked like a local political matador (or a clown escaped from the Munich Oktoberfest). This changed when Hitler left prison in early 1925. Disillusioned about the chances of using Bavaria as a footstep for takeover in Berlin, he started to build up a nation-wide organization strictly loyal to him. The SA was rebuilt, too. Increasingly, it engaged in bloody street battles with the communist and republican paramilitary units. But like the communists, the Nazis were unable to harvest the fruits of their organizational efforts before the Great Depression hit Germany. In the 1928 elections they received 12 seats (less than 3% of the vote); in 1930 their parliamentary group rose to 107, and it more than doubled in July 1932. It was now the largest group in the Reichstag. The Nazis lost some votes in December 1932 but gained power through a fatal intrigue. 

How can this meteoric rise be explained? One likely key factor was the depression. Due to their improved nation-wide organization the Nazis would probably have made gains after their electoral defeat in 1928 anyway. But there is no reason to assume that they would have become nearly as powerful as they did without the acute, devastating crisis. It was not so much those who were most directly affected by the crisis who voted for Hitler. The unemployed, for instance, often preferred to vote for the communists or even for the SPD. 

What gave the Nazis so much support was their image as a determined force of order and reconstruction at a time when all traditional structures -- be they economic or social -- seemed to break down. All voters who were neither affiliated with the labor parties nor with the Center or the BVP felt upset about the unprecedented breakdown of economic activity. Farmers voted for Hitler, as did Protestant middle-class people. Professors and schoolteachers, who had leaned to the Right since the Wilhelmine Empire, supported the Nazis. The NSDAP scored its greatest successes in small and medium-size towns in predominantly Protestant regions. Strongholds of the workers' movement, such as Berlin, Hamburg, Saxony, and the Ruhr proved quite resistant to the Nazi upsurge, as did regions in which the Center or the BVP had been entrenched for a while. The Nazis' insistence on order was hypocritical, of course, since the NSDAP in general and the SA in particular did their utmost to exacerbate the chaos from which they promised to deliver Germany. 

Although the NSDAP drew its most important support from the Protestant bourgeoisie it was not predominantly a class-party but an integrative people's party. It reached out to nationalist workers who had never liked the socialists, and it included large groups from all layers of German society. It also attracted a significant, though not overwhelming, group of formerly socialist workers. In this sense, the NSDAP was a true people's party, a status the DVP or DNVP had never achieved. 

IX. The Breakdown of the Republic, 1930-1933

Central questions:
How did the breakdown of the Republic come about? Why did it happen? In the 1928 elections the SPD, the party most strongly committed to the Weimar Republic, had fared well. For the first time since 1920 a Social Democrat (Hermann Müller) was appointed chancellor. He formed a government with broad parliamentary support. It was a new grand coalition including the SPD, most of the middle parties, and the DVP on the moderate Right. The interests of the parties in this coalition contradicted each other, especially since worker and employer interests were both represented in government, but as long as the economic situation remained stable the parties managed to solve their conflicts by compromise. 

With the beginning depression the preservation of unemployment insurance at a time when millions lost their jobs became a serious problem. Employers and the bourgeois parties wanted to cut state support for the jobless; the SPD and the trade unions felt this to be too hard a measure at a time when more and more workers became dependent upon state support. The conflict ended in the breakup of the grand coalition in March 1930. After this no government was ever supported by a Reichstag majority again until the Nazis passed enabling acts following manipulated elections in March 1933. 

The breakup of the grand coalition in 1930 marked a decisive step on the road from democracy to dictatorship. It was not simply a matter of unbridgeable conflicts. There is evidence that on the side of the bourgeois parties and the entourage of President Hindenburg the will to compromise had diminished. The Center Party, in conjunction with the other non-socialist coalition members and Hindenburg's advisors, exacerbated conflicts with the SPD in order to push the SPD out of government and to start a phase of presidential government. They felt that time was ripe for a more authoritarian political system that would reduce democratic and social rights. The Center Party politician Heinrich Brüning, one mastermind of this intrigue, hoped to restore a more authoritarian constitution limiting parliamentary rights and keeping the socialists and trade unions out of the state. 

In many ways this vision aimed to recreate the political system of the Wilhelmine Empire: an alliance of iron and rye holding a monopoly on political power at the top, while excluding the workers. Brüning and many of his associates declared themselves monarchists and ultimately hoped for monarchic restoration. 

Hindenburg agreed to appoint Brüning chancellor and to sign presidential emergency decrees (under Article 48) if the government faced opposition in the Reichstag. Under Brüning's chancellorship the government thus no longer functioned democratically. Brüning usually relied on the president's emergency powers to push through the legislation he wanted. Article 48 gave the president special rights to issue emergency legislation, but the Reichstag could disapprove the president's measures later. The president, in turn, could dissolve the Reichstag and call new elections. Between the dissolution and the elections he and his chancellor could enact laws without parliamentary control. 

