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I A ‘Flawed Revolution’
Deeply controversial during the Weimar era itself, the German
Revolution of 1918–20 has remained the object of heated scholarly
dispute. That said, few if any historians have seen fit to challenge the
basic image of failure that haunts Weimar’s birth agonies and wider
history. This is hardly surprising given how quickly, how utterly,
and with what appalling consequences the republican settlement
unravelled.

Sebastian Haffner has been among the revolution’s most trench-
ant critics. His polemical work, which appeared in 1979,1 ranks
among the more extreme abnegations of the post-First World War
settlement, but the issues that exercised him have been highly perti-
nent to the wider discussion. Deliberate betrayal by Germany’s Social
Democratic leaders was, in his view, the fundamental problem. They
failed, he argues, to create the ‘proletarian democracy’ that the Social
Democratic (not Communist) masses demanded,2 even seeking to
‘unleash the front-line army against the revolutionary workers’ in a
misguided effort to maintain order.3 Related to this effort, alliances
were forged both with the centrist bourgeois and religious parties
and key elements of the old imperial order, who were at best fair-
weather friends of democracy. For Haffner it was imperative that any
revolution be pursued to its utmost potential, for only so could it per-
form its predestined liberating role. ‘It is’, he concluded, ‘the suffo-
cated and repressed, the betrayed and disowned revolutions that

6

*This article is based on a lecture given at the GHIL on 21 Feb. 2006.
1 Sebastian Haffner, 1918/19: Eine deutsche Revolution (Reinbek bei
Hamburg, 1979).
2 Ibid. p. 208. 3 Ibid. p. 209.

ARTICLE

‘A VERY GERMAN REVOLUTION’?
THE POST-1918 SETTLEMENT RE-EVALUATED*

Conan Fischer



destroy the health of a people. Germany continues to suffer as a
result of the betrayed [1918] revolution to this day.’4

In this regard the dual nature of the revolution—in part a creature
of Germany’s military, political, and economic leaders and in part a
complex series of popular initiatives and uprisings—has nourished
much of this debate. These two elements of the revolution—the ‘revo-
lution from above’ and the ‘revolution from below’—coexisted very
uneasily from the outset and by early 1919 had slid into direct, armed
conflict with one another. Before turning to any reappraisal of these
events, it might be helpful to review as briefly as possible some of the
key events and orthodox interpretations of this German revolution.5

The so-called ‘revolution from above’ was based on growing co-
operation between the Majority Social Democratic (MSPD), liberal,
and Catholic parties in parliament, a rapprochement between trade
union leaders and employers in the economy, and a readiness of ele-
ments within the old imperial order during October 1918 to sanction
the transformation of Germany from a semi-absolutist to a parlia-
mentary monarchical order. Leaving aside for now the motives of the
democratizing elements of this revolution from above, it is generally
understood that the army and monarchy sanctioned these changes
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4 Ibid. p. 213.
5 Discussion and debate reached its peak between the 1960s and 1980s, re-
sulting in an essentially negative consensus on the revolution and its legacy.
Among the vast literature, key works include Richard Bessel, Germany after
the First World War (Oxford, 1993); Gerald D. Feldman, Army Industry and
Labor in Germany, 1914–1918 (Princeton, 1966); Ulrich Kluge, Die deutsche Re-
volution 1918/1919: Staat, Politik und Gesellschaft zwischen Weltkrieg und Kapp-
Putsch (Frankfurt am Main, 1985); Jürgen Kocka, Facing Total War: German
Society 1914–1918 (Leamington Spa, 1984); Gunther Mai, Das Ende des Kaiser-
reichs: Politik und Kriegführung im Ersten Weltkrieg (Munich, 1987); Erich
Matthias, Zwischen Räten und Geheimräten: Die deutsche Revolutionsbewegung,
1918–19 (Düsseldorf, 1969); Peter von Oertzen, Die Betriebsräte in der Novem-
berrevolution (Düsseldorf, 1965); A. J. Ryder, The German Revolution of 1918: A
Study of German Socialism in War and Revolt (Cambridge, 1967); Hagen
Schulze, Weimar: Deutschland 1917–1933 (Berlin, 1994); Jürgen Tampke, The
Ruhr and Revolution: The Revolutionary Movement in the Rhenish-Westphalian
Industrial Region 1912–1919 (London, 1979); Walter Tormin, Zwischen Räte-
diktatur und Sozialer Demokratie (Düsseldorf, 1954); and Heinrich August
Winkler, Von der Revolution zur Stabilisierung: Arbeiter und Arbeiterbewegung in
der Weimarer Republik 1918 bis 1924 (Berlin, 1984).



reluctantly and under extreme pressure. By September the war was
effectively lost and the United States had made plain that any cease-
fire and subsequent peace negotiations would demand the establish-
ment of a representative German government. Beyond that, as Gen-
eral Ludendorff was heard to remark, it would be preferable to sad-
dle the democratic forces, whom he held responsible for Germany’s
imminent defeat, with the unenviable task of securing both the inter-
national and domestic settlements.6

The revolution from below originated during the final days of the
monarchy in circumstances that are equally well understood. Efforts
during late October by navy chiefs to resume hostilities at sea, des-
pite the government’s ongoing armistice negotiations, coupled with
the decision by the Kaiser to leave Berlin and his newly-democra-
tized parliament on 29 October and join his military chiefs at their
HQ in Spa, suggested that a counter-revolution was in the offing. The
sailors of the fleet mutinied; the unrest spread onshore to the main
naval ports, and thereafter swept Germany, resulting in the estab-
lishment of local Councils in the towns and parts of the countryside. 

