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On 9 November 1918 the American journalist Ben Hecht joined a crowd of revolutionary sailors who 

accompanied Karl Liebknecht into the royal palace of the former Kaiser Wilhelm in Berlin. Pushing 

past bewildered servants, the crowd followed Liebknecht into the royal bedchamber, where, under the 

stern gaze of imperial portraits from the past, he proceeded to get undressed, placing his briefcase 

and four heavy books on the spindly table beside the royal bed. When he had stripped down to his 

underwear – grey with frequent washing, and missing some buttons – Liebknecht got into the bed and 

stretched out. Then, sitting up to renew the exhortations and declarations he had been making on his 

way to the bedchamber – »freedom for the proletariat has broken out« – »the workers are the new 

dynasty« – the silence in the room was broken by a sharp report. The antique bedside table had 

collapsed under the weight of »revolutionary literature«, and the lamp on it exploded on the floor. The 

sailors, to the last man, fled in panic from the scene (p. 25–27).

This colourful account is the first in Nils Freytag’s selection of documents on the domestic policy of the 

Weimar Republic, and its mood of semi-farce sets the tone for much of which follows, leading, as we 

all know, to the implosion of this experiment in democracy, and the appointment of Hitler as Chancellor 

of Germany on 30 January 1933. The extraordinary detail in Ben Hecht’s account also hints at the 

fascinating content of many of the documents presented here, which help to provide new insights into 

the history of the Weimar Republic, and to bring to life well-established historical debates. Freytag’s 

book is clearly structured, starting with a brief word on his selection of documents, and a careful listing 

of their provenance. There is a longer introduction to the principal themes addressed by the 

documents, in which the editor expands on his initial remarks. Freytag notes that a growing number of 

German historical documents are now available online, helpfully providing some relevant website 

addresses, but argues that we still need a selection of core documents on the central developments in 

the domestic politics of the Weimar Republic. Concisely he sketches these developments, beginning 

with the revolutionary unrest of November 1918, the subsequent establishment of the Republic, and 

the turbulent first period of its history until the end of 1923. He charts the »relative stability« of the 

years 1924–1930 before outlining the fate of the »presidential Cabinets« which then exercised a »half 

constitutional dictatorship« before the Nazi accession to power. Freytag stresses that although his 

selection of documents focuses largely on these political, economic, and social themes, he also 

includes some which touch upon new areas of historical concern: cultural politics, political violence, 

the history of disasters, and of the environment.

The documents themselves are presented in strict chronological order, and without further comment or 
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analysis. Many are drawn from large published series, such as the »Akten der Reichskanzlei«, the 

»Quellen zur Geschichte des Parlamentarismus«, and the »Quellen zur Geschichte der 

Rätebewegung in Deutschland 1918/19«. Others are taken from contemporary newspapers and 

journals, from diaries and letters, and a significant number are taken from memoirs written later, such 

as those by Heinrich Brüning, Hjalmar Schacht, Otto Braun, and Otto Meissner. In all cases, the 

documents are thoroughly and clearly referenced, and this small selection will therefore be an 

invaluable aid to students and researchers wishing to explore published primary sources from this 

period in greater detail.

The chaotic early years of the Republic are the most clearly illuminated here, and this is in 

consequence the most interesting section of the book. The paradoxical circumstances of the creation 

of the Republic are portrayed in the opening documents, with the competing claims of the Social 

Democrats and the Communists, and then in a sinister passage from the memoirs of General Groener, 

we read how the first President of the Republic, Friedrich Ebert, was from the start of the revolution in 

daily conversation with the High Command of the Army through a »secret channel« in order to agree 

on »necessary measures« to »combat Bolshevism« (p. 31). The legacy of this alliance between Social 

Democrats and Prussian militarism was to cast a long shadow. It is striking how many of the 

documents, even in the sections of the book devoted to the years of »relative stability«, revisit this 

fundamental problem of legitimacy. Thus we read of the foundation of the Reichsbanner Schwarz-Rot-

Gold in February 1924, a paramilitary organisation dedicated to the protection of the Republican 

constitution (p. 115–116), and of how this was followed in July 1924 by the foundation of the 

Rotfrontkämpferbund as a paramilitary arm of the German Communist Party (p. 120–121), dedicated 

to the overthrow of the Republic. Inevitably, the documents depicting the final years of the Republic 

present a picture of terminal decline, as successive governments struggled, and failed, to find a 

majority in the Reichstag. Two documents, from the memoirs of Albert Grzesinski, and from Joseph 

Goebbels’ newspaper »Der Angriff«, use the demonstrations against the screening of the film »Im 

Westen nichts Neues« to exemplify the growing breakdown of law and order, and the unwillingness of 

the political authorities to stand up against the intimidatory tactics of the right wing and »völkisch« 

opposition groups.

Most striking is the way in which so many of the documents in this selection show writers and 

commentators from such diverse parts of German society subscribing to a common discursive 

rhetoric, that of »Vaterland« and »Volk«, and using this as a basis for their views and actions. From 

Philipp Scheidemann, who, on hearing on 9 November 1918 that Liebknecht was about to proclaim a 

Soviet Republic in Germany, exclaimed (according to his later memoir): »Germany then a Russian 

province, a Soviet offshoot? No! A thousand times no!« (p. 28), through to Field Marshal Hindenburg, 

who in 1926 protested that the proposed expropriation of the property of the royal princes might lead 

to the removal of »the foundations for the cultural, economic, and national life of the German ›Volk‹« 

(p. 148), we see politicians and public figures of all stripes putting »völkisch« feeling at the centre of 

their worldview. It is revealing thus to read how the leaders of the German Protestant churches 

proclaimed in 1927 that »We are German and want to stay German. Our sense of being a people 
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(›Volkstum‹) is given to us by God« (p. 153). In not dissimilar vein, the organisers of an exhibition in 

Düsseldorf on »Health, Social Welfare, and Physical Exercise« which attracted more than seven 

million visitors proclaimed that they would help to provide information about »the lessons of 

inheritance and racial hygiene« (p. 145), phrases which would very soon take on deeply sinister 

meanings in the Nazi »Volksgemeinschaft«. 

If this documentation has a failing, it is that it is too short. There is only one document in the whole 

selection written by a woman, and one other which presents a misogynistic view of women. There are 

insufficient documents on the themes of education, youth policy, the arts, disasters, and the 

environment to do more than indicate that these are fruitful areas for further exploration. And although 

this book is meticulously presented and ordered, this reviewer would want simply to get more 

documents for such a high purchase price. In saying this I indicate my agreement with the editor’s 

declaration that we need primary sources properly to understand this vital period of German history. 

These documents bring the diversity, the vitality, and the tragic contradictions of the Weimar Republic 

to life in a way which no historical account can.

Lizenzhinweis: Dieser Beitrag unterliegt der Creative-Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC-BY-NC-ND), darf also unter diesen Bedingungen elektronisch benutzt, übermittelt, ausgedruckt und zum 
Download bereitgestellt werden. Den Text der Lizenz erreichen Sie hier: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de