This is what Brüning and his successor did. Hindenburg's expanding role represented an abuse of the constitution's emergency powers, which were meant to protect the democratic functioning of the constitution, not to disrupt it. Worse, Hindenburg's failing energy (he was 85 when he got reelected in 1932) made him an easy prey to a group of narrow-minded rightists in his closest entourage. Hindenburg's approval to dissolve the Reichstag in the summer of 1930 and again in the middle of 1932 proved disastrous. Both times the extremist parties, profiting from the economic crisis, made enormous gains, particularly the Nazis. 

Brüning and Hindenburg were frightened by the rise of the extremist parties, but reducing the Reichstag's power seemed more important to them than stemming the tide of political extremism. The growth of anti-democratic parties increased the disfunctionality of the Reichstag and thus made it easier to disregard it in politics - and this was precisely what Hindenburg's rightist advisers wanted. Nazis and Communists dealt the Reichstag's authority a final blow; they often deliberately obstructed parliamentary debates; sometimes they even beat each other up in the main hall. To those who wanted to limit parliamentary rights, such as Brüning and the people in Hindenburg's entourage, the chaos in the Reichstag was a welcome "proof" for their conviction that parliamentary democracy could not work. 

It is possible that I am exaggerating the cynicism of Brüning here, but many people in the government and the center-to-right parties were not unhappy at all about the paralysis and loss of authority of the Reichstag. 

Brüning's financial and economic policy has often been criticized for unnecessarily exacerbating the economic crisis. Recent research has shown that his latitude should not be overestimated. It was constrained by the regulations of the Young Plan, the most recent agreement about the payment of reparations (1930). The Young Plan made deficit spending and inflationary policies to fight the depression nearly impossible. It has often been ignored, moreover, that Germany to a large degree was obliged to follow policies of other states. Everybody fought the crisis in similar ways, and the nation that would have adopted different ones risked to slid into even greater chaos. Economists have also pointed out the short-sighted German usage of the American loans in the years preceding the crisis. Short-term loans were invested in long-term projects (such as swimming pools, town halls, and other public buildings). These investments created an artificial, unsound economic boom but did nothing to strengthen German productivity. When the American loans were recalled the towns often went bankrupt. 

Whether Brüning could have done better in fighting the crisis or not, he certainly had specific priorities that may have further reduced his economic latitude. Brüning above all wanted to revise the Treaty of Versailles. His most urgent aim was not the solution of the economic crisis but the cancellation of reparations. He further wanted to abolish the rearmament clauses of the peace treaty and prepare the so-called Anschluss (integration) of Austria. Brüning did not exacerbate the economic crisis deliberately in order to get rid of reparations, but he did his utmost to use the crisis in order to wring concessions from the Allies. (Who would not have done so?) It remains unclear as to how much this priority on repudiating Versailles exacerbated the economic crisis. On one or two instances, it looks as if Brüning, following his foreign political priorities, made decisions that ruined the German economy even more. It has to be said, however, that Brüning, apart from his own nationalist convictions, hoped his course would win Nazi supporters over to the Center Party and the more moderate rightists. 

In foreign politics, Brüning was not unsuccessful. He received far-reaching concessions from the Western powers. Reparations were stopped for the time being (the Hoover Moratorium), and a disarmament conference recognized Germany's right to insist on the disarmament of its former enemies (as stated by the Treaty of Versailles). But Brüning did not keep Hindenburg's confidence long enough. When the Allied concessions took effect he was out of office and could no longer benefit from them. His plans for a solution of the domestic crisis had alienated the most reactionary circles in German society, those intransigent Junkers who had the strongest influence on the increasingly senile Hindenburg. 

Most of all, Hindenburg got tired of Brüning's politics because Brüning failed to secure Hindenburg's reappointment without an election in the spring of 1932. This was possible only through a two-thirds majority vote in favor of Hindenburg in the Reichstag. The Nazis, the DNVP, and the KPD, however, thwarted Brüning's efforts to avoid presidential elections. When they actually took place in March and April 1932, Hindenburg gained almost 50% of the vote, whereas Hitler received 30% and Ernst Thälmann, the Communist leader, 13%. In the second ballot Hindenburg beat Hitler again, winning 53% as to almost 37% for Hitler and only 10% for Thälmann. 

Therefore, even at the time of Hitler's strongest parliamentary success in free elections, the clear majority of the German voters opposed him. Hindenburg, however, resented that he was elected not by the Right -- which voted for Hitler -- but by the moderate Left and the Center Party. At a time when a confidential contact between president and chancellor had become crucial, Brüning could not hold out in office for long and was dismissed in the end of May 1932. 

Brüning had not had a parliamentary majority behind him, but he was the exponent of a relatively strong party, the Center Party, and temporarily tolerated by the SPD, which saw no better alternative. Franz von Papen and General Schleicher, Brüning's successors, had hardly any parliamentary support at all. Even more than Brüning, they were willing to violate the constitution and to impose some form of dictatorship on Germany. But after Brüning, in conjunction with Hindenburg and his reactionary entourage, had done so much to disrupt the existing political system, few alternatives were open to his successors. 