Their formation was invaluable in finally persuading Wilhelm II
that abdicate he must, and their very existence undoubtedly helped
the country’s Social Democratic leaders to drive a relatively hard bar-
gain with regard to the democratization of state governments, the
extension of the franchise to include women, and, on 9 November,
the formation of a provisional government of Majority and Independ-
ent Social Democrats to replace the disintegrating monarchist order.
Thereafter, the Councils, which were dominated by the Majority
Social Democrats, quickly made themselves useful in sustaining and
legitimizing the task of local administration alongside the existing
professional civil service. During December the MSPD-dominated
General Congress of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Councils supported the
MSPD-led government’s efforts to organize elections to a Constituent
Assembly with a view to establishing a pluralistic republican parlia-
mentary order with the least possible delay. Efforts by the radical
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eingebrockt haben’, are curiously reminiscent of those of the French revolu-
tionary Auguste Blanqui: ‘Ce qui fait la soupe doit la manger.’ On Luden-
dorff, inter alia, Heinrich August Winkler, Der lange Weg nach Westen, vol. i
(Munich, 2002) pp. 363–4.



minority either to delay these elections or to base an explicitly social-
ist republican constitution on the Council system were rejected, an
outcome which the trade union leader, Ernst Däumig, regarded as a
‘death sentence’ on the revolution.7

From late December, however, relations between the parliamen-
tary and popular forces deteriorated alarmingly. The popular revo-
lutionaries generally had little interest in conventional politics, but
the further splintering of the Social Democratic movement during
December 1918 was nonetheless important. Having joined the Major-
ity Socialists in forming the provisional government, the Independ-
ent Socialists (USPD) initially supported preparations for elections to
a Constituent Assembly. However, the USPD had broken away from
the majority party in 1917 as an anti-war faction and so contained a
volatile mix of radicals and reformers, of labour leaders and party
functionaries. The coalition with the MSPD was only agreed after a
heated internal debate and some of the USPD’s more radical leaders
baulked at this process, for it promised the bourgeois and religious
parties a significant role in political life, including a potential veto
over any thoroughgoing socialist agenda. The Independent Socialist
Rudolf Hilferding reminded his party that both democracy and
socialism were USPD objectives and argued that the revolution need-
ed to prolong the life of the provisional government and so allow
time to seize the commanding heights of the economy and society.
This, he believed, would make any capitalist counter-offensive im-
possible.8

The USPD also contained a particularly radical faction known as
the Spartakusbund. This group, led by Karl Liebknecht and Rosa
Luxemburg, rejected on principle the very notion of a non-socialist
parliamentary republic and now broke away from the USPD. Luxem-
burg and Liebknecht were ready to participate in any parliament faut
de mieux,9 but stood in principle for some ill-defined form of plural-
istic proletarian rule. Pursuing socialism through parliament was,
Luxemburg argued, ‘a risible petty bourgeois illusion’, whilst civil
war, if it came, would merely represent ‘the class struggle by anoth-
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7 Ibid. p. 385.
8 Ibid. p. 381.
9 Arthur Rosenberg, Geschichte der Weimarer Republik (Frankfurt am Main,
1980), pp. 51–2.



er name’.10 Thereafter Spartakus took the lead in the formation of the
Communist Party (KPD) at the turn of the year, which also rejected
the very notion of a non-socialist political order.

For all that, the Weimar constitution was drafted during the
spring of 1919 and, as the left had feared, represented a compromise
between the erstwhile Bismarckian order and contemporary republi-
can ambitions. Article 48, which allowed parliamentary government
to offload its responsibilities on to the President when the going got
tough, was among the more notorious provisions of this constitu-
tional settlement, for it granted the authoritarianism of the Bismarck-
ian state an afterlife in a republican setting.

Beyond constitutional matters, the Independents regarded the
notorious deal struck on 10 November 1918 between Chancellor
Friedrich Ebert and the army commander General Wilhelm Groener
to expedite demobilization, but also to guarantee domestic order,
with greater concern. Here the Independents stood closer to the
Council movement, which demanded the dissolution of the Imperial
Army and its replacement by a National Militia under popular re-
publican control.11 This, of course, was not to be and in any case
would have been rendered null and void by the disarmament provi-
sions of the Versailles Treaty.12 More immediately, however, govern-
ment leaders deployed the regular army in late December against
insubordinate naval forces stationed in Berlin. The abject defeat of
the regular forces unleashed a fateful succession of events, which can
only be mentioned very briefly here. The USPD resigned from the
government, the Independent Socialist Police Chief in Berlin was dis-
missed for siding with the insurgents, and thereafter a popular upris-
ing flared up in the capital in early January 1919. Liebknecht and the
Spartacists appended themselves to this rising, with the declared
objectives of overthrowing the Majority Socialist government and
blocking elections to the Constituent Assembly, due to be held on 19
January. A scratch force of Social Democratic volunteers, newly
formed volunteer units (Freikorps) of a decidedly nationalist and anti-
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11 Reinhard Rürup, ‘Die Revolution von 1918/19 in der deutschen Ge-
schichte’, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung: Digitale Bibliothek (1998), p. 6.
12 HMSO, The Treaty of Peace between the Allied and Associated Powers and
Germany … (London, 1928), Articles 159–63, 173–9.



parliamentarian bent, and regular army volunteers crushed the ris-
ing, and on 15 January officers from the Horse Guards Division
seized and murdered Luxemburg and Liebknecht. 

