AHHI6013: Assessment One.
Taking into consideration the political divisions evident in Germany during the 1920s, did reactions to civil disobedience and unrest within the Weimar state inevitably lead to autocratic and authoritarian rule
1920s and 30s Germany was a time of political turmoil and of great civil disillusionment that many reflect upon as being the catalyst for the rise of Nazism thus this paperwill explore to what extent reactions to civil disobedience and unrest inevitably lead to autocratic and authoritarian rule in Germany during the 1920s. Some historical and external influences will be considered in exploration of the causation of such outcomes as occurred in Germany during this period. The Treaty of Versailles and Mein Kampf, have been explored as primary data to support the arguments posed, whist historical and political theorists have been used to propose different perspectives upon the question. 
[bookmark: _Hlk500326531]When one thinks of the rise of the fascist Nazi state during the 1920s and 30s Germany, what often comes to mind is that the Treaty of Versailles of 1917[footnoteRef:1] which was overly cruel and left Germany completely paralysed economically and that this is what caused the rise of extremist politicians such as Hitler. However, the reality is far more complex than most would originally assume, for example the Republic of Weimar was not exactly doomed from the very start, as most ordinary people in Germany during this time period, simply wanted to move on with their lives, beyond the difficult circumstances that World War One (WW1) presented. Indeed, prior to the economic crash of 1929 the economy of the Republic was actually strengthening. Although the political divisions that were sown even before the end of WW1, that being between the two ideologies of Socialism and Authoritarianism, began to run rampant, and a lot of historians such as Scheele refer to this as the main reason why the reactions (or lack thereof) to civil unrest ultimately lead to autocratic rule.[footnoteRef:2] Even though revisionists such as Mommsen have interestingly pointed out that Germany was actually fairly close to becoming as Socialist as the Soviet Union, the soviets intended to stir chaos in the Baltic regions and keep Germany in a weak state that would leave it open to revolution.[footnoteRef:3] This also highlights the chaos that figures like Hitler took advantage of. The diary of Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf,[footnoteRef:4] also gives a useful insight as to how he thought and how he sowed discord amongst the population against Jews thus one can judge why this ideolog, as well as other extremes such as Communism were so popular during this time period and therefore why the Weimar Republic ultimately failed. [1:  Treaty of Versailles, 1919-1920]  [2:  G. Scheele. The Weimar Republic: Overture to the Third Reich. (London: Faber and Faber:1946) p. 23]  [3:  H. Mommsen. The Rise and fall of Weimar Democracy. (Frankfurt. Trans by University of Carolina Press. 1989) p. 203]  [4:  Hitler. A Mein Kampf. (Berlin. Nazi Party. 1926)] 

The Treaty of Versailles left Germany in an economically weak state, with a crippled army and a loss of key territory in the Rhineland.[footnoteRef:5] Many Germans believed their nation was being cruelly punished and oppressed and even the first democratically elected head of Government, Phillip Scheidemann, referred to the treaty as ‘trying to put us in chains’;[footnoteRef:6] he even resigned his position rather than sign the treaty. This is a clear example of the general attitude and reaction of the German people to the treaty, that many historians suggest was ultimately the key reason as to why politics inevitably led to the rise of Nazism. However, there is ample evidence that far-right politics was far from being dominant. What with multiple Socialist uprisings and movements trying to replicate the Russian Revolution of 1917 and because these actually had considerable support, so much so, that the ruling Weimar government had to employ the Freikorps to stop them. These troops included old WW1 veterans that were for the most part incredibly nationalist and patriotic; these were the men who would ultimately join Nazi organisations, such as the Sturmabteilung (SA), for they feared and hated the rise of Bolshevism and Communism. Essentially, the main and underlying reason as to why extremist ideologies gained so much power was simply down to the fact that the liberal Weimar Republic did naught to stop it from happening even hiring what was essentially a nationalist militia to put down the Socialist revolution.[footnoteRef:7] This clearly exemplifies a lack of control which is ultimately the reason for its downfall. [5:  Treaty of Versailles, 1919-1920. ]  [6:  H. Blitz. Lauteinann. (Berlin. Wiley Online Library 1910)]  [7:  G. Scheele. The Weimar Republic: Overture to the Third Reich. (London: Faber and Faber. 1946) p. 23] 