Schleicher, the mastermind behind many intrigues around the president, had always hoped to reduce Nazi influence by letting the Nazis share government responsibility. The enormous burden of political responsibility, Schleicher and many others believed, would tame the Nazis and split the party into a moderate and radical wing. Several times Schleicher tried to convince Hitler or somebody else to join the government under a non-Nazi as chancellor. Hitler always refused and insisted on being given the chancellorship himself. Papen planned for a coup d'état (dissolution of the Reichstag without setting a date for reelection; army rule), but Schleicher rejected this idea because he feared a Polish attack on Germany. 

In December 1932 and January 1933 Schleicher, as the new chancellor, undertook some last efforts to split the NSDAP. He suddenly realized the danger of Hitler's chancellorship, even though he had been working for so long to get the Nazis into the government. But whatever Schleicher did, he became a powerless person in January. Behind his back a large intrigue led by Papen and some prominent German industrialists undermined Hindenburg's confidence in Schleicher. Without the president's emergency decrees, Schleicher stood no chance of success in front of an overwhelmingly hostile Reichstag. Papen had his way. On 30 January 1933 Hindenburg appointed a new cabinet with Hitler as chancellor, another Nazi as Interior Minister, and a third Nazi, Hermann Göring, as minister without portfolio. The nine other ministers all did not belong to the NSDAP, and Papen as vice-chancellor was confident that it would be possible to push Hitler to the sidelines within a few weeks. ("We will push Hitler into the corner until he squeaks.") 

Papen's reasoning was profoundly wrong. To let the Nazis share power in order to tame them and to split their movement was foolhardy. First, the Nazis' electoral rise had been stopped at the Reichstag elections in November 1932. Shortly thereafter the SPD newspaper wrote with exaggerated but not unjustified pride: "It will be the everlasting merit of social democracy to have kept German fascism from power until it began to decline in popular favor. The decline will hardly be less rapid than its rise has been." Disputes within the NSDAP and between the SA and the party showed that the Nazi movement might break up if it was held in opposition for much longer. Hitler grew increasingly desperate, since neither his bid for the presidency in early 1932 nor his repeated attempts to become chancellor had succeeded. Hindenburg for a long time was unimpressed with Hitler and refused to appoint him, a mere common soldier, chancellor. There was no need for Papen and Hindenburg to make Hitler chancellor in order to break the momentum of his movement. 

Although it was true that voters in the Weimar Republic tended to desert parties which had the courage to participate in government in times of severe crisis, it was wrong for Papen to expect that the Nazis in government would act like the SPD or even the DNVP, which had both lost voters after participation in government. Having massive armies of violent street fighters without any respect for law and order, the Nazis were determined not to let power slip out of their hands once they had gotten access to the national government. Indeed, when the news spread that Hitler had become chancellor, the SA and huge crowds of Nazi supporters took to the streets. Tolerated and sometimes supported by the police, which was put under Nazi control, they started a which hunt against communists and opponents of all sorts. With their massive armed street gangs, the Nazis used terror and violence to stabilize their power. 

The role of women in the Nazi success:
Radical feminists have tended to see Nazism as an entirely male phenomenon and, more basically, denied that women in patriarchal societies are fully liable for their actions. Yet historians have been astonished by the sudden success of the NSDAP among women in the three Reichstag elections of 1932 and 1933. The Nazi party was most reactionary on women's issues; whereas all other parties, even the conservative DNVP, had sponsored female representatives in parliaments since the passage of female suffrage in 1918/19, the Nazis had declared that politics would debase women and draw them away from their "precious" work as mothers and housewives. No woman ever sat in a Nazi parliamentary group or an important party committee. It was clear that Hitler's coming to power would mean the loss of achievements in women's rights made during the Weimar Republic. 

Initially the Nazis, like the communists, had received far more votes from men than from women. This changed dramatically in 1932. With its promise to restore law and order and to turn the economy around the Nazis seem to have appealed to many women voters earlier deterred by Nazi brutality. The Nazis now got even slightly more votes from women than men. This does not mean that women "brought Hitler to power," and one cannot derive a blatant anti-feminism from this preference, but it indicates that women did not consider their own power in politics a priority. This had precedents: since the beginning of the Weimar Republic the most emancipatory parties, the KPD, USPD, and SPD had received fewer votes from women than men. Even the Democratic Party, with the elite of the BDF and the bourgeois women's movement in its ranks, fared not well among the female electorate. The religiously oriented Center Party and the DNVP usually had the largest share of women among their voters. Women thus tended to vote more to the right (though until 1932 not for the extreme right) than men throughout the Weimar Republic. 

Some historians have argued that the Republic's promise to women, after the initial revolutionary achievement of female suffrage, faded away too soon to make the Republic attractive to women. But one may also have to conclude that the majority of German women set different priorities than the feminists in the liberal BDF. Self-assertive and uncompromising nationalism and the defense of the church appeared more important to them than complete legal equality and a more numerous presence of women in labor, administration, and politics. Even the BDF, dominated by women who joined the Democratic Party, became increasingly influenced by rightist members who argued that women should be emancipated only to work better in traditionally "female" roles. Women should be educated to pursue their traditional roles to greater service of the nation. This rhetoric sometimes abounded with racism, as when female politicians saw German women as responsible for preserving a "pure" race. 