The use of Freikorps units did not stop there, rapidly spilling over
into a nationwide campaign against ‘the left’, whose victims includ-
ed an increasingly radicalized Council movement and also wildcat
strikers in industry. These strikers formed Employees’ Councils
which demanded concrete improvements in working conditions
under a vaguely defined but syndicalist-style rubric of socialization,
only to attract swingeing criticism from the official unions and the
MSPD. Workplace hotheads, so the argument ran, prejudiced any
orderly economic recovery and also compliance with the reparations
and associated material demands placed on Germany by the Allies.
It might be added that the leaders of the official unions were far from
amused to see their authority in the workplace called into question
by this nascent syndicalist movement.13

Meanwhile the Freikorps were also deployed to crush the so-called
Munich Soviet during early April 1919 and to suppress the Ruhr
workers’ rising in March 1920. Given that the Ruhr’s workers had
risen in reaction to an abortive attempt by Freikorps and certain army
units to topple the legitimate republican government—the so-called
Kapp Putsch—this particular Freikorps operation has been regarded
as especially controversial. In effect, it pitted the would-be shock
troops of the counter-revolution against a bastion of popular revolu-
tionary sentiment, much of which stood behind the legitimate gov-
ernment and the young republic at the end of the day.14

Historians have lined up to criticize the strategies of Germany’s

11

‘A Very German Revolution’?

13 Werner Abelshauser and Ralf Himmelmann (eds.), Revolution in Rheinland
und Westfalen: Quellen zur Wirtschaft, Gesellschaft und Politik 1918–1923 (Essen,
1988), p. 114, no. 54 is representative of this view, here voiced by the Alter
Bergarbeiterverband. See also Bessel, Germany after the First World War, pp.
138–40; and Wolfgang J. Mommsen, Imperial Germany 1867–1918: Politics,
Culture and Society in an Authoritarian State (London, 1995), pp. 245–6. The
official unions had always been hostile to syndicalism, thus compromising
relations with French trade unions before the Great War. See e.g. Hew
Strachan, The First World War, vol. i: To Arms (Oxford, 2001), p. 114.
14 George Eliasberg, Der Ruhrkrieg von 1920 (Bonn-Bad Godesberg, 1974), p.
262; cf. Keith M. Wilson (ed.), George Saunders on Germany 1919–1920:
Correspondence and Memoranda (Leeds, 1987), pp. 77–82.



revolutionary leadership, of whom only a few can be mentioned in
passing here. Reinhard Rürup argues that the Workers’ and Soldiers’
Councils offered the provisional government a programme of
democratization of the army, administration, and economy which
was both remarkably coherent and practical.15 In Wolfgang
Mommsen’s estimation the MSPD proved itself too hidebound there-
after to engage with the factory-based social protest movement, with
lasting polarization of the labour movement the result.16 There is a
near consensus that the series of compromise agreements between
republican and imperial interests contained the seeds of disaster, for
the old guard was at best resigned to the revolutionary settlement, at
worst hostile. From its bastions within the Reichswehr, heavy indus-
try, agriculture, the judiciary, and civil service, so the argument runs,
imperial society was well-placed to compromise the orderly func-
tioning of the republic and, as the Great Depression struck, to plot its
overthrow—and all of this before the National Socialists had really
become a force to reckon with. 

This returns us to the USPD’s doubts during December 1918,
when influential voices urged the provisional government to consol-
idate the revolution without interference from an assembly or parlia-
ment which was highly unlikely to contain a socialist majority. It also
evokes the case advanced by supporters of Council democracy,
among whom Rürup is,17 and Francis Carsten was,18 especially elo-
quent, that the republicans would have done better to afford the
Councils a formal, constitutional role in the process of government
and thus underpin the revolution with mass popular support.
Similarly, Carsten was certainly not alone in regarding as a fatal error
the provisional government’s reliance on the imperial military and
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15 Rürup, ‘Die Revolution von 1918/19’, p. 6.
16 Mommsen, Imperial Germany, pp. 249–50.
17 Rürup, ‘Die Revolution von 1918/19’; See also id., Probleme der Revolution
in Deutschland 1918/19 (Wiesbaden, 1968); and id., ‘Demokratische Revolu-
tion und “dritter Weg”: Die deutsche Revolution von 1918/19 in der neueren
wissenschaftlichen Diskussion’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 9 (1983), pp. 278–
301.
18 Francis Carsten, Revolution in Central Europe 1918–1919 (Aldershot, 1988),
esp. chs. 2, 5, 6, and 7. Comparison is made with the Austrian experience in
chs. 3 and 4.



on volunteer forces, whose brittle cooperation with the state was only
occasioned by their still greater hatred of an ill-organized and infant
Communist movement. The assassination by far-right terrorists of
the non-socialist government ministers Matthias Erzberger in August
1921 and Walther Rathenau in June 1922 for attempting to secure and
comply with the post-war international and domestic order showed
these elements in their true colours. 

And with regard to peacemaking, as Peter Krüger has argued,
reliance on the grandees of the imperial Foreign Office saddled the
Republic with a foreign policy which failed to articulate any credible,
pacific vision of Germany’s future place in the world.19 Far more
energy, it has been observed, was expended in denying war guilt
than in addressing adequately the very legitimate concerns of the
Allied powers.20 Similarly, it has been claimed, the avoidance of
reparations, even at the cost of undermining orderly economic life,
periodically took precedence over genuine efforts to comply with a
reparations schedule that Germany had agreed.21 Revanchist senti-
ment within the new Reichswehr—a successor to the Imperial Army
in all but name—added to the desolate picture.

