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In the current political situation, recent discussions of the Weimar
Republic in the United States have tended to focus on the collapse of
the Republic and the transition to the Nazi dictatorship.1 When the
German Historical Institute decided to organize a lecture series to
mark the centenary of the founding of the Weimar Republic in 1919
and to publish this special thematic Bulletin Forum on the Weimar
Republic,2 we, too, were at least in part motivated by the thought that
lecture audiences and Bulletin readers would ﬁnd the history of the
Weimar Republic of special interest as many of us seek to learn more
about the fragility of democracy and the threats it can face. At the same
time, however, we were careful to assemble a diverse set of lectures,
and then essays, that do not focus only on explaining the Republic’s
collapse but also examine the revolution of 1918/19 and the Republic’s
formative years, and that are attentive to the role of contingency not
only in the Republic’s making but in its subsequent history.
Interpretations of the Weimar Republic as a “gamble which stood
virtually no chance of success” have a long history.3 The teleological
argument that the Weimar Republic was doomed has been made in
a variety of different forms. In the so-called Sonderweg interpretation
of German history, the failure of the Weimar Republic was presented
as a result of Germany’s special path (Sonderweg) of modernization,
which was claimed to have deviated from the supposedly standard
path of Britain and France. Whereas Britain and France developed
liberal democratic regimes, it was argued, the failure of the German
revolution of 1848 revealed the weakness of German liberalism,
which continued during the Kaiserreich. For Sonderweg historians,
given this lack of a well-developed liberal and democratic tradition,
the failure of the Germany’s experiment with democracy during the
Weimar era appeared virtually inevitable.4
A second strand of the teleological interpretation that Weimar was
doomed from the start conﬁnes its analytical frame to the interwar
period. This strand attributes the failure of the Republic to mistakes
made at the Republic’s inception. With varying emphasis, its adherents argue, among other things, that: the revolution of 1918/19 was
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not radical enough; anti-republican elites were left in place; the Versailles Treaty burdened the Republic with unsustainable reparations;
the Weimar Constitution (especially its infamous article 42 on emergency decrees) was fatally ﬂawed. In this strand of interpretation,
the middle years of the Republic are only a brief interlude between
its turbulent beginnings and its equally turbulent dissolution from
1930 to 1933. Here, too, the demise of the Weimar Republic appears
to have been foreordained.5
For some time now, historical research on the Weimar Republic has
pushed back against these teleological interpretations. Historians
have demonstrated that despite the political, social, and economic
struggles of the early postwar years, by 1924 the Weimar Republic
had successfully established itself as a stable democratic regime.
Recent historical work on the Weimar Republic has also emphasized
the openness of the historical situation, the room for maneuver available to politicians, and the contingency of political decision-making,
especially in the Republic’s ﬁnal phase.6