But to say that women brought Hitler to power is unjust and simplistic. Until well after its first electoral breakthrough in 1930 the NSDAP was a predominantly male party. It won massive numbers of women only at a time when it broke into all sectors of the electorate deserted by the middle-to-right parties. The appeal of Volksgemeinschaft (community of the people) -- so successful despite its contradictions -- did not pass by the women of Germany. The Nazis’ call for women to go back to home and hearth was not only popular among many men during the depression, it may also have sounded good to many women disappointed with how little their greater legal opportunities since 1918 had benefited them in a generally depressed period. In any case, the Nazis' reactionary policy toward women soon floundered when the Third Reich needed every available work force for rapid rearmament. 

Explanations for the failure of the Republic:
We encounter two separate though hardly inseparable questions: First: why did the Weimar Republic break down? Second: why did the Nazis, the most radical and violent group, succeed it? To answer the first question, we have to consider long-term, structural problems and short-term, immediate causes during the economic crisis of 1929-33. 

First of all, people did not recognize that the Weimar Republic came out of a devastating war that Germany had lost. Given astronomic wartime spending and hidden inflation, Germany was a much poorer place after the war than before. As historian Richard Bessel has pointed out, the problem was that nobody acknowledged this in public and that most people remained unaware of these deep structural problems. Although the old elites had started the war and lost it, thus leaving behind a terrible mess, usually the revolution of 1918 and the Weimar Republic were blamed for Germany's economic and social problems in the 1920s and early 1930s. To get rid of wartime debts, to pay reparations, and to fund a social welfare state, the Weimar governments would have had to treble the taxes of 1913 at a time when most people were much worse off. Only full awareness of the problem and a strong, united government with widespread support could have put Germany's economy and finances on a healthy standing again. This would have implied many more years of suffering and poverty, a prospective unacceptable to the German masses, who had already sacrificed so much for the war and would neither believe nor accept that all had been in vain and that after all the suffering during the war they should be much worse off than before. 

In one sentence: Germany was much poorer after the war than before not so much because it had lost the war but because it had fought it. Few people understood this at the time and those who did often preferred not to publicize their views. It was easier and seemingly more plausible to blame all hardship on Versailles and the Weimar politicians who had signed the peace treaty. 

The second long-term point is that the revolution of 1918 was more of an accident and hardly expressed a majority feeling for the disappearance of the monarchy and the Bismarckian constitution. Most Germans were highly critical of Wilhelm II by the end of the war, but only the radical Left was determined to do away with the monarchy itself. Even the moderate Social Democrats tried to save it. When revolutionary unrest made this impossible, the SPD and later the democratic middle parties got power at a time when nobody else wanted it and when circumstances for the buildup of a social welfare state, the goal of the SPD, could hardly have been worse. Ludendorff's shrewd plan worked: the SPD and the Democrats had to share the blame for the mess the old elites had left behind. Historians have criticized the moderate socialists for not having imposed more socialist control over the political system (for instance by upgrading the workers' councils), but more socialism would probably not have stabilized democracy but rather led to civil war. As chaotic as Germany seemed in the winter of 1918-19, the countryside remained quite orderly and conservative. It would have risen against the socialists had they imposed more far-reaching reforms. 

The third long-term problem of the Weimar Republic was the widespread anti-democratic feeling on the Left and, most of all, on the Right. To the radical Left the Weimar Republic appeared as a capitalist state based on a conservative and reactionary military, an aggressive industrialist group, and wrongheaded socialists who had betrayed their cause by allying with reactionary circles. The social achievements of the October Reforms in 1918, the eight-hour working day, for example, were withdrawn in the course of the Republic's history. Young, unskilled workers did not consider their interests compatible with the institutions of Weimar democracy and usually voted for the Communists. 

To rightists the Republic was unacceptable. They saw the revolution of 1918 as a cut through the sacred thread of German history and never forgave the republicans for having helped to overthrow the monarchies. The stab-in-the-back legend served conveniently to put the blame for military breakdown and for the following peace treaty on the democrats and socialists. To the Right, Weimar and Versailles formed a unity, with the Weimar governments being the willing executioners of foreign interest. Rightists further argued that parties and parliaments had far too much power. They believed that parties part and undermine the true interests of the state. 

Apart from these long-term problems we have to consider short-term causes of the Republic's breakdown and the rise to power of the Nazis. The first step toward this was the establishment of a presidential cabinet under Brüning in March 1930. Obviously the Right, the industrialists, and the conservative middle did no longer want to work within the democratic framework of the constitution. They conspired in late 1929 to overthrow the grand coalition, exclude the SPD from power, and start a gradual transformation of German democracy into an authoritarian system. 