One could go on at length, but to do so here would only serve to
reinforce what is already common knowledge. In summary, the rev-
olution’s leaders allegedly failed to harness adequately a powerful
popular movement that could have underpinned the new republic,
instead relying on cooperation with the pre-war elite to secure order.
They did so to ensure that the new domestic and international settle-
ment accommodated as far as possible the complex and diverse
range of interests that constituted German society. However, this
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19 Peter Krüger, Deutschland und die Reparationen 1918/19: Die Genesis des
Reparationsproblems in Deutschland zwischen Waffenstillstand und Versailler
Friedensschluß (Stuttgart, 1973), pp. 45–6.
20 Annika Mombauer, The Origins of the First World War: Controversies and
Consensus (London, 2002), pp. 38–56, and 58–63; Holger Herwig, ‘Clio
Deceived: Patriotic Self-Censorship in Germany after the War’, in Keith M.
Wilson (ed.), Forging the Collective Memory: Government and International
Historians through Two World Wars (Providence, RI, 1996), pp. 87–127.
21 See e.g. Stephen A. Schuker, ‘American Reparations to Germany, 1919–
1933’, in Gerald D. Feldman and Elisabeth Müller-Luckner (eds.), Die Nach-
wirkungen der Inflation auf die deutsche Geschichte 1924–1933 (Munich, 1985),
pp. 335–83.



process of accommodation afforded the revolution’s enemies the
opportunity to strike back at the Republic, and if the Nazis constitut-
ed the bastard offspring of the initial counter-revolutionary move-
ment, they were no less its offspring for that.

So what of our original title and what of a case for the defence, if
a case there is? One might begin by evoking the commonplace that
much historical writing reflects the priorities and concerns of its own
age. Advocacy of the Council movement coincided, more or less,
with the events surrounding 1968 in Western Europe, and, to the
East, the Prague Spring and the emergence of Solidarity in Poland.
Solidarity certainly demonstrated the potential of a disciplined
Factory Council movement, albeit here in alliance with the estab-
lished Church. Similarly, the development of Ostpolitik and the
beginnings of a thoroughgoing reckoning with Germany’s Nazi past
seemed to contrast with the post-1918 denial of war guilt and an
accompanying revisionist foreign policy. 

Other historians have evoked the notion of a wider revolutionary
(moral) imperative, either occidental or global, against which the
1918 German revolution might be judged.22 However, the example
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22 Not surprisingly, this tendency was strongest among historians in the for-
mer East Germany. Thus Joachim Petzold (ed.), Deutschland im Ersten Welt-
krieg, vol. iii (Berlin, 1970), pp. 590–1. For a general account of East German
historiography: Andreas Dorpalen, German History in Marxist Perspective: The
East German Approach (London, 1985), pp. 313–24. See also Rürup, ‘Demokra-
tische Revolution’, p. 283. In Western work the notion usually appears in a
more implicit and qualified form, among other places in more general narra-
tives. Thus Mary Fulbrook writes that 1918 ‘amounted to little more than a
political and constitutional revolution … but it—crucially—failed to effect
radical changes in the socioeconomic structure of Germany, nor did it reform
the key elites’. Mary Fulbrook, A Concise History of Germany (Cambridge,
1990), p. 158. Eberhard Kolb is similarly negative, writing of a ‘revolution
that ran aground’ and concluding that: ‘To this day the revolution of 1918–19
does not rank among the events which, by common consent, represent major
positive developments in German history.’ Eberhard Kolb, The Weimar Re-
public (London, 1988), p. 21. Rürup’s personal verdict can be found in
‘Revolution von 1918/19’, p. 15: ‘The Weimar Republic’s ethos (and that of
its supporters) was not founded on the Revolution. Instead it rested on the
containment of the latter.’ Others are more sympathetic. A. J. Nicholls,
Weimar and the Rise of Hitler (Basingstoke, 2000), pp. 24–6, argues that the rev-
olution achieved what it could within the bounds of possibility.



set by the French revolutionary experiences of the late eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries is highly ambivalent, given that either Bona-
partism or monarchy followed on the heels of all but the 1870 crisis,
which was in itself hardly a shining example of revolutionary
purism. The Marxist–Leninist tradition enjoyed some credibility as
long as Communism remained a global system of rule. However, the
Cambodian genocide, the ignominious collapse of the Eastern bloc
regimes in Europe, and the onward march of a market-oriented eco-
nomic order in China have relativized the achievements of the great
Communist revolutions and called into question the advisability of
socializing an economy on any terms. As the Chinese Representative
to Hong Kong was recently heard to remark in public: ‘capitalism is
the highest achievement of human civilisation.’23 In a comparable if
less dramatic spirit, the Labour-controlled Edinburgh Council is about
to erect a statue of Adam Smith in the heart of the Scottish capital.24

It might therefore be claimed that post-First World War Germany
did not get the revolution that historians would have preferred; par-
ticularly those historians who, in the aftermath of Fritz Fischer, had
relatively little positive to say about Imperial Germany. Continuity
from the Empire into the Weimar Republic was clearly problematic
under such circumstances, with the disaster of the early 1930s and
thereafter the Third Reich merely serving to confirm this gloomy
prognosis. For more radical members of the profession, of course, the
baleful continuities of German history extended through and beyond
Auschwitz and so into the Bonn Republic. 

