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The history of the Weimar Republic and in particular its military is still blurred by false assumptions, 

myths and the desire to write history with the benefit of hindsight. This is understandable, because it 

provides clear links and lines of arguments in order to explain the dark period of German history that 

followed the democratic experiment. The thought that the republic was doomed from the start, simply 

because it was a democracy without democrats, and that the military only thought of and prepared for 

some sort of Blitzkrieg-style warfare for the inevitable next military conflict can still be found in many 

(academic) books. One of the great myths is that the Reichswehr established a »state within the 

state« and, bypassing the political authorities, created secret paramilitary organisations that were 

united in their distrust of the existing regime. 

This particular myth is the starting point for Rüdiger Bergien and his book which is based on his PhD 

thesis submitted at Potsdam University. He argues that historians dealing with the civil-military 

relations in the Weimar Republic have asked the wrong questions. During the period the question was 

not whether a secret re-armament programme should be carried out and whether the population 

should be prepared for a new conflict. Instead, Bergien argues that the question was to what degree 

this should happen within or outside of the republican order and its institutions. 

In order to answer this question, Bergien divides his book into four parts. Chapter A provides the 

theoretical framework to his study and explains in detail the areas of research and definitions of the 

terms used throughout the book. The main body covers the remaining three parts and Bergien uses a 

combined chronological and thematic approach. Chapter B is devoted to the development of defence 

policy in the period, while the third part zooms in on the actual process of the preparation for defence 

(Wehrhaftmachung). The last chapter returns to the political sphere and examines the developments 

of »national integration« in the final years of the republic and the beginning of the reign of National 

Socialism.

Bergien’s study shows convincingly that the democratic institutions were involved in the secret re-

armament programme and the preparation of the population for the next war right from the start. In the 

early years of the republic, politicians such as the Prussian President Otto Braun, the Prussian 

Minister of the Interior Carl Severing and members of the SPD faction in the Reichstag such as 

Hermann Müller and Otto Wels tried to incorporate the secret armament and »home defence« into the 

republican order. The guidelines for the border and home defence (»Richtlinien über den Grenz- und 

Landesschutz«) from 1923 and 1929, respectively, which the Prussian government agreed on with the 
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military, summed up the terms of this accord (p. 65). It stated that the aim of home defence 

(Landesschutz) was the »protection of the borders against enemy attacks and the defeat of 

movements that stand in contrast to the constitution and other violent disturbances of peace and 

order«. This meant that the co-operation of the democratic government and the military was to ensure 

an external national defence against Poland and Czechoslovakia and the internal protection of the 

governmental system of Weimar Republic.

Despite this approach, the republican institutions failed to »republicanise« the home defence 

organisations. Several reasons accounted for this, and Bergien analyses these in detail. Two stand out 

in particular. Bergien argues that the second tier of administration in the German (and in particular the 

Prussian) provinces had a comparatively great amount of freedom in their action. Whatever the 

guidelines from Berlin, the world looked very different in the Eastern provinces of the Reich. The local 

representatives of power, in particular the Oberpräsidenten, had to act in a spider-web of social, 

political and military interaction that took precedence over the guidelines from the central government. 

The threat from external enemies, especially in the Eastern provinces, was a determining factor here. 

The real threat was greater than historiography often admits and the – even bigger – perceived threat 

had a decisive impact on the actions in the provinces. Another very interesting point that Bergien 

analyses is the fact that the Reichswehr and the secret organisations were rapidly running out of 

reliable men that could be used for the purposes of a home defence. The number of soldiers and, in 

particular, officers that had served in the First World War and were regarded as politically reliable for 

the republic was diminishing every year. Moreover, the several economic crises that occurred during 

the 1920s also complicated the recruitment of personnel. One of the consequences of this shortage 

was that, after years of successful resistance from the central government, right-wing extremists 

(among them the SA) were allowed to join the home defence organisations in the early 1930s. The 

consequence of this was a radicalisation of the home defence from the bottom up. Bergien is right in 

arguing that in reality the former ban of extremists had been undermined at the local level, but the door 

was opened and the home defence movement now underwent a process of radicalisation. Hand in 

hand with this went the break of the democratic link of home defence, so that the institutions became 

less imbedded in the central government.

Bergien grounds his arguments on very thorough archival research. In addition to the »usual 

suspects« – the files from the different departments of the Bundesarchiv – it is especially 

commendable that he used the Polish archives in the former German territories. The German 

language sources there have been under-used by western scholars, and it is mainly here that Bergien 

found numerous valuable and interesting new documents that support his arguments and shed new 

light on the military-civil relationship in the Weimar Republic.

The book is written in accessible prose and it flows well. Only seldom does the author use overly 

complex language that does not add a great deal of value, but might confuse the reader. However, this 

is not a criticism of the author as such, he is only conforming with the conventions of German 

historiography.
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Overall, this book is highly recommended to everybody who has in interest in the history of the Weimar 

Republic, and not only to the military historian. It is no overstatement to say that this book will change 

the understanding of civil-military relations in the Weimar Republic and the role that the civilian 

authorities played in the preparation of the home defence. 
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