Edgar Feuchtwanger

What led the German people to
become disillusioned with their
‘perfect’ Weimar constitution and
turn mstead to the Conununist
and Nazi parties?

The reluctant President — Fricdrich Ebert.

he Weimar Republic takes 1ts name from a
small town in central Germany. famous for
ite cultural and literary associations. It was the
meeting place of the Constituent Assembly
elected m January 1919 to draft a republican.
democranic constitution after the fall of the
German Empire in November 1918 The Weimar
period came to an end with the appoinunent of
Adolf Hitler as Chancellor on 30 January 1933.
The ulumate failure of the Republic had such
catastrophic consequences for Germany and the
world that 1t has alwavs overshadowed the
history of the first German parliamentary demaoc-
racy. 11 1x therefore important 1o stress that
Weimar's collapse was never mevitable, though
in the final vears of the Republic the chances of
survival had become desperatelyv siim. Some of
the reasons for the failure lie further back in
history — n the weakness of liberalism in
Germany after the un=uccessful revolutions of
1848, followed by the successful unification of the
country by Bismarck through force of arms. The
principal causes for the fatlure have. however, to
be ought in the vears after 1918.

Revolution

Many of Weimar's prablems had their roots in
the defeat and the revolution of 1918. These
events came as a traumatic shock to most patri-
otic middle-class Germans. Thev were prepared
1o tolerate the new parhamentary democracy
only as long as 1t seemed likely to bring
Germany a more lentent peace. When the treaty
of Verzaillez became public in May 1919, 1t was
regarded by most of the German public as
deeply humiliating and was acceptec only under
duress. Nationahst right-wing opinion swiftly
turned against the new Repubhe. It accepted
the notorious stab-in-the-back mvrh, namely
that the German armyv had never been defeated
on the battletield. but had been betraved by the
politicians. mostly from the Social Democratic
Party (SPD), the main party of the working
classes. who had been brought to power by the
revolution.

This was a travesty of the facts. When in
October 1918 the German High Command was
compelled 1o seek an armistice. the imperial
regime had become totally discredited and was
swept away by the masses of workers and

soldiers vearning for peace. The leaders of the
SPD. headed by Friedrich Ebert, later the first
President of the Republic. took power reluctantly
and did their best to protect the country from
break-down and disintegration in very difficult
circumsrtances not of their making.

They faced an earlv challenge trom the Lefr,
who wanted a more thorough-going revolution.
using the spontaneously emerging workers' and
soldiers’ councils as the basis for a socialist
society., For the extreme Left, represented mamly
by the Spartakus League. the nucleus of the
German Communist Party, the Bolshevik revo-
lunion in Russia was the model. For the moderate
Left, as well as for the middle classes, the avoid-
ance of ‘Russian conditions' and chaos became a
priority.

Ebert and his colleagues have been criticised
for becoming obsessed with the threat from the
Left and for relving too much on civil servants
and military officers inherited from the previous
regime. Historians now generally accept that a
profound social upheaval was unlikelv in an
advanced industrial octety such as Germany. A
dictarorship of the proletariat based on workers'
and soldiers’ councils would have been a back-
ward step in a country where male workers had

had the vote for fifty vears.

Historians are now also sceptical about the
argument that the councils could have been used
to democratise German society more thoroughly.
[t was. however, an error by the politicians in
power in 1919, notably Ebert and the detence
minster Gustav Noske, 1o relyv on volunteer
forces — the so-called Freikorps —— to fight a
counter-revolutionary c¢ivil war against the
extreme Left. Sections of the working class
became alienated from the Republic and this
contributed to the deep division in the labour
movement throughout the Weimar period.
Freikorps members often joined the Nazi
Stormtroopers. The habit of resolving political
conflict by force became engrained and para-
milirary formations again posed a threat 1o
democracy 1n the closing vears of the Republic.

The political system

The foundations, many of them not very sound,
had thus been laid for the new parliamentary
demaocracy, even before the republican constity-
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tion came nto force in August 1919. On paper.
the Wemmar Constitution was a perfect democ-
ratic instrument, containing, for example, provi-
sions for the direct participation of the vorters
through referenda. It also mmcluded a section
laving down individual rights, which was
advanced for its time. It provided for the protec-
tion of the family, of motherhood and childhood.
with equal rights for illegitimate children. And it
contained a far-reaching charter for the rights of
labour, including co-determination by workers
n industry.

Historians now argue that expectations were
aroused, which a country in the parlous
economic state of defeated Germany would find
1t difficult to fulfil. The politcal svstem devised
at Weimar has. in spite of its theoretical pertec-
tion. often been criticised in practice and 1s held
to have contributed to the Republic’s downfall.