None of Germany’s more recent past, however, could have in-
formed the revolutionaries of 1918, and it is equally possible to detect
in the MSPD’s strategy a consistency and clear-sighted realism which
delivered pretty much what was intended from the outset. Rather
than any radical objective going by default, the total loss of the
monarchy formed the main exception, for few leading Social
Democrats had envisaged such an outcome. Furthermore, given that
the new Republic sought a consensus born of compromise, it might
be pertinent to reconsider the aims and expectations of the old order,
or more precisely of those elements that were accommodated by the
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23 Ivor Tiefenbrun, ‘Prophet of Capitalism Deserves to be Honoured in his
Native Land’, Scotsman, 16 Feb. 2006, p. 33.
24 Ibid.



post-war settlement. Was the compromise of 1918–20 truly unaccept-
able to the entire imperial establishment, and was it therefore merely
exploiting the leeway granted to it by the revolutionaries in order to
stage a counter-revolution at the first opportune moment?

II The SPD and the Revolution
By 1914 the Social Democratic movement had become particularly
diverse in ideological terms, including more-or-less orthodox
Marxists, but also elements who appeared increasingly keen to reach
an accommodation with Wilhelmine society.25 The SPD contained
many staunch advocates of a defensive patriotism, to which Chancel-
lor Bethmann-Hollweg took care to appeal when pinning the blame
for the outbreak of the Great War on to Russian aggression. This
patriotism, which lent credibility to the civil political truce or Burg-
frieden of 1914, assumed that socialists shared certain vital interests
with other members of their national society or, at the very least, that
the nation could and did offer them certain benefits. Similarly, the
Social Democrats had sufficient confidence in the bona fides of impe-
rial society to anticipate that the latter would concede an element of
constitutional reform in return for the labour movement’s participa-
tion in the war effort. The Majority Socialists applied a comparable
analysis to the conduct of the war itself, concluding that: ‘In the event
of a defeat of the state to which they belonged, the proletarians
would necessarily suffer greatly . . . Consequently it was their
supreme interest and must be the supreme aim of their representa-
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25 Among wider-ranging studies of the Socialist–nation relationship: Hans
Mommsen, Arbeiterbewegung und nationale Frage: Ausgewählte Aufsätze (Göt-
tingen, 1979); and Hans-Ulrich Wehler, Sozialdemokratie und Nationalstaat:
Nationalitätenfragen in Deutschland 1840–1914 (Göttingen, 1971). For the inter-
nal debates within the SPD see Winkler, Weg nach Westen, vol. i. pp. 301–11,
333–5. See also Roger Fletcher, ‘Revisionism and Wilhelmine Imperialism’,
Journal of Contemporary History, 23 (1988), pp. 347–66; Barrington Moore Jr.,
Injustice: The Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt (London, 1978), p. 225; Susan
Tegel, ‘The SPD in Imperial Germany, 1871–1914’, in Roger Fletcher (ed.),
Bernstein to Brandt: A Short History of German Social Democracy (London, 1987),
pp. 16–24; Geoff Eley, ‘Making a Place in the Nation: Meanings of “Citizen-
ship” in Wilhelmine Germany’, in id. and James Retallack (eds.), Wilhelmin-
ism and its Legacies: German Modernities, Imperialism, and the Meanings of
Reform, 1890–1930 (New York, 2003), p. 26.



tives to avoid this eventuality.’26 Trade union leaders agreed, arguing
that: ‘The concept of thinking socialistically involved an awareness
that it was not the private gain and advantage of the individual
which guarantees victory, but rather the sacrifices of the individual
to the common weal of the nation.’27 None of this, of course, pre-
cluded demands for democratization, or for an early, negotiated set-
tlement. The latter found expression in the 1917 Reichstag peace res-
olution which, tellingly, was formulated and carried through in col-
laboration with the (bourgeois) Progressives and the (Catholic)
Centre Party. In other words, the Social Democrats were already ar-
ticulating policy in a manner which transcended both the social and
religious/secular divides.

Beyond the threat of enemy invasion and defeat, the trials of total
war also raised for the socialists the spectre of domestic upheaval and
even civil war, which added urgency to their efforts to promote col-
laboration between the different classes. Such collaboration had
become a practical reality for Germany’s labour leaders during the
conflict, for their participation in the management of the war effort
brought them an unprecedented degree of influence in public affairs.
This was, of course, confirmed and strengthened by the subsequent
revolution. Thus Theodor Leipart, who was to succeed Carl Legien as
Convener of the majority unions (Allgemeiner Deutscher Gewerk-
schaftsbund, ADGB) in 1921, served as Minister of Labour in Würt-
temberg’s first post-war government, whilst the miners’ leader, Otto
Hué, served both as a National Commissioner for the Ruhr Coalfield
and simultaneously as a Councillor in the Prussian Trade Ministry.
Such advances apart, events in the former Russian Empire provided
ample warning, if it were needed, of the horrors of civil war, and
although the popular revolutionary movement in Germany was not
Bolshevik in character, nor had it been in Russia during early and
mid-1917. Firebrands such as Karl Liebknecht and episodes such as
the Munich Soviet did little to settle nerves, however much might
have distinguished Germany’s radicals from Trotsky or Lenin. Nor
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26 Quoted in Roberto Michels, A Sociological Study of the Oligarchical Ten-
dencies of Modern Democracy (London, 1962), p. 359. 
27 Paraphrased in John A. Moses, Trade Unionism in Germany from Bismarck to
Hitler, vol. i (Totowa, NJ, 1982), p. 192; cf. Wolfgang J. Mommsen, Max Weber
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did the USPD’s leaders take the threat of civil war lightly. Although
a critic of the MSPD’s revolutionary strategy, the Independent
Socialist Karl Kautsky, with an eye to earlier European history and
contemporary events in Russia, also regarded civil war as the ulti-
mate social catastrophe. Domestic conflict, he observed, invariably
ended in dictatorship rather than democracy.28 Added to this was the
clear danger, appreciated in Independent Socialist circles, that a lurch
to either political extreme would trigger an Allied intervention and
even a renewal of hostilities.29