Some historians such as Kershaw place the onus as to why the Weimar Republic was so weak on mostly economic reasons.[footnoteRef:8] Kershaw, states that Germany had huge masses of war reparations to make and as a result was in massive amounts of debt, with industrial production cut by up to 42% in the years after the war.[footnoteRef:9] Kershaw therefore uses this statistic to suggest that the Weimar Republic was essentially a doomed state from the very start and because of its economic weakness it just could never have sustained itself over the long-term. Therefore, he uses this argument to suggest that this was the underlying cause behind why there was so much political strife during this time period, and to an extent this is true. It certainly did make the proliferation of political extremes far easier, since the majority of the working class during the time period were incredibly poor and unemployed,[footnoteRef:10] naturally making the ideology of Marx seem more alluring. By extension, far-right forces could also gain traction in reply to this, fearing that German national identity was being completely tarnished. However, there is not enough real evidence to support the notion that economics was the main reason for the republic’s downfall. It undeniably contributed, but in reality the hard-line right-wing policies of the Freikorps would still have existed even without the economic hardship posed to Germany. The Socialist policies of figures such as Karl Liebknecht would also have come to fruition regardless, because of pressure from the recently formed Communist state of Russia.[footnoteRef:11] As a result of this evidence, it is clear that although the economy was undoubtedly a contributing factor, political strife and infighting was far more than Kershaw perhaps makes out, therefore in reality, the political conflict would likely have occurred regardless. [8:  I. Kershaw. Weimar: Why did German Democracy Fail? (London. Weidenfeld and Nicholson. 1990) p. 123]  [9:  Ibid. p.123]  [10:  Ibid, p.35]  [11:  R. Levine-Meyer trans by D.Z. Mairowitz . Inside German Communism. Memoirs of party life. (London. Pluto Press. 1977) p. 125] 

On the nature of the political conflict itself, Mommsen states that it was the hesitancy of the Social Democrats in government during 1918 and their lack of desire to enact sweeping changes immediately that led to the political insurrection that ultimately led to the rise of Hitler.[footnoteRef:12] This lack of urgency gave the more extreme Communists and the Right-wing Nationalists time to promote their ideologies by portraying the newly formed Republic as useless and weak.[footnoteRef:13] This was not helped by the fact that Prince Max van Baden had actually been the one to appoint the Social Democratic leader Friedrich Ebert to the position of chancello making the Liberals seem weak and ineffectual. Also, there is evidence that supports this theory of Liberal weakness.[footnoteRef:14] For example, the fact that the Social Democrats had to rely heavily on the Freikorps in order to maintain some semblance of public order,[footnoteRef:15] highlights the fact that they realistically held no position of power and essentially gave extreme Nationalists an opportunity to brutally repress their political opponents.[footnoteRef:16] Essentially, the supposedly Liberal Social Democrats ended up being propped up by a right-wing militia, making it rather apparent that the government could do little to stop extremist ideologies from spreading especially since they were the root cause of one of these movements.[footnoteRef:17]  [12:  H. Mommsen. The Rise and fall of Weimar Democracy. (Frankfurt. Trans by University of Carolina Press. 1989) p. 4]  [13:  R. Woods. The Conservative Revolution in the Weimar Republic. (New York. Springer. 1996). p.29]  [14:  H. Mommsen. The Rise and fall of Weimar Democracy. (Frankfurt. Trans by University of Carolina Press. 1989) p.57]  [15:  G. Scheele. The Weimar Republic: Overture to the Third Reich. (London: Faber and Faber. 1946) p. 23]  [16:  E.J. Feuchtwanger. From Weimar to Hitler: Germany, 1918-33 (London: Springer. 1993) p. 27]  [17:   G. Scheele. The Weimar Republic: Overture to the Third Reich. (London: Faber and Faber. 1946) p. 23] 