What exactly brought about this change is still not entirely clear. It seems as if big business circles reasoned that the beginning depression would make the removal of the SPD from power not only desirable but also possible. Trade unions and the parties associated with them often lose members at times of high unemployment and severe economic trouble. A crackdown against the SPD thus appeared possible, and it implied also an assault on democracy in general, since the SPD was the most outspokenly democratic party. Brüning and Hindenburg with his stubborn industrial and agrarian entourage became the gravediggers of the Republic. From March 1930 on the governments no longer worked fully within the framework of the constitution. Even though Hindenburg's emergency powers conformed to the constitution, they were used in an unconstitutional way because they aimed to undermine democracy, not to protect it (as Ebert had used them). The destruction of democracy from 1930 to 1932 did not lead to a stable authoritarian system but gave the Nazis unprecedented opportunities for expanding their power and ultimately for taking over a weak state. 

This is the next important point in explaining the failure of Weimar. Although Hitler did not come to power by election he would never have done so without the overwhelming electoral successes of his party from 1930 on. We thus have to try to explain the sudden and rapid rise of the Nazis. Some historians stress that it was sudden in appearance only. To some degree the anti-democratic and anti-socialist attitudes the Nazis drew from existed already before 1930. The breakdown of the traditional supporters of these views, the conservative middle and right-wing parties, thus played a crucial role in making room for strong Nazi inroads into the electorate. The NSDAP could capitalize on the older resentments against the Republic and the socialists and become the most credible alternative to the more moderate parties. 

But the Nazi message went beyond traditional anti-republican feeling. The Nazi idea of Volksgemeinschaft, for example, gave a vision of social unity and coherence to a society that was about to be torn apart by political and social antagonisms. The Volksgemeinschaft idea was a powerful propagandistic motive mainly among the young. The Nazis also managed to gather splintered older groups and infuse them with a spirit of unity. The very vagueness of the Nazi ideology and message proved more of an advantage than a drawback. The Nazis could promise many things to everybody; contradictions did not bother them. The NSDAP's appeal embraced simultaneously anti-elitist, anti-capitalist as well as fiercely anti-socialist and elitist notions. The party showed Janus faces on many sides: it appeared as reactionary and revolutionary, anti-modernist and dynamic-modern, agrarian-romantic and technologically-enthusiastic. The Nazis made promises to everybody and expected that all internal contradictions would be resolved in a "pure" Volksgemeinschaft. 

But what was the specific content of the Nazi ticket in election campaigns, and what were its most successful elements? Abolition of Versailles came first, then law and order, restoration of a functioning economy, work, jobs, and anti-Semitism (in this priority). The Nazis received so many votes not primarily because of their anti-Semitism (and often in spite of it). And even voting for an anti-Semitic candidate did not automatically mean to condone the Holocaust and the Second World War. We must avoid the dangers of hindsight here. 

The Nazis were elected first of all because they made the most convincing point about abolishing Versailles, reconstructing the country, restore jobs and national wealth, and lead Germany to new glory. Brüning still hoped to obtain Allied concessions by trying to fulfill the Treaty of Versailles in order to show that this was impossible; this was nothing else but Rathenau's policy, only that Brüning could practice it more openly. Hitler, however, preached unconditional rejection of the treaty. And few people doubted that he was serious about what he was saying. 

Whereas the reform programs of the presidential cabinets remained half-hearted and doomed because of lacking popular support, the Nazis' revolutionary rhetoric and their impressive, nation-wide organization convinced many voters that they, the Nazis, would restore order and prosperity. Their violence was obvious, and it bothered even some supporters of the NSDAP, but it failed to deter many voters because Germans had gotten used to political violence since the revolution of 1918. Particularly in the cities, political violence had never ceased even in the Republic's quiet years. Many voters believed that the Nazis would restore order once they gained power. 

The responsibility for the Nazis' rise to power lies with the Nazis themselves, with the millions of Germans who voted for them, with the industrialist and agrarian circles who did everything to undermine Weimar democracy (particularly from 1930 on), and with the opportunistic, anti-democratic, and anti-socialist attitudes of the center-to-right parties. The Communists must share the blame for having undermined the Weimar system. It has been argued that the Social Democrats were also responsible for the breakdown of Weimar because they did not rise energetically against the anti-democratic forces, but the problem is that the chances for resistance were slim. The SPD pursued a policy of responsibility when it tolerated Brüning as a lesser evil in order to keep the system from falling into Nazi hands already much earlier. 

Concluding remarks:
The Weimar Republic was first undermined by an aggressive group of industrialists, agrarians, and conservative party politicians. When they could not find much popular support for their authoritarian regime they thought about including the strongest right-wing party, the Nazis, in government, hoping to manipulate the Nazis so as to tame and split the party within a few weeks and to deal the socialist movement a decisive blow. This was a fatal miscalculation because it did not take into account the presence of several hundred thousand determined street fighters and the fact of Nazi control over the police (one Nazi became Interior Minister). 

It is difficult to see what could have been done to avoid Hitler's appointment. After all, Hitler was the leader of the strongest party in parliament. Although the German constitution did not force the president to appoint the chairman of the strongest party chancellor, this would not have been an unheard of procedure. In Britain, for example, the leader of the strongest party always gets the first opportunity to form a government. On the other hand, to give Hitler power meant to surrender the state to a band of radicals intending to revolutionize both society and the political system. In historical hindsight, everything should have been done to keep Hitler out of government. But options were scarce. To govern with the Reichstag had become impossible after Nazis and Communists had won a destructive majority in it. Had Schleicher tried to get approval from the Reichstag, he would have been defeated. 