However, the German Revolution owed its character to more than
a fear of radical adventurism. As the revisionist theorist yet USPD
member Eduard Bernstein observed in 1921, radical revolutions
tended to occur in agrarian societies in which the state was far less
developed, the population consequently far less dependent on the
state, and therefore prone to see radical strategies as less destructive.
Germany, in contrast, had already seen a high level of integration
between the different elements of a sophisticated and functionally
interdependent society, which made risk-taking far more problemat-
ic. Bernstein continued that the degree of, and potential for, further
democratization within the institutions of Imperial Germany had
been such that radicalism was not called for.30 This might have
appeared meaningless to many of the half-starved, exhausted work-
ers in Germany’s post-war heavy industrial sector, but as Bernstein
concluded, the revolution had to take a longer-term view. The settle-
ment of November 1918 had built on the compromise settlement of
1871 by further democratizing German politics and society, whereas
any socialist dictatorship would have violated this same democratic
principle to which the SPD had always subscribed. 

The January 1919 elections to the Constituent Assembly con-
firmed this diagnosis, for there was no socialist majority. If there was
a consensus in the new Assembly, it centred upon the securing of a
just peace and the establishment of a reforming, parliamentary
democracy. The MSPD, left liberals (DDP), and Centre Party formed
the parliamentary majority around which this programme could
assume concrete form, with a degree of support from the USPD and
the former National Liberals (DVP). This same republican alliance
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was to achieve a string of notable successes in Prussia under the lead-
ership of Minister President Otto Braun and Interior Minister Carl
Severing, both Social Democrats. Regional and local government in
Prussia saw many monarchist officials replaced by republicans (a
process aided by the ravages of the post-war influenza pandemic),
the police force reformed, illicit military and paramilitary activities
suppressed, and all manner of right-wing extremists pursued with
increasing conviction.

The undeniable traumas of Weimar’s early years owed more to
utterly desolate material conditions than to any developed critique of
this revolutionary settlement. The failure of the revolution’s princi-
pled critics on the left, in the KPD, to harness or even initiate much
of the resulting popular insurgency or to displace the SPD or the
ADGB (of which more later) as the pre-eminent and durable repre-
sentatives of labour was testimony enough to this. As for the USPD,
despite a creditable performance in the 1920 Reichstag elections, its
own ideological incoherence prevented it from articulating a credible
radical counter-strategy and soon enough it was to break up with its
members either returning to the majority party, joining the Com-
munists, or leaving politics altogether. 

III The Civil Service and the Revolution
The nub of the problem would, therefore, appear to rest on whether
the non-socialist parties and the institutions of the former Empire
would or could meet the labour movement half way and thus secure
this compromise settlement. Historians have, of course, tended to
respond negatively to this question and in so doing to draw on a far
wider historiography than that of the German Revolution. It would
be ill-advised to presume that generations of historians have quite
simply got it wrong, and that Germany’s elite greeted the revolution
with relief and unbridled enthusiasm. The dubious partisanship of
the judiciary, which proved itself remarkably indulgent when sen-
tencing right-wing radicals for politically-motivated offences, and
also the racialist or revanchist sentiments that infested Germany’s
universities during the Weimar era constituted unmistakable storm
warnings for the future. 

However, whether the continuities from Empire into Republic
should be regarded entirely negatively is another matter. As already
noted, the Centre and the Progressive Parties had already joined with

19

‘A Very German Revolution’?



the MSPD within the imperial Reichstag in 1917 to articulate peace
proposals, and the same religious and bourgeois parties were offered
and accepted a subordinate role in the provisional revolutionary gov-
ernment of November 1918. The former National Liberals, now
repackaged as the German People’s Party (DVP), also proved capa-
ble of playing a positive and constructive role under Gustav Strese-
mann’s leadership in Weimar’s domestic and foreign policy, al-
though as Jonathan Wright reminds us, its deeper loyalty to the
Weimar coalition remained equivocal.31