Three fearures in particular have been
artacked. One was the electoral syvstem of strict
proportional representation. The second was the
~wistence of two authorities directly elected by

people: the Reichstag inational parliament)
and the Presidency. Direct election made the
President an unduly strong figure. His power
was further enhanced by the third. much-crit-
cized. provision — that under arucle 48 of the
Consttution he could assume emergency powers
and rule virtually without the Reichstag.

To all these criticisms there are counter-
arguments. Proportional representation (PR) was
not the main reason for Germany’s multiplicity
of parties. [ts diversity, and the existence of two
major religious denominations, had given rise to
at least five main groupings in the nineteenth
century and these survived the revolution of
1918 lirtle changed. Government had therefore
normally to be by coalition, but the parties —
which in the imperial era had not been respon-
sible for providing the national executive
government — still found 1t difficult after 1918
to make the compromises necessary 1o ensure

" le coalitions.

he large number of very small parties, otten
adduced as an argument for the absurdity of the
svatem by those who opposed it. were usually
not unduly significant. The Weimar PR svstem
did. however, allow the volatlity of the electorare
o express itself without hindrance. Thus the
Nazi party went from a marginal 2.6%. of the
vote and 12 zeats in Mav 1928 t0 18.3"¢ and 107
seats in September 1930, making it the second
largest party.

As for the Presidency, it was thought neces-
sarv to have a counterweight to the otherwise
unchecked power of the parliament and to
provide a focus of lovalty in place of the fallen
menarchs. The presidential emergency powers
were not. in themselves, unusual. When Ebert
was President. they were used 1o resolve orises
and restore normal parhamentary government:
but 1rom 1930 thev were deliberately emploved
to byv-pass the Reichstag. Thus, it was not the
pohtical and constitutional arrangements in
themselves that were at fault. but the way in
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which they were used in 2 country where large
sections of the population had little regard for
democracy and parliamentary government.

Years of crisis 1919-24

The first few vears of the Republic were a period
of virtually uninterrupted crisis, culminating in
1923, when Germany almost disintegrated.
Having first been threatened by overthrow from
the Left. by 1920 the pendulum had already
swung back so far in the direction of nationalist
anti-repubhicanism that a coup from the Right
was attempted — the Kapp Putsch of March
1920. It failed because the trade unions called a
general strike and the senior civil servants,
although by no means fully loval to the Republic,
did not cooperate with the plotters. The first
Reichstag elections. held in June 1920, showed
that the parties fullv commirted to parliamentary
democracy now no longer had a majority. To say
that Weimar was a republic withour republicans
13 perhaps an exaggeration; but the supporters
and opponents of democracy were art best finelv
balanced.

In the next few vears the divisions were
further embittered by the reparations problem
ithe pavments imposed on Germany under the
Versailles treaty) and. from the summer of 1922,
the advent of hyper-inflation. The French occu-
pation of the Ruhr in January 1923, in response
to German failure to pay reparations in full, led
to the total collapse uf the German currency.
Wages had to be paid with washing baskets full
of bank notes. and the printing presses could not
keep pace with the precipitous dechine in the
value of money.

Nationalist resentment reached tever pitch.
but by September 1923 passive resistance 1o the
French had broken down. for Germany was at
rthe end of 1ts tether. In October and November
1923 there were several attempts from the Right
and the Left to overthrow the Republic —
including Hitler's Beer Hall Putsc/r in Munich. an
lgnominious failure.

At the point of greatest danger, solutions to
Germany’s internal and external problems began
to emerge. Gustay Stresemantl. Chancellor for
100 crucial davs trom August to November 1923
and rhereatter Foreign Mimster unul hiz death
i October 1929, became the Republic's strong
man. A new currency. the Rentenmark, was
successtully introduced: and the Dawes Plan
established a svstem of reparations pavments,
which the German economy could bear and the
mternational community accept. These measures
paved the wav for the French evacuation of the
Ruhr and the Locarno treaties. which perma-
nently guaranteed Germany's western frontiers
as agreed at Versailles and ruled out the use of
force N any revision of its eastern Horders.

Years of stability 1924~29
From 1924 to 1929 Germany enjoved greater
stability and prosperity. Given the severity of the
oreceding crises, this highlights the resilience of
the Weimar There however.

svstem. were.

political and economic factors which put the
permanence of the stability in doubt.