There was no other way than to dissolve the Reichstag again or to adjourn it indefinitely. Hindenburg, after having strained the constitution beyond its limits before, should maybe have gone further in early 1933. Schleicher and Hindenburg should have declared that a temporary dictatorship was necessary to overcome the economic crisis. They should have held new elections only after the situation had improved. Schleicher and Hindenburg would have had to use their influence on the army in order to get its support for their dictatorial government. Such a temporary presidential dictatorship would have turned the tables on the Nazis. If they had reacted with an uprising they would have split their movement, since even many SA hotheads would not have risked an encounter with the army. Open insurrection, moreover, would have alienated the Nazis from their supporters in industry and the administration. 

On the other hand, if the Nazis remained passive, they would most likely have lost support. Hitler had an excellent instinct for these situations. He knew that it was urgent for him to gain power in January 1933. He had experienced a similar situation in early November 1923: He had felt that the tide of radicalism was waning and that his promises would start to work against him. So he started a desperate putsch in the last feasible moment and ran into disaster. 

In late 1932 Hitler again became nervous and felt that things began to slip out of his hands. The full presidential dictatorship that might have defeated the Nazis did not come into being, and I admit that it would have been a very risky venture, though a risk that would have deserved to be taken given the disastrous consequences of the Nazi dictatorship. Schleicher had toyed with this option for a while but rejected it because of the threat of a Polish invasion, whose plausibility seems doubtful to me. I admit that it would have been difficult to convince the army leaders to repress the SA if necessary, since the army hoped to incorporate the SA troops at some point. To the army leaders, as to many others, the main dangers were not the Nazis but the foreign powers and the communists. 

This is a decisive point: to the stubborn, reactionary agrarians and industrialists in Hindenburg's entourage, to the leaders of the center-to-right parties, to the military, and to many officials, the Nazis were not such a terrible alternative after all. All these conservative circles in Germany shared much more with the Nazis than with the Communists or even the Social Democrats. The Nazis were intensely nationalist and wanted Germany to rise as a great power again; that was what the conservatives wanted, too. The Nazis were anti-democratic and anti-socialist. So were the conservatives. The Nazis seemed to have the means of power to repress communism. Well, wasn't that what most conservatives had hoped for ever since 1919? 

In a nutshell: the circles around Hindenburg had few options left in early 1933 because they had contributed to demolishing the democratic political system. But they could have done more to keep Hitler from coming to power. Just imagine the Communists had been as powerful as the Nazis were at the time: the old elites would have exhausted every single possibility to keep the Communists from power. The point is that the old elites and the center-to-right parties agreed with many Nazi goals even though they had misgivings about the NSDAP's violence and radicalism or felt some snobbish disgust for its "plebeian" character. 

That there were only few options to hold the Nazis off in 1933 was partly an effect of the destruction of the Weimar system but partly also a result of the electoral success of the Nazis. We have seen that the Nazis benefited from the extraordinarily severe depression and used propaganda successfully. And yet, the roots for the Nazi success remain debated. A psychological interpretation, focusing on the connection between the Germans' unresolved trauma of 1918 and Hitler's personal experiences, has been suggested by Rudolph Binion in Hitler Among the Germans. 

CHRONOLOGY, 1920-1929

(The following calendar should summarize the most important events during the middle years of the Weimar Republic. Sorry for not writing out everything.) 


1920
Kapp Putsch, March 1920; causes general strike and left-wing uprisings. 

Reichstag elections, 6 June 1920. Vast gains for the anti-democratic parties. Coalition of SPD, DDP, and Center loses majority.
Grudgingly the new German government, led by the Center, the DDP, and the DVP, embarks of a policy of fulfillment. By trying to fulfill the conditions of Versailles, the government wants to show that this is impossible. Radical German nationalists, however, interpret the policy of fulfillment as a betrayal. Some vow to kill all politicians associated with it. 



1921
War between Polish units and German Free Corps in Upper Silesia. Plebiscite, March 1921. German public is outraged because the drawing of voting districts by the Allies favors Poland. 

Left-wing uprisings in Saxony and Thuringia, spring 1921. Repression through the army and Free Corps. 

Fixation of German reparations by allied conferences and determination of a schedule of payments in London (April and June 1921). 

Assassination of Matthias Erzberger, the former finance minister, by a right-wing terrorist, August 1921. 



1922
Treaty of Rapallo between Germany and the Soviet Union: April 1922. Economic cooperation. Secret military understandings are already in the making. German government tries to make the western powers more willing to make concessions in the reparation question and to stifle possible Russian claims on Germany, but the Treaty of Rapallo antagonizes the west without bringing tangible gains. It is nevertheless very popular in Germany because it looks like an independent and self-assertive foreign policy. 

Assassination of Foreign Minister Walther Rathenau by a group of right-wing terrorists, June 1922. Anti-Semitism, hatred of the Republic, and resentment against the policy of fulfillment conducted by Rathenau are the motives. 

