The Weimar Republic by Alan White: 

Chapt 6 Historical Interpretations summary.

How have historians explained the failure of the Weimar Republic?

· There are many reasons for the Republic’s failure and not just one major reason.

· Historians do not even accept that Hitler and the Nazis were a major cause of the Republic’s collapse.

· Rise of the Nazis was a consequence of the collapse of the Weimar.

· There is as much disagreement as there is agreement on the reasons for the Republic’s failure.

· However, there is agreement about the principal causes of the failure of the Republic but disagreement about the relative importance of the causes. Also there is mush debate whether or not the collapse was inevitable or not.

Causes of the Weimar Republics Failure.

· Deep rooted economic difficulties, due mainly to the Treaty of Versailles and WW1. Germans expected to go back to pre-1914 levels of prosperity and when it didn’t happen there was much disillusionment.

· Damage done by outside factors which they had little control over, e.g. Treaty of Versailles, Ruhr invasion and the Great Depression. All caused large implications for its stability.

· Most Germans were used to, and accepted more, an authoritarian political culture, e.g. Kaiser, King and Bismarck. This was especially true of the middle classes. Hence the centre, pro-Weimar parties were never in a majority situation after 1919. Thus many Germans did not regard the Republic as a legitimate regime.

· The old elite(army, judges, industrialists, junkers, etc.) retained much of their power after 1918 and used it to destabilise the Republic.

· Lack of an inspirational leader in the Republic.

· Germany’s multi-party system led to the short lived and relatively weak governments. This eroded people’s confidence in the political system and democracy.

· Weaknesses in the Weimar constitution, in particular Article 48. In times of crisis, too much was passed on to the President.

· Although in itself proportional representation was not necessarily a cause of political instability, it did, in the 1920’ and 30s, allow extremist parties to win seats in the Reichstag thus giving them political credibility without widespread popular support.

· Weimar collapse under the weight of all of these factors, each playing their part.

Was the collapse of the Weimar Republic inevitable?

Pessimists view (ie inevitable):

· Weimar was a gamble with no chance of success due to the economic stranglehold it was in, German’s post-war expectations and the inability of politicians of take tough measures. Even in the so called ‘golden era’ the economy was still fundamentally unstable. The fact that any prosperity was uneven and mal-distributed saw the middle class lose out. 

Optimists view:

· Weimar had a resilience, especially in the early years. The attacks from the left and the right were more to do with each side trying to get rid of each other rather than the Republic. The enormity of the Great Depression killed the Republic – up to then, there seemed to be no coherent opposition.