[n national politics this was sull a period of
weak, frequently-shifting coalitions. The mnflu-
ence of the extreme Right was reduced. bur
Hitler's Nazi party. rebuilt from 1925 around him
as Filver leader), became a principal element
within it. The more moderate nationalist Right.
represented by the Deutschnationale Volksparter
(DNVP or German National party) and the
Stahihelm. an ex-soldiers’ league in which many
former Fretkorps fighters had found refuge. still
accepted the Republic with reluctance.

The uncertain attitude of many sections of
the German people was symbolised by the elec-
tion of Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg,
Chief of the German Supreme Command for
much of the First World War. as President of the
Republic in succession to Ebert. who died in
1925. A "substitute emperor’, with little regard
for parliamentary democracy, now held the
highest republican office. This was to have
fateful consequences after 1929, bur for the
moment 1t was widely felt that Hindenburg
would help ro reconcile national opposition to the
republican system.

The dechne or the hberal middle-class parties.
including Stresemann’s own party the Deutsche

A French soldier
guards a German
coal train, 1923
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Vollspartelr (DVP), continued unabated. On the
Left. the Communist party (KPD). drawing at
least a quarter of the working class-vote, was
firmly established as the rival of the SPD,
making 11 difficult 1or the latter 1o enter nto
coalitions with the middle-class parties -- a
collaboration essential for republican stabiiry.
The leaderzhip of the KPD was mcreasingly
abedient to the policy laid down by Stalin i the
interests of the Soviet Union.

The Reiciistag election of May 1928 seemed to
represent 2 high point for the Republic. with the
SPD gaining nearly a thurd of the vote. There
was, however, a great fragmentation in the
middle spectrum of politics. The injustices
caused by hyper-nflation hit this =ection of the
population particularly hard. and left a deep
resentment against Weimar and all its works. It
was among such voters that the Nazis were to
make large gains. when crisis struck again.

In the economic sphere, German hving stan-
dards seemed to recover rapidly, reaching
something like pre-war levels by 1928, In recent
vears, economic historans have generated much
controversy about the nature of this recovery.
Attention has been drawn to dependence on
American loans, weak public finances, nade-
quate investment and high social costs, all of
which made 1t ditficult for German governments
o cope with the world-wide slump that began
1 1926,

The Great Depression

The German economy began to Talter. even
before the Wall Street stock-market crash of
October 1929 signalled a world-wide depression
of unprecedented severitv. Rising unemplovment
caused a heavy outflow of money from the
national insurance svstem. the setting up of
which in 1927 had been a striking achievement
of the Republic. Disagreement berween the
parties on how to meet the budget deficit led to
the collapse. in March 1930, of the last coalition
firmlv based on the Reichistag. Influential voices,
drawing support from widespread and long-
standing anti-democratic sentiment. began advo-
cating reform of the political syvstem in a more
authoritarian direction. around the President.
When it seemed impossible to build a democ-
ratic coalition government, Hindenburg and his
advisers prepared to appoint a Chancellor who
would govern using the President’s emergency
decree powers under article 48 — which required
merely the toleration, rather than the full
consent. of the Reichstag. The most important
among these advisers, who pressed this course
on the 82-vear-old President, was General Rurt
von Schieicher. the Armiy’s political voice. [t was
another element in Weimar's weakness that the
officer corps of the small professional army
(Reichsicefr) permitted by the Versailles treaty
gave only conditional lovalty to the Republic.
The Chancellor whom Hindenburg appointed
to govern. if necessary by decree. was Heinrich
Jraning. When the Reichistag refused to accept
his package of austerity measures. he reissued
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The *Hunger Chancellor’. Heinrich Brioning.

them under Hindenburg's emergency powers
and diszolved the Reichstag. The ensuing elec-
tions, in September 1930, produced the sensa-
tional Nazi breakthrough. Henceforth, Braning
could govern only by decree and only as long as
the Social Democrats, fearing a Nazi take-over.
refrained from vorng against these decrees —
even though theyv imposed growing hardship on
thelr supporters.

Briming. soon to be known as the ‘Hunger
Chancellor’, ruthlesslv cut government expendi-
ture — including wages, salaries and welfare
pavments -— regardless of the political conse-
quences. He wied 10 make a virtue of necessity
by using the rise of political extremism in
Germanv to bring about the end of reparations.

Recent historical debates have revolved
around the question whether there was an aiter-
native to Bruning's policy of strict deflation,

Generai Hindenburg was a leading member of e
articer corps, which gave onlv conditional lnvalty to
the Republic.

which had the disastrous result of turning Hitler
and the Nazis into an imminent threat. It is
argued that. given the previous weaknesses of
the: German economy and the profound German
fear of renewed inflation. he had hittie room for
mancewyre. The exceptional severity of the
siump did not in any case. become apparent
until the tate spring of 1931 and refiationary
Measures could not have become effective until
well into 1932, By that time. Hindenburg and his
advisers had become tired of underpinning the
unpopular Braning and he was dismissed in
Mav 1932, There were now at least six muillion
unemployed — a third of the labour force.