I. Revolution, democracy, and violence
The ﬁrst two contributions to this Forum focus on the revolution of
1918/19, which was the subject of a wave of important historical
research in the 1960s and 1970s, only to fall into neglect in more
recent decades.7 The so-called revisionist research of the 1960s and
1970s challenged West Germany’s prevailing postwar interpretation,
according to which the revolutionary situation of 1918/19 was characterized by a stark choice between parliamentary government in
alliance with the old elites, including the military, or a social revolution that would have installed a dictatorship of the proletariat on the
Soviet model.8 By contrast, the revisionist historians argued that the
Rätebewegung (the council movement) was not, in fact, dominated by
communists but pursued a social revolution that was compatible
with the SPD’s commitment to democracy but would have pushed
democratization further. Therefore, Ebert and the provisional government had been misguided in their hostility to the Councils and had
missed an opportunity to cooperate with them to bring about a
more thorough-going democratization.9 Although the mainstream
9
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of the revisionists endorsed neither the polemical charge that Ebert
and the SPD had “betrayed” the revolution10 nor the thesis that the
revolution could have embarked on a “third path” between parliamentary government and Bolshevik dictatorship, critics of the revisionist thesis did not always observe these distinctions.11 As a result,
even though by the early 1980s the revisionist interpretation represented an almost complete consensus among specialists in the history of the revolution, it failed to prevail in many of the handbook
accounts and general histories of the Weimar Republic as a whole.12
Moreover, from the 1980s onward, the revolution became a rather
neglected topic within the ﬂourishing historiography of the Weimar
Republic.13 In the last decade, however, since its ninetieth anniversary in 2008, the revolution of 1918/19 has again begun to attract the
attention of historians.14
Kathleen Canning’s opening article in this forum moves beyond
the debate between the revisionists and their critics by examining
the invention of new forms of democratic participation and representation during the revolution. Canning, who has long been at
the forefront of research on gender and citizenship in the Weimar
Republic,15 argues that participation in the councils (Räte) was not
limited to soldiers, sailors, and male workers, but had considerable
resonance as an “experimental form of political representation”
among women, intellectuals and artists, even among bourgeois
opponents of the revolution. In the end, however, most municipal
councils narrowed the parameters of participation by limiting voting to those employed for wages and thus ended up excluding most
everyone except factory workers. As a result, it was the declaration
of equal suffrage, which ﬁrst took effect in the elections for the National Assembly, that opened up the “arena of popular mobilization
for the invention of democracy,” which is so skillfully examined in
Canning’s article.
The revolution’s popular mobilization and the contest over the revolution’s political forms and goals was not a peaceful process but one
that was accompanied by considerable violence. In his article, Mark
10 For this argument, see
Sebastian Haffner,
Die verratene Revolution
(Bern/Munich/Vienna,
1969), reissued in 1979,
and thereafter, under the
title Die deutsche Revolution 1918/19); on related arguments within
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278-301.
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context (Bielefeld, 2015);
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Michael Dreyer and
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Jones, the author of a recent, widely discussed book on violence in
the German revolution of 1918/19,16 offers us an “intimate history
of violence” during the ﬁrst ﬁve months of the revolution. Through
careful analysis of a series of speciﬁc incidents of violence, Jones
identiﬁes the key turning points at which the capacity for the deescalation of violence, which could still be observed at the outset
of the revolution, was lost. After a chaotic confrontation between
government forces and revolutionary sailors on December 23, 1918,
Friedrich Ebert, the head of the provisional revolutionary government,
abandoned his previous opposition to using force and permitted the
government troops to use military force against leftist opponents.
This decision led to the use of military force in Berlin on December 24,
and to extremely violent military operations against rebels during the
January Uprising, with a death toll of about two hundred, including
civilian bystanders. The January Uprising also marked the ﬁrst time
that rebels who had been taken prisoner were killed by government
soldiers. As Jones notes, “a taboo” had now “been broken”: Instead
of condemning the killing of the rebel prisoners and bringing the
perpetrators to justice, the government “continued to defend the
conduct of soldiers and blame the Spartacists for all of the violence.”
Jones’s conclusions engage with the historiography in two important
ways: First, Jones rejects the thesis that the revolutionary violence
can be attributed to the brutalization of trench warfare, arguing instead that the causes for the escalation of violence must be found in
the revolutionary situation. Second, at least implicitly, his analysis
challenges the interpretation that the provisional government and
its opponents on the radical left shared equal responsibility for an
escalating spiral of violence.17 Instead, Jones stresses that the escalation of violence must primarily be attributed to the SPD-led provisional government rather than the government’s opponents on the
revolutionary left. The Social Democratic Party, the government, and
the Social Democratic and liberal press, he argues, had developed a
justiﬁcation of political violence that hinged on dehumanizing their
political opponents.
16 Mark Jones, Founding Weimar:
Violence and the German
Revolution of 1918-1919
(Cambridge, 2016).
17 On this point, see Rüdiger
Hachtmann’s discussion of
Jones’s book and its reception
in Germany in: “Blick zurück,”
124-125.
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II. Bringing together cultural and political narratives
There is a strange disjuncture in historical writing on the Weimar
Republic. On the one hand, political histories of the Weimar Republic
often tell a dispiriting story of missed opportunities, miscalculations,
and mistakes that doomed the Republic to failure almost from the start;
even less teleological accounts tend to stress the ﬁnal dissolution
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of democracy and the rise of Nazism. Weimar’s political history
is a grim tale. On the other hand, cultural histories of the Weimar
Republic relate a fascinating story of cultural experimentation in
a wide spectrum of ﬁelds, including literature, theater, dance, art,
architecture, print media, radio, ﬁlm and advertising; of the rise of
a new type of consumer culture; and of the advent of new gender
roles and sexual liberation, especially for women and homosexuals. In short, Weimar’s cultural history, at least in Berlin and other
urban centers, is usually told as the story of a ﬂourishing culture of
experimentation cut short by the Nazi seizure of power.18 These two
historical narratives — the cultural history and the political history
of the Weimar Republic — are most often left unconnected to
one another. It is one of the great virtues of the essays by Laurie
Marhoefer and Molly Loberg in this Forum that they seek to connect
Weimar’s cultural and political histories.
The essay by Laurie Marhoefer, the author of a pioneering study
on Sex and the Weimar Republic,19 critically examines two historical
interpretations that have drawn causal connections between the history of sexuality and the collapse of the Weimar Republic. The ﬁrst
interpretation, which was advanced by cultural conservatives after
1945, claimed that the “sexual decadence” of the Weimar Republic
eroded social and moral norms and thereby helped to create an immoral climate that made the rise of Nazism possible. In other words,
sexual immorality as practiced by Weimar homosexuals, promiscuous women, and sex workers supposedly set the stage for the mass
murder perpetrated by the Nazis. Marhoefer rebuts what she calls
the “Kit Kat Klub theory” (after the nightclub in the musical Cabaret)
by pointing out that if this kind of “sexual immorality” had had any
affinity with Nazi ideology, one would expect to ﬁnd a substantial
number people with progressive views on sexuality among the supporters of the Nazi party; in fact however, the opposite was the case.
The hostility of most Nazis to progressive sexual politics is at the core
of the second interpretation critically examined in Marhoefer’s essay. According to the “backlash thesis,” Weimar sexual politics — in
particular the push for sexual liberation — was a destabilizing force
that provoked a conservative cultural and political backlash from
which the Nazis beneﬁted. This thesis, too, Marhoefer shows, is not
backed up by empirical evidence. After examining Weimar-era Nazi
publications, she found no evidence that the Nazis highlighted sexual
politics as a political issue in their press and electoral propaganda.
One explanation for this reticence, she argues, is that SA leader Ernst