The notion of the Social Democratic government being weak is supported by historians, such as Fowkes, who states that the actual strength of the capitalist system that the Social Democrats had put in place has been greatly exaggerated[footnoteRef:18] and that while it is true to an extent that there was a brief period of resurgence just prior to the Wall Street Crash of 1929. The fact of the matter was that the Weimar Republic only really persisted because the Freikorps and Reichswehr allowed it. Had the Freikorps not intervened it is almost certain that Germany would have ended up Communist much like the way Russia did and that perhaps the only real thing preventing this from happening was the fact that the various Socialist groups were not as united as the Freikorps were.[footnoteRef:19] Clearly then, the weakness of the Weimar Republic was down to the weakness of the Social Democratic Party in preventing the spread of extremist ideologies in Germany. [18:  B. Fowkes. Communism In Germany Under the Weimar republic. (London: Macmillan Press 1984) p. 183]  [19:  A.J. Nicholls. Weimar and the rise of Hitler. (London. The Macmillan Press LTD. 1968) p. 17] 

The unrest caused by the political upheaval of the German revolution of 1917 has for the most part been attributed as the main underlying reason as to why the National Socialists rose to power, since it created the perfect excuse for the Nazi Party to profligate its alternative authoritarian agenda.[footnoteRef:20] However, in that claim, lies something of an oxymoron in that a large majority of political violence was as a direct result of the NSDAP’s actions and were not entirely successful. For example, when Hitler made his failed Munich Putsch in 1923, the main objectives that Hitler himself stated, were to bring attention to the NSDAP.[footnoteRef:21] In addition, Hitler even believed that what was essentially an act of governmental takeover, clearly showed the failure  of the Weimar Government in the first place to maintain order on the streets.[footnoteRef:22]Although on a slightly different note, the fact that the Putsch itself was a complete failure, must go some way to establishing that in reality during the 1920s, popular opinion was not exactly one of support for an authoritarian regime.[footnoteRef:23] If anything, during this period Communism and Socialism were actually seeming to become a genuine possibility, and Left-wing politics in general, for the most part, tends to be vehemently opposed to any sort of authority.[footnoteRef:24] Had Germany actually gone to the Left, as scholars such as Fowkes have suggested was a very real possibility,[footnoteRef:25] then it would not likely be as authoritarian as the Nazi regime was. Therefore, the point that can be drawn from this is that it is impossible to proclaim with certainty that authoritarian rule was inevitable, since, because of how great the civil unrest really was, Germany could have developed either way on the political spectrum. [20:  W. D. Smith. The Ideological origins of Nazi Imperialism. (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1986)]  [21:  A. Hitler. Mein Kampf. (Berlin. Nazi Party. 1926)]  [22:  Ibid]  [23:  H. Mommsen. The Rise and fall of Weimar Democracy. (Frankfurt. Trans by University of Carolina Press. 1989) p. 2]  [24:  K. Marx and F. Engels. The Communist Manifesto. (London. Penguin Books. 1967 e.d. A.J.P Taylor)]  [25:  B. Fowkes. Communism In Germany Under the Weimar republic. (London: Macmillan Press 1984) p. 145] 