In reaction to the Rathenau murder: Reichstag issues Laws for the Protection of the Republic, July 1922; exacerbates conflict between the Reich Government in Berlin and Bavaria. Bavaria, having lost most of the autonomy that Bismarck had granted it in 1871, fears further intrusions by the central government in Berlin. Political difference also plays a role: the Bavarian government stands far more to the right than the Reich Government in Berlin. 



1923
Due to a delay in the payment of German reparations, French and Belgian forces occupy the Ruhr district and other areas right of the Rhine in January. Ruhr occupation triggers national outrage at France in all of Germany; temporary national unity.
Britain condemns the Ruhr occupation. 

In reaction to the Ruhr occupation, the German government declares passive resistance (a gigantic, state-sponsored mass strike in the occupied areas), which fans hyperinflation, since the government in Berlin pays the strikers in the Ruhr. Having no monetary reserves left, the government resorts to the printing press, thus destroying the currency, which had lost value already since 1914 (effect of huge wartime deficit spending). The hyperinflation wipes out all middle-class savings and has catastrophic social effects in 1923. 

German sabotage. Bloody clashes in the occupied territories. France tries to set up separatist governments in West Germany. 

At this time of renewed hostility, efforts for secret German rearmament intensify. Rightist paramilitary groups receive military help from the army (formation of secret units, the "Black Reichswehr"). The Inter-Allied Military Control Commission stops its missions in the face of popular outrage. Resumes controls only in the summer of 1924. 

As the catastrophic economic consequences of passive resistance become more visible, separatism and particularism intensify, especially in Bavaria. Radical unrest also grows. The rearming rightist bands start planning to overthrow the Republic, should it give up resistance to France. The Communists intensify their own preparations for a putsch. They hope to strike a decisive blow in October 1923 ("Red October"), six years after the successful Russian Revolution. 

In the growing crisis, a grand coalition from SPD to DVP is formed under Gustav Stresemann, the DVP's chairman (August to November 1923). After hesitating for several weeks, Stresemann breaks off passive resistance on 26 September 1923. President Ebert declares a national state of emergency in order to deal with the expected unrest following Stresemann's decision.

Bavarian right-wing activism, virulent, well-armed, and politically radical, is the first to challenge the Republic. In order to check the most militant rightists in Bavaria (including the Nazis), the Bavarian government forms an emergency government, practically a dictatorship, under the more moderate rightist Gustav von Kahr. Bavaria also moves toward greater autonomy from Berlin. 

Buchrucker Putsch, 1 October 1923. Attempt of some military units from the Black Reichswehr to transform the passive resistance into an active war against France and to overthrow the democratic government. Fails immediately because the rest of the army does not cooperate. 

In Saxony and Thuringia leftist governments including the SPD and KPD are formed. The communists build up their own paramilitary formations ("red hundreds"). 

Culmination of rightist quasi-legal putschism. Army leaders, businessmen, and conservatives seek to take power and establish a dictatorship through intrigue, while avoiding the risks of an open putsch. Tirpitz is a key figure in these efforts.

The German army deposes the leftist governments of Saxony and Thuringia (late October/early November 1923). The SPD, outraged because no similar step is considered against Kahr's (even more) refractory Bavaria, leaves the national government. A minority coalition continues in office under Stresemann. 

Inflation reaches record heights in November: 1 US dollar=4 Trillion marks. Germans see hyperinflation not only as an economic catastrophe but also as an expression of a huge moral crisis. 

Hitler-Ludendorff Putsch, Munich, 8/9 Nov. 1923. The Nazis, still a party with no significant base outside Bavaria, feel that the culmination of the crisis is near and hope to seize power in Germany through a march on Berlin. They are inspired by similar examples of takeovers by radicals who had assembled forces in the provinces and then seized power by marching on the capital (Mussolini's march on Rome in October 1922; Turkish revolution in 1922). The Nazis occupy a beer hall and force the Kahr government to consent to march on Berlin with all Nazi and other right-wing paramilitary bands. Kahr pretends to support the enterprise but deserts Hitler in the night. When Hitler and Ludendorff seek to save the putsch by marching through the center of Munich the next day, Kahr's Bavarian police units shoot at the putschists. Hitler is wounded, escapes, but gets caught and imprisoned a day later. Although the putsch is a total failure, Hitler gains prestige on the right by at least trying to overthrow Weimar (and Versailles). See a detailed account of the Hitler-Putsch.

Ebert reacts to the Hitler Putsch by giving General Seeckt, the chief of the army, emergency powers. 

The Stresemann government achieves currency stabilization, 15 November 1923. A strict revaluation of the mark puts it on a stable foundation. Revaluation, carried out by emergency decrees, is a small miracle, but it hits hard and leaves a lasting hatred of the Weimar Republic among the middle classes. Slow economic normalization follows.

As Foreign Minister in a new (minority) cabinet under Center politician Marx (formed in the end of November), Stresemann seeks reconciliation and international agreement. Hopes thus to win better recognition for Germany and to revise Versailles peacefully. The British ambassador in Berlin speaks full of admiration about the Republic mastering so many crises during this horrible year. But the social and political legacy of hyperinflation is depressing and has long-term effects. 



