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One of the big themes of German historiography is the question of
why the Weimar Republic failed, and what caused its failure. It has
long been argued that its burdens were too heavy to bear, or even
that it was a republic without any republicans, but recent research
goes down different paths. It emphasizes the potential of German
democracy, and has shown that the new system had many support-
ers who were committed to democracy symbolically as well as polit-
ically. The work under review fits into this research field. Taking as
examples the veterans’ associations Reichsbund der Kriegsbe-
schädigten, Kriegsteilnehmer und Kriegerhinterbliebenen (Reichs-
bund of War Disabled, War Veterans and War Dependants) and
Reichsbanner Schwarz–Rot–Gold (Reichsbanner Black–Red–Gold),
Benjamin Ziemann focuses on the republican part of contested com-
memorations in the Weimar Republic. The overwhelming presence
of the First World War in Germany’s political culture even after war’s
end underlines its far-reaching nature and shows that German socie-
ty during the Weimar Republic was ultimately shaped by the conse-
quences of war. Nonetheless, the republic did not face the growing
right-wing nationalist movement without a chance, as the author
stresses. The history of Weimar is not a tragedy but, he insists, must
be regarded as open. The book convincingly argues that in the con-
text of commemorating the war, left-wing forces played an important
part, developing their own representations of the war with republi-
can and moderately pacifist topoi.
Ziemann begins by outlining the years up to 1923 which, he

argues, were shaped largely by criticism of the war and the
Kaiserreich. Numerous recently founded organizations were able to
bring tens of thousands of people on to the streets under the slogan
‘Never again war’. A highly diverse and by no means only hardline
left-wing journalism discussed the war from a republican point of
view. The essential narratives that, until the 1930s, republicans

* Trans. Angela Davies (GHIL). 
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repeatedly brought up in relation to the First World War date from
this time and shaped their culture of remembrance (which is why the
author repeatedly comes back to them). They condemned the cor-
ruption and incompetence of the Wilhelmine elites who had caused
the war and contributed to defeat. Thus they forcefully rejected the
claim that the collapse had ultimately been the fault of left-wingers
and democrats who had administered the infamous stab in the back.
The imperial army was represented as a system of oppression that
privileged officers and tormented common soldiers. The Etappe (rear
area) in particular came to epitomize these conditions. The common
soldiers at the front were seen as victims of war, something that must
be avoided in future. Thus for many, Ziemann argues, it was an obvi-
ous conclusion to draw that 1918 was the year of liberation from both
the Kaiserreich and war (chapter 1).
The beginning of the Weimar Republic’s phase of consolidation,

starting in 1924, witnessed the founding of the Reichsbanner
Schwarz–Rot–Gold, whose institutional development and position-
ing in the politics of remembrance Ziemann investigates. (The
Reichsbund is a little neglected by contrast.) Ziemann shows that the
Reichsbanner created a public framework that structured individual
memories of the war by connecting the discourses negotiated in the
association’s publications and at commemorations with experiences
of war and milieu cultures (chapters 2 and 3). His investigation of the
memorials and ceremonies underlines that the republicans by no
means left the field of memory to right-wing forces, but appeared as
actors in the political public sphere deep into the provinces.
Nonetheless, they were only able to influence the design of memori-
als in communities where the SPD had a majority. Often the search
for a commemorative symbol that all of Weimar’s political camps
could agree on failed, and this is why no Reich memorial was built in
Germany. At local level, an alliance between the Church and the cit-
izenry was able to implement its symbolic and political ideas, espe-
cially as the Reichsbund and its sympathizers tended to concentrate
on the welfare of survivors in the early years of the republic.
Although the Reichsbanner found it difficult to assert itself against a
conservative consensus in the culture of remembrance, it developed
its own rituals and took part in commemorations (chapters 4 and 5).
Not only commemorations, but also war journalism was increas-