Another thesis, opposing the notion that reactions to civil disobedience caused the inevitable rise of Nazi Germany, is that perhaps the leadership of the Weimar state was not as negative as originally thought. With scholars such as Scheele putting the onus on external factors such as the Wall Street Crash;[footnoteRef:26] the fact that post-war Germany had to rely greatly on its industry, and because there was no realistic way to reach the demands to support the men returning from the Western Front. These factors were outside of the remit of the Weimar Republic and its government, thus presenting the suggestion that although the civil unrest was inevitable, due to circumstances outside of the Government’s control, the reactions themselves did not inevitably lead to autocratic rule; if anything, the actions taken by the Weimar state were because they simply had no other option. The evidence to support this notion is that Germany itself was in an incredibly weak state, both economically and military, and that times would have been difficult for any government to have managed, let alone one that had just been formed as a result of a rather harsh treaty.[footnoteRef:27] Thus, the fact that it managed to survive as long as it did was perhaps a testament to its strength and its democracy. Some scholars, such as Nicholls, have referred directly to the fact that the new coalition government was an uneasy, but not completely unworkable, coalition.[footnoteRef:28] This is evidenced by the strong reactions to the Kapp Putsch and the Munich Putsch.[footnoteRef:29] Therefore, in contradiction to most traditionalist historiography the Weimar republic’s demise was clearly not a forgone conclusion. If anything the only reason it had problems from extremist right-wingers was because they had difficulty trialling them since most of the judges sympathised with the Nationalist’s ideas[footnoteRef:30] and the notion of being ‘stabbed in the back’ that emanated from the remnants of the German army.[footnoteRef:31] Thus, the fact that despite its apparent flaws the Weimar government managed to survive as long as it did and mostly ‘fell’ due to circumstances outside of its control, would mean that reactions to civil disobedience and unrest did not make authoritarian rule as inevitable as one would think. It was more due to unfortunate circumstances that Weimar actually fell, rather than its inability.  [26:  G. Scheele. The Weimar Republic: Overture to the Third Reich. (London: Faber and Faber. 1946) p.216]  [27:  Treaty of Versailles, 1919-1920]  [28:  A.J. Nicholls. Weimar and the rise of Hitler. (London. The Macmillan Press LTD. 1968) p. 20]  [29:  G.D. Feldman. Big Business and the Kapp Putsch. (Cambridge. Cambridge University Press) p. 100]  [30:  A.J. Nicholls. Weimar and the rise of Hitler. (London. The Macmillan Press LTD. 1968) p. 53]  [31:  E. Kolb. The Weimar Republic. (London: Routledge. 1990) p. 130 ] 

However, it cannot be denied that Germany after the Treaty of Versailles was a hotbed of political violence with other countries such as the newly formed Soviet Union looming large. With Smith notably pointing out that this fear of the Soviet Union helped fuel German Imperialism even before the Weimar republic collapsed and that this Imperialism was even a policy of the Republic (Weltpolitik).[footnoteRef:32] The fear of Communism as well as anger at the German nationality being threatened and the violence that coincided with the Weimar Republic unknowingly sponsoring what was essentially a right-wing terror group in the Freikorps that brutally suppressed the Left. Therefore, there is clear evidence of a polarisation between the two political ideologies,[footnoteRef:33] creating an us-versus-them mentality that would ultimately cause the fighting to go on ceaselessly until one side got the better of the other, with the centrist government caught in the middle of what was a war in all but name. This view is especially perpetrated by historians such as Fowkes, who states that there was a lack of willingness for both sides of the political spectrum to support the ailing Weimar Republic,[footnoteRef:34] because both had fairly substantial power bases and both were fairly extremist in their views. Therefore, this made the Weimar Republic doomed to fail since other political factions had ulterior motives that did not desire its existence as an institution.[footnoteRef:35] However, this is not because of the Republic’s reactions to civil disobedience since there is no other realistic scenario in which the Republic could have prevented this political unrest from happening. Although some of their reactions did undoubtedly not help the situation, this political infighting was completely inevitable and could not really be avoided as, due to other economic factors, extremist politics began to gain a foothold, and once that happened, the Weimar Republic’s democracy was threatened from the very start with their reactions having little to do with it. [32:  W. D. Smith. The Ideological origins of Nazi Imperialism. (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1986) p.202]  [33:  M. Hughes. Nationalism and Society, Germany 1800-1945. (Aberystwyth. Hodder & Stoughton. 1988) p. 179 ]  [34:  B. Fowkes. Communism In Germany Under the Weimar republic. (London: Macmillan Press 1984) p. 77]  [35:  Ibid p.77] 