1924
A severe financial crisis breaks out in France in January; makes France more dependent upon American capital and more willing to find a cooperative solution to the reparations problem (rather than extraction reparations alone and through violence). 

Hitler Trial, February to April 1924. Hitler receives a five-year prison term, of which he serves only one year. Ludendorff acquitted. In prison, Hitler writes the first volume of his autobiography/political program, Mein Kampf (My Struggle). 

New settlement for German reparations, offering lower yearly payments and American loans to Germany: Dawes Plan, proposed in April 1924, ratified in August. American loans to Germany are supposed to restart the German economy, so that Germany will be able to pay reparations to France and Britain, which in turn can start paying off their war debts to the United States. 

Reichstag elections in May 1924 reflect the intense anger left by the chaotic preceding year. Radicals on the left and right make massive gains. DNVP (right-wing nationalists, against democracy) becomes strongest party. SPD and the middle parties loose. A radical rightist party (successor to the dissolved and illegal Nazi party) under Ludendorff emerges and wins about 6%. The minority cabinet under Marx and Stresemann continues to govern, as no majority in the polarized Reichstag can be found. 

Political stabilization continues slowly despite much anti-republican resentment. The influx of American credits secures a phase of relative, though unsound and deceptive, prosperity over the next few years.

New Reichstag elections in December 1924 benefit the moderate parties. The SPD wins a lot of votes but prefers to remain in the opposition. The KPD remains strong despite some losses. The Nazi radicals under Ludendorff suffer a catastrophic defeat and are nearly wiped out. The centrist minority coalition now includes the rightist DNVP, which gives it a majority. Former Finance Minister Hans Luther (without party affiliation) becomes chancellor. The DNVP has a pragmatic wing, which supports Stresemann temporarily for economic reasons. But the right wing of the party resents participation in government and does everything to torpedo Stresemann. Tirpitz becomes a key figure in the DNVP's anti-Stresemann group. 



1925
After his amazingly early release from the prison, Hitler reorganizes his party and starts to expand it to the rest of Germany. In all elections until 1929, however, the NSDAP remains a splinter party. 

Stresemann continues to work for reconciliation and international agreement. Finds congenial partners in France (Aristide Briand) and Britain (Austen Chamberlain). 

Presidential elections after Ebert's death in office. After an intrigue masterminded by Tirpitz, Hindenburg runs and wins second ballot against former chancellor Marx (April). Once Tirpitz's hopes to manipulate the president fail, however, rightists feel ambivalent about Hindenburg's presidency. They fear that the monarchist war hero as head of state will increase the prestige and legitimation of the hated Weimar Republic. Hindenburg, at age 78 in 1925, acts against his authoritarian, monarchist convictions and remains a loyal head of state until the early 1930s. 

Treaty of Locarno, signed by Luther and Stresemann for Germany, guarantees that the German western border will not be changed except by peaceful means (October 1925). This forms part of an intelligent policy by Stresemann, who sets out to create two standards for Germany's treaties: if Germany recognizes some selective parts of Versailles, the original treaty (forced upon the Germans) becomes increasingly hollow. What Stresemann does amounts to a covert renegotiation of the peace terms in the spirit of reconciliation and mutual trust and leads to conditions much more advantageous to Germany. The DNVP, subordinating the subtleties of Stresemann's foreign policy to a hollow nationalist rhetoric, leaves the government in protest against Locarno. The government continues to rely on the old minority coalition, led by the Center and the DVP, with some tacit support from the SPD.



1926
Marx becomes chancellor again (May) after Luther antagonizes the middle parties through a minor faux pas. 

Germany is now allowed to enter the League of Nations. Visible success of Stresemann's policy of reconciliation, which receives international recognition. (Stresemann and Aristide Briand received the Nobel Peace Price in 1926.) German rightists criticize entry into the League of Nations viciously and try to induce Hindenburg to block it. To them, the League of Nations is a cover for Versailles. Hindenburg, however, accepts Stresemann's decision.



1927
DNVP, pushed by its pragmatic (economic) wing, reenters government in January 1927 but leaves again in February 1928. Unemployment rises but reaches no dramatic levels. Quiet year in Weimar politics.



1928
Reichstag elections in May 1928 seem to confirm the trend toward stability and democratic government started during the December elections of 1924: The SPD gains votes and forms a coalition with the Center, the DDP, and the DVP (a great coalition, as in 1923). Chancellor: Hermann Müller (SPD). Stresemann remains foreign minister until his death in October 1929. Nazis receive less than 3%. KPD remains strong. The DNVP's losses lead to a sharp rightist turn of the party under industrialist Alfred Hugenberg, who soon aligns the DNVP with the Nazis. 



1929
Unemployment in Germany rises to a high level early in the year. 

The crash of the New York stock market in September 1929 leads to a worldwide depression with dramatic effects on Germany. Unemployment rises sharply in the end of the year and reaches unprecedented heights in the following years. Stresemann, exhausted and overcommitted, dies of a heart attack (at age 51) just as the crisis starts. His untimely death has been considered a dramatic blow to the Weimar Republic by many. 