ingly contested. Martin Hobohm was one of the few historians sym-



Republican War Veterans and Weimar

97

pathetic to the republican cause in the Reichsarchiv, which was dom-
inated by the old military elites. His example shows that moderate or
critical accounts of the war were not welcomed by the official histo-
riography, which, in fact, tried to prevent them. Its series Schlachten
des Weltkrieges (Battles of the World War) ensured the Reichs-
archiv’s domination in the field of popular accounts of the war. The
left had nothing to set against this national power of interpretation,
as individual publications by pacifist and republican officers had no
comparable impact and distribution. In the Reichstag’s committee of
enquiry, too, critical accounts of the army’s collapse in 1918 did not
go unchallenged (chapter 6). In the final chapter, Ziemann takes a
more chronological approach and investigates the period 1928 to
1933 as a time when memories of the war were more strongly politi-
cized and mediatized than before. As an example he takes Erich
Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front, which appeared as
a newspaper serialization, book, and film, and was hotly contested.
As the republicans lacked their own popular accounts and the Nazis
attacked democracy through Remarque’s work, the republicans
adopted it as their narrative of the war. They also used it to defend
Weimar, although the book’s complex statements did not necessarily
coincide with their own set of values.
The main question that arises on reading Contested Commemora-

tions concerns the scope of the narratives presented here. The author
quite rightly relativizes the (nevertheless given) significance of the
membership figures of the many veterans’ associations, where the
republicans were ahead by a whisker. Rather, he suggests, the
strengths and weaknesses of the symbols and narratives employed
were crucial (p. 269), and he constantly refers to them. Ziemann
makes qualifications without succumbing to the temptation to grant
the republican groups under investigation too much relevance. On
the contrary, he constantly works out the limits of republican inter-
ventions and representations. Occasionally they lacked the institu-
tional backing to advance their interpretations; in some arenas of
remembrance they engaged too late; women played almost no part.
A central problem that emerges is the victimization narrative. If, in
the republican discourse, ordinary soldiers were considered victims
of a war instigated by unscrupulous elites, there was no interpreta-
tion of the past that could integrate the ruptures and sufferings
caused by the war positively into individual biographies, or instru-
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mentalize them collectively for republicanism. The further debate
about contested commemorations may perhaps look at whether
memories of the war provide an example of left- and right-wing nar-
ratives and symbols temporarily coming closer to each other, or even
overlapping. Ziemann rejects the argument that the Reichsbund’s
parades concealed the same sort of militarism that was visible in the
Stahlhelm. He also provides much evidence to show that anti-mili-
tarism and internationalism were strongly anchored in the Social
Democratic milieu both before 1914 and after 1918. Even if the dis-
course on the war was ‘class-based’ (p. 92), we know that leading
Social Democrats during the Kaiserreich, such as August Bebel, were
especially critical of folkloric forms of militarism and by no means
rejected a militant patriotism in principle. Ziemann denies this for his
period of investigation, although there is some evidence that patriot-
ic or nationalist motifs played a part in republican memories of the
war, at least temporarily, and that partisans of the left also approved
of them.
Why did Weimar fail? Ziemann makes clear that the end of the

republic cannot be explained in terms of contested commemorations
alone. They are an example, however, of how republican values were
undermined by the growing attractiveness of right-wing narratives
of the war. Around 1930 they had achieved a position of hegemony
for many reasons. At first the republicans were unable to position a
broad palette of successful war narratives on a media mass market
that was increasingly dominated by national, heroic, and romanticiz-
ing motifs. Narratives of this sort appealed to young people who had
not taken part in the war themselves, and to sections of the labour
force. The National Socialists fully backed such escapist narratives,
which seemed to point a way out of the depression that had hit these
groups hard since 1929. Memories of the war were also an area of
confrontation in which ideas of political order were negotiated.
Although Ziemann discusses the problem of images of the past and
hopes for the future in the introduction, his later account says little
about their significance in this context. By the crisis at the latest, left-
wing narratives were probably less attractive than right-wing ones.
This is about the only criticism that can be made of this important
book. Taking largely unknown protagonists (Fritz Einert, Paul
Freiherr von Schoenaich, Hermann Schützinger) and presenting con-
vincing examples, it demonstrates the continuing presence of repub-



lican forms of remembering the war in German society until 1933.
Weimar was not condemned to fail from the start, but had numerous
and well-organized supporters. Ziemann traces its workings by pre-
senting a stringent and differentiated argument that always stays
close to the research and the sources. That the reader wants to know
more about certain aspects of the investigation shows that this
account will stimulate new research.
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