18 For a recent overview, see
Sabina Becker, Experiment
Weimar: Eine Kulturgeschichte Deutschlands,
1918-1933 (Darmstadt,
2018).
19 Laurie Marhoefer, Sex and
the Weimar Republic:
German homosexual
emancipation and the rise
of the Nazis (Toronto,
2015).
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Röhm’s homosexuality had become public in a scandal; a good reason
to tread softly on the topic of sexuality. Furthermore, she contends,
the backlash thesis overestimates the degree to which Weimar
sexual politics upset conservatives. Instead, Weimar sexual reforms
represented a compromise that was widely accepted by people with
divergent views on sexuality and gender roles. In this arena, as in
others, she concludes, Weimar functioned as a stable democracy;
its collapse was not related to sexual politics.

20 Molly Loberg, The Struggle for
the Streets of Berlin: Politics,
Consumption, and Urban Space
1914-1945 (Cambridge/New
York, 2018).
21 The standard accounts are:
Peter Krüger, Die Aussenpolitik der Republik von Weimar
(Darmstadt, 1985); Gottfried
Niedhart, Die Aussenpolitik
der Weimarer Republik, 2d ed.
(Munich, 2006). For the early
years, now see also: Jörn
Leonhard, Der überforderte
Frieden: Versailles und die Welt
1918-1923 (Munich, 2019).
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The essay by Molly Loberg, the author of an important monograph
on Weimar-era politics, consumption, and urban space, titled The
Struggle for the Streets of Berlin,20 also connects the cultural and political narratives of Weimar history. In this case the cultural aspect is
that of consumer culture and the culture of the street. Berlin’s streets,
Loberg argues, functioned as “the most consequential mass medium
of the era” because they were saturated with expression, in many
competing forms, including shop window displays, advertisements,
campaign posters, demonstrations, motorcades, and spectacles.
The same modern shop design, with large display windows and
self-service areas, that had aimed to make retail alluring also made
it vulnerable. By the early 1930s, Berlin experienced a sustained wave
of looting. This kind of property crime, Loberg suggests, must be understood as political violence, both in terms of its motivation and its
effects. Regarding motivation, she notes that attacks on commercial
sites increased, at least in part, because of growing restrictions on
political demonstrations, such as “no protest zones” around Berlin’s
political institutions. Regarding its effects, Loberg argues that unrelenting waves of property crime targeting commerce increased the
perception of crisis and undermined support for the state, not just
among shopkeepers. The Weimar Republic, she concludes, was less
tolerant of violence against property than of violence against people,
a ﬁnding that provides a disturbing counterpoint to Mark Jones’s account of how political violence against persons became legitimated
during the Republic’s founding phase.