The surrender of democracy

The misery caused by the slump enabled Hitler
and the Nazi party to mobilize an enormous
protest vote. The onlv sections of the electorate
to remain immune to the Nazi appeal were the
Roman Catholic voters traditionallv supporting
the Centre Party (Zentrim) and the working-
class voters in the big cities normally voting SPD
or KPD. The KPD. as totalitarian and anti-denio-
cratic as the Nazis. was gaining ground at the
expense of the SPD, which remaimed committed
to the Republic and democracy.

Maodern historiography has produced highly
sophisticated analyses of the social basis of the
Nazi vote. Although the middle classes in non-
Catholic areas were the chief source of Nazi
support, Hitler's appeal cut across all classes - -
thus justifving to some extent the claim that
Nazism wag a movement and not a divisive
party. like the others. A vote for Hitler was
mainly a negative vote: anti-demacratic and anti-
Weimar. anti-liberal. anti-senutic. As one Nazi
leader put it, "Nazism 18 the opposite of every-
thing that now exists.’

Bv 1932, if Nazi and Communist votes are
added together (admittedly a purely theoretical
calculation). it can be shown that a majority of
the German electorate had rurned against democ-
racy. This made it verv difficult to find a viable
government that did not include Hitler, particu-
larlv if, as was the case with Hindenburg and his
circle. anyv recourse to Left-wing parties was
excluded. Influental groups such as the indus-
rrialists felt that onlv a stable government
including the Nazis could pull Germany out of
the slump — and thev had alwavs disliked the
Republic as dominated by labour and the Left.

Few historians. however, now accept the
Marxist argument that Hitler was merely the tool
of capitalists, More importance is attached to the
influence of the large landowners in the eastern
provinces of Prussia. the Junkers. because of the
direct access they had to Hindenburg — who
was one of them. Rule by presidential decree had
made the decisions and misjudgements of the
small circle of men around the President crucial.

Personal factors cannot therefore be left out
of account in explaining Hitler's accession to
power. In the eight months between the fall of
Brining and the appointment of Hitler ax
Chancellor. Papen an¢ chleicher became

nModern History Review



Chancellor (successivedyv) and noped to e a
way of taming” Hitler and his movement.
Although the Nazi
second Kerehstag clections of November 1452,

sutfered heavy losses in the

which =eemed o make Hitler's meluston in
covernment avoidable, they were =till the largest
party and controlled o huge, semi-revolutionary
para-military force. the S\ (Nrmabtcilig).
When the Hiter Cabinet was formed on 30
January 1955, 1t contained a majority of consery-
atives, led by Papen. and only three Naziz,
mcluding Hitler nimself. Manv observers
thought that the ‘taming” had been achieved.
This turned out to be an illusion. Hitler ~ad
learnt from the fiasco of the Beer Hall Putsei “hat
revolution in a modern =tate could not be made
at the barncades and that confrontation with he
armed forces of the state had to be avoided. With
his mass movement revitalised Hv his appomt-
ment as Chancellor, and with the power of the
with

state legallv surrendered into his hands,
breath-taking speed he was able 1o estabhis o
dictatorship -— the begmning of the far-reaching

-volution he had alwavs intended.
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The Rise and Fall
of the Weimar Republic

November: Revolution in Berlin;
Emperor William il abdicates.

June: Treaty of Versaitles signed by
German delegates.

March: First right-wing nationalist
coup, the Kapp Putsch, fails.

January: French troops occupy the
Ruhr.

November: 4,200 billion marks
exchanged for one Rentenmark.

February: Hitler refounds NSDAP
after his release from prison.
May: Hindenburg takes office as
President.

October: Locarno treaties signed.

October: The Wall Street Crash;
Stresemann dies.

March: Bruning becomes Chancellor.
September: Nazis become second-
largest party in Reichstag elections.

April: Hindenburg, aged 84, beats
Hitler in presidential election.
June: Franz von Papen succeeds
Brining as Chancellor.

July: Reichstag elections make Nazis
the largest party.

November: Nazis fose two milion
votes in Reichstag elections, but
remain the largest party.
December: Kurt von Schleicher
succeeds Papen as Chancellor.
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January: Hitler is appointed
Chancellor, with Papen as Vice-
Chancellor.