Some decades ago David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley proposed
that Imperial Germany was a more dynamic entity than was com-
monly allowed,32 and others have since argued similarly.33 If the
Empire could, indeed, accommodate a degree of change, then might
not the people and institutions that drove that change have done the
same in a republican setting, without necessarily subscribing to re-
publicanism itself? Would then the passage of time not have created
a functional loyalty to the new order, such as developed within
France’s Catholic and monarchist circles towards the Third Republic?
Here across the Vosges, after all, a coalition of moderate republicans
and monarchists, led by the veteran Orléanist Adolphe Thiers, had
crushed the Paris Commune and with it the Parisian National Guard
in 1871, after which the aged monarchist served as the first elected
President of the Republic. With time, moderate republicanism pre-
vailed and soon enough monarchists and conservative Catholics
found access to much of the public service barred, although the army
officer corps remained open to them. This was not the end of the mat-
ter, for the young republic was faced by a number of political and
moral traumas, such as the rise of Boulangism and, most notably, the
Dreyfus Affair, before the (bourgeois) republican ethos became rela-
tively secure.34
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Similar examples of functional loyalty were to be found within the
German civil service after 1918. The Kapp Putsch, Hagen Schulze
reminds us, foundered primarily on the resistance of senior civil ser-
vants in the national and Prussian governments, rather than through
the general strike that had been called by the legal government and
the trade unions. Even the Armed Forces Ministry, staffed in part by
serving officers, witnessed ‘resistance Prussian style’ as officials car-
ried on with routine business, but ignored instructions from the
Kapp regime.35 When seen in this light, General von Seeckt’s alleged
response to the Putsch, that ‘Reichswehr does not fire on Reichs-
wehr’, might have stemmed from a wish to maintain the integrity of
the army and so (in his view) the state, rather than representing an
expression of support for the putschists as such.36 William Mulligan’s
recent study of the Reichswehr under Groener’s successor, General
Walther Reinhardt, reaches comparable conclusions which extend
beyond the exceptional circumstances of the Kapp Putsch. Reinhardt,
Mulligan demonstrates, was very much the military professional, fix-
ated on the likely character of a future war, but not a principled
opponent of Weimar. On the contrary, opportunities for cooperation
and reform were very much in evidence.37

A comparable attitude prevailed during the wider post-revolu-
tionary period within the senior echelons of the Foreign Office. In
common with any diplomatic service, Germany’s ambassadors and
Foreign Office mandarins sought to promote their country’s external
interests, but it was not lost on them that accommodation, even rap-
prochement, with Berlin’s wartime enemies offered opportunities
that confrontation and defiance denied. The Ambassador to London,
Friedrich Sthamer (not of the old school as it happens) was fiercely
critical of the Cuno government’s diplomatic inertia during the 1923
Ruhr Crisis, warning Berlin that far more was needed to transform
latent British sympathy into active mediation.38 Thereafter the
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Secretary of State Ago von Maltzan, and Carl von Schubert, who han-
dled West European affairs, were closely involved in the formulation
of a more conciliatory foreign policy during Gustav Stresemann’s
tenure as Chancellor and Foreign Minister. They were even ahead of
the politicians when it came to mending fences with France during
late 1923 and early 1924. It was von Maltzan, in conjunction with the
French Ambassador, Pierre de Margerie, who struggled to contrive a
means of opening a constructive dialogue between Stresemann and
Raymond Poincaré,39 and it was Carl von Schubert who met with
French notables from the political and economic world during early
October in an effort to understand fully French concerns and objec-
tives. Thereafter he urged his political masters to try to see things
from Poincaré’s point of view, rather than simply playing to the
German public gallery:

Germany has issued a pretty crude proclamation, which cer-
tainly declares that passive resistance has been abandoned, but
leaves not a shred of doubt that this climb down is the product
of financial crisis . . . What can we expect from M. Poincaré
beyond his waiting to see what happens next? Can we really
expect him now to accept us with open arms?40

Weeks later the Chargé d’Affaires in Paris, Leopold von Hoesch, pro-
posed to Berlin a ‘deeper interlinking of [French and German] inter-
ests’ as a solution to the crisis in Franco–German relations, rather
than any revisionist policy, which would have amounted to little
more than vacuous defiance.41

Similarly, von Maltzan (better known in connection with the 1922
Rapallo Treaty) was acutely aware of the damage inflicted on Ger-
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many’s interests by the antics of the radical right. He deplored the
Munich putsch and, more particularly, the fiasco of the ensuing trial
of Hitler and his collaborators. ‘A trial in name only’, as he wrote, it
‘could only end with a verdict which amounts to a catastrophe for the
cause of justice. Not only should the acquittal of Ludendorff be
regarded as misconceived, but also the light sentences imposed on
the remaining accused. The granting of periods of probation is partic-
ularly disturbing, for this amounts to a bonus for high treason.’42 This
is not to claim that the ‘Bonner Preuße’ von Maltzan and his senior
colleagues were born-again republicans, for they were not. However,
von Maltzan’s personal distaste for the radical right was unmistakable
and accompanied by vehement assertions of Foreign Office loyalty to
the new political order.43 Far more divided the gentlemen at the
Wilhelmstraße from the Republic’s ultra rightist enemies than from
the Republic itself and, as seen, a similar balance of loyalties had been
evident during the Kapp Putsch within the civil service at large.

IV Big Business, the Trade Unions, and the Revolution
Leaving the public service, the economy, and, in particular, big busi-
ness has come in for extended criticism. Heavy industry is widely
held to have harboured political goals both in domestic and foreign
policy, with disarmament and reparations tending to blur the dis-
tinction between the domestic and international arenas. Predatory in
its foreign initiatives and reactionary at home, the heavy industry of
the Ruhr in particular was also regarded in post-war Paris as the very
embodiment of a reactionary and revisionist Germany, with the
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changes wrought by the revolution skin deep at best, and entirely
fraudulent at worst. Historians have tended to agree, dismissing the
Stinnes–Legien Agreement as an opportunistic attempt by big busi-
ness to concede just enough to prevent events taking a more radical
course, but sufficiently little to permit a counter-revolutionary offen-
sive at the earliest opportunity.44 Within this context the new repub-
lican government has been especially strongly criticized for failing to
socialize the mining concerns and thus deprive the private sector of
a key power base. 