III. The Weimar experiment in Geneva
The standard historical accounts of the foreign policy of the Weimar
Republic have focused on the Paris Peace Conference and the Treaty
of Versailles, major rapprochements with other powers, the reparations issue, and the reintegration of Germany into the international
system, for which Germany’s admission to the League of Nations
was a major milestone.21 James McSpadden’s article in this Forum
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takes a novel approach by asking whether the “eclectic experimentalism”22 that is said to have characterized the Weimar Republic,
especially, but not only, in the cultural realm, might also have played
a role in foreign policy. McSpadden, who is completing a book on
“parliamentary networks and backroom politics” in interwar Europe,
identiﬁes an instance of such experimentalism in the composition
and operation of the Weimar Republic’s delegation to the League
of Nations in Geneva. Bringing together the historiography of the
Weimar Republic with that of the League of Nations, he reveals that
when Germany joined the League of Nations in 1926, its delegation
to the League’s General Assembly included male and female parliamentarians, including parliamentarians from opposition parties
such as the Socialists and the Conservatives. Although this inclusion
of parliamentarians was part of an international trend, the reasons
for including parliamentarians in the delegation were also rooted in
domestic political contexts. While Gustav Stresemann’s decision to
include parliamentarians (rather than cabinet ministers) effectively
bolstered his own control of the delegation, the selection of particular
parliamentarians usually derived from domestic political considerations. For the political parties, the participation of parliamentarians
in the League’s General Assembly had the advantage of keeping them
abreast of foreign policy developments. Some opposition parliamentarians, however, felt that they were being used as “ﬁg leaves” for the
government’s foreign policy, an argument that eventually led the SPD
to refuse to allow its parliamentarians to serve on the delegation, a
decision that spelled the end of the practice. McSpadden also calls
attention to the role of the League of Nations in opening the door to
women in the realm of international relations. Women were included
in the national delegations to the General Assembly not only as parliamentarians but quite often as technical experts. And once a slot on
the delegation had been ﬁlled by a woman, McSpadden shows, that
slot often became institutionalized as a woman’s slot.

IV. Historiography
The forum’s closing essay, by Tim Müller, the author of a thoughtprovoking book on the “Lebensversuche moderner Demokratien,”
the efforts of modern democracies to establish themselves after the
First World War, addresses historiographical questions.23 Among the
essay’s wide-ranging reﬂections, three issues are particularly salient.
The ﬁrst concerns the Sonderweg interpretation of German history,
brieﬂy discussed at the beginning of this introduction. Although the

22 Fritzsche, “Did Weimar
Fail?,” 631.
23 Tim B. Müller, Nach
dem Ersten Weltkrieg:
Lebensversuche moderner
Demokratien (Hamburg,
2014).
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Sonderweg has lost its paradigmatic status for writing German
history24 — without, however, having been replaced by another research
paradigm — its shadow lingers over the historiography of the Weimar
Republic. Not least among the lingering effects of the Sonderweg is
an often unspoken assumption that the failure of Weimar democracy
stands in contrast to the success of democracy in Western countries,
especially Britain and the United States, in the interwar years. This
assumption, however, has become untenable in the face of research
demonstrating that the interwar history of democracy in these countries was far from a linear success story and was, rather, characterized
by fragility, ambiguity, and setbacks. The history of the Weimar
Republic, Müller argues, should be embedded in the context of
the history of interwar democracy in other countries, especially in
Western Europe — but in a way that acknowledges that many of
the challenges and struggles of Weimar democracy were far from
unique.
Another salient issue in Weimar historiography is the deﬁnition of
democracy. As Müller shows, some strands in the historiography have
deﬁned democracy according to an ahistorical norm of parliamentary democracy; as a result, attempts to strengthen the Republic’s
executive have often been interpreted as antidemocratic. Drawing
on recent democratic theory, which stresses the improvisational and
fragile character of democracy, Müller calls on historians to write the
history of the Weimar Republic as that of an open-ended process
of democracy in the making. A more process-oriented deﬁnition of
democracy also entails the recognition that the dividing line between
authoritarian and democratic rule is hard to draw, and that historians
must therefore be sensitive to ﬂuid transitions between the two. In
the case of Weimar, this also means that historians should not be too
quick to characterize the Brüning government as a decisive step on
the road to authoritarianism; and that the question of when exactly
Weimar democracy ended remains, for good reason, a difficult one.

24 See Sheehan, “Paradigm
lost?”
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No matter what subject they write about, historians always face
the difficult task of explaining the course of events — why things
happened the way they did — and, at the same time, conveying an
understanding that, within certain constraints, the historical actors
had the freedom to make choices, so that things did not necessarily
have to happen the way they did. Because the Weimar Republic’s collapse resulted in a murderous regime that unleashed unprecedented
suffering, death, and destruction on the world, writing the Republic’s
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history without letting the historical outcome overwhelm the sense
of historical contingency is particularly difficult. It therefore makes
good sense to remind historians of the Weimar Republic, as Müller
does, to avoid a one-sided focus on causal explanations of outcomes
and make room for contingency.
Richard F. Wetzell is a research fellow at the German Historical Institute Washington and editor of the GHI’s Bulletin. His publications include Beyond the Racial
State: Rethinking Nazi Germany (co-edited, Cambridge UP, 2017), Crime and Criminal Justice in Modern Germany (edited, Berghahn Books, 2014), and Inventing
the Criminal: A History of German Criminology, 1880-1945 (UNC Press, 2000). He
is currently working on racial science in Nazi Germany as well as a history of
penal reform in modern Germany (1870-1970).
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