Even though one could argue that the Weimar Republic’s actions would not have been the determining and most influential of factors in the rise of autocratic rule, there is significant evidence suggesting that they massively contributed to it and that there were multiple failings that ultimately were a big contributing factor in the rise of Hitler. For example, the failure of Quartermaster Groener, who failed to take control of the army and essentially left them as an independent entity, which then led to the creation of the Reichswehr. Which although designed to be loyal to the cause of the Republic was ultimately useless since many of those in it were sympathetic to the right-wing extremists and ultimately authoritarian rule. Because of this a lot of the Freikorps ended up becoming members of the SA in later years. This point is exemplified by historian Nicholls who states that army sentiment was generally very anti-Republican.[footnoteRef:36] Therefore it should have been fairly obvious to people, such as Wilhelm Groener and Friedrich Ebert, that the army was the biggest threat to the Republic and that realistically, because they were an independent entity that was totally separate from that of the government. This made it all too easy for far-right army officials to spread their own autocratic and authoritarian agenda since there was no real official power stopping them from achieving their goals. Furthermore, the Weimar Republic had no means with which to defend itself and were mostly reliant on local police stations, officials and the Reichswehr (whom weren’t exactly entirely supportive) in order to suppress rebellion. [36:  A.J. Nicholls. Weimar and the rise of Hitler. (London. The Macmillan Press LTD. 1968) p.2] 

Another point which clearly shows the actions of the Weimar Republic directly causing the rise of autocratic rule. Is the fact that the actual composition of the Republic was something that had never been achieved before in Germany, with a state that had no real figurehead and no real frontman. This immediately alienated the former elite as well as the Left, who desired far greater social reform than what the Republic was offering.[footnoteRef:37] As well as immediately causing disillusionment, the lack of a strong figurehead for the Republic meant that people would not gravitate to their ideals, and at a time when Germany was almost bankrupt industrially and economically, a swing to more extremist ideologies was very much apparent. Therefore, to have a political entity that tried to mirror the democracies of countries, such as Britain and the United States, was almost physically impossible.[footnoteRef:38] This was because, unlike Germany, those democracies were politically and financially secure and had strong political figureheads, such as Lloyd George. The Weimar Republic never had this strong figurehead, in fact most of the political operators that historians almost always refer to were opponents of the Republic, such as Liebknecht.[footnoteRef:39] Thus, the fact that they tried to change the very fabric of the German constitution amongst what was essentially economic and political chaos, meant that they were clearly making themselves open to opposition. In addition, since they had absolutely no physical presence on the streets of cities like Berlin that they were even forced out of, (they did officially in the Reichswehr but they were ineffective since a lot of them were Freikorps anyway), this meant that it was essentially an easy target for uprisings, as shown by the Soviet Union’s support of Socialist revolution and later tidal waves of support for the NSDAP.[footnoteRef:40]  [37:  H. Mommsen. The Rise and fall of Weimar Democracy. (Frankfurt. Trans by University of Carolina Press. 1989) p. 203]  [38:  S. Berman. Civil Society and the collapse of the Weimar Republic. (Cambridge. Cambridge University Press. 1997) p.402]  [39:  B. Fowkes. Communism In Germany Under the Weimar republic. (London: Macmillan Press 1984) p.34]  [40:  I. Kershaw. Weimar: Why did German Democracy Fail? (London. Weidenfeld and Nicholson. 1990)] 

In summary of the evidence, one can reasonably conclude that the lack of reaction from the Weimar Republic to stop the spread of political extremism, and even in some cases actively promoting it, ultimately led to its downfall, and therefore the rise of the Nazi Party. Although perhaps the most defining factor as to why their lack of reactions doomed them, is the fact that they had no real military presence; they were never on the streets fighting their cause. In addition, figureheads and leaders came and went, and as a result, the country never really had any popular figure to rally behind, whilst the Socialists and the Authoritarians very much did. Therefore, it was this failure to prevent the spread of political division in the first instance that ultimately meant that any response to the unrest was never going to be effective, since the seeds of upheaval had already been sown by the Treaty of Versailles in 1917. Phillip Scheiddemann whom proclaimed the new republic as weak knew this and stated it as he resigned and clearly his vision became reality.
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