When it came to the international settlement, and particularly
reparations, comparable bad faith is invoked, to the point where
Stephen Schuker has written of ‘American reparations to Germany’,
as capital inflows from the United States outweighed German pay-
ments into the reparations account.45 Recently, however, Gerald
Feldman has argued that in the immediate post-war era at least, his-
torians such as Stephen Schuker and Sally Marks inhabit ‘a creditor’s
utopia where nations are constantly paying their bills and doing so
on time’. However, Feldman continues, the political and socio-eco-
nomic realities of post-revolutionary Germany made total compli-
ance with the reparations regime problematic in the extreme.46

Things quickly reached the point, he observes elsewhere, where the
authorities were left struggling to manage a domestic distributional
conflict, ‘whose major function, no matter who won, appeared to be
serving the well-being of Germany’s enemies’.47 Recently it has been
noted that for every 100 gold marks credited to the reparations
account, Germany was expected to come up with a clearing payment
of 74 gold marks—a massive capital outflow that was not credited to
the reparations tally as such and hitherto ignored in the ensuing his-
torical debate.48 In addition, deductions were made from the repara-
tions account to cover the significant costs of the Allied occupation of
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western Germany and also to cover in part the costs of food imports
in a sort of ‘food for coal’ programme which, again, was not credited
to the reparations tally itself.49

But to return to domestic affairs, heavy industrial and labour
leaders were locked in discussions well before the fall of the monar-
chy, as each lost confidence in the imperial authorities’ ability either
to prosecute the war effort or to manage the domestic economy. The
events of October and November 1918 certainly lent these discus-
sions a new urgency, which culminated on 15 November in an agree-
ment between the employers, led by the prominent industrialist
Hugo Stinnes, and the ADGB’s Convener, Carl Legien, through
which each recognized the other’s rights and privileges on a parity
basis. The trade unions respected the property rights and ensuing
privileges of private shareholders as well as the authority of compa-
ny managers, whilst the employers conceded the trade unions’ sole
rights to represent labour at workplace and national levels, including
collective pay bargaining, conceded an eight-hour six-day week, and
agreed to provide for enhanced workplace consultation. And looking
beyond their immediate interests, both sides resolved to collaborate
in securing an orderly demobilization and normalization of the bat-
tered German economy, a role they fulfilled in conjunction with the
civil service. As with their allies in the SPD, incremental gain and the
broadest possible agreement across society, rather than any cata-
strophist vision of class warfare, typified the trade unions’ strategy
and behaviour, whilst the industrialists, in Gerald Feldman’s words
‘were, in effect, abandoning their long-standing alliance with the
Junkers and the authoritarian state for an alliance with organized
labor’.50

The Stinnes–Legien Agreement was lent institutional form in the
Central Standing Committee of Employers’ and Employees’
Federations (Zentralarbeitsgemeinschaft, ZAG), which brought capital
and labour together in a common forum, and in 1920 such collabora-
tion was granted a tentative official legitimation in the form of the
National Economic Council. The latter never fulfilled the expecta-
tions of the trade unions, but the 1920 Factory Council Act (Betriebs-
rätegesetz) and the 1921 Company Board Act appeared to promise
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more. These, too, may not have satisfied workplace radicals, and cer-
tainly their primary purpose was to facilitate communication
between management and workforce and thus raise economic effi-
ciency. Furthermore, management was prone to skirt around the pro-
visions of these acts when it suited. However, the majority unions
did regard the acts as a codification of the Stinnes–Legien accord and
anticipated that these consultative bodies might in due course serve
to promote a degree of economic democracy.51 Certainly they afford-
ed a more practical route in this direction than anything syndicalism
had on offer, and, beyond all of this, they served organized labour as
an ethical and political identification with key elements of the No-
vember Revolution and the Republic that it had created. 

From the employers’ point of view the Factory Council and Com-
pany Boards Acts, and also the eight-hour day, were certainly con-
troversial. However, quite apart from the fact that there was no con-
sensus among leading industrialists over whether they could, or even
should, reverse these agreements, Werner Plumpe, among others,
has demonstrated that as often as not heavy industry’s bark was
much worse than its bite,52 and as Wolfram Fischer once warned us,
historians have often been  more prone to record the bark from a safe
distance than investigate the bite issue too closely—or words to that
effect.53

Furthermore, we should remind ourselves that the Factory
Council Act was not the outcome of a struggle between pro- and anti-
republican forces, but instead an outgrowth of legislation introduced
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in Wilhelmine Germany shortly before the First World War. Optional
workers’ committees and compulsory committees in the Prussian
mining industry had marked a state-sponsored attempt to improve
industrial relations, even if pre-war employers tended not to take
them too seriously. These committees were, however, beefed up dur-
ing the war and thereafter offered the Republic a template for post-
war legislation. Imperial Germany also provided the personnel with
the expertise to carry out further reform, for the Works Council and
Company Board Bills were not the work of trade unionists or Social
Democrats, but of the same civil servants at the National Labour
Ministry—versed in a long-standing tradition of statist reform—who
had formulated the Wilhelmine legislation.54 Yet again the essential
character of the German Revolution, a compact between democratiz-
ing forces and the pre-war establishment, is very evident. 

By the end of 1923 the revolutionary labour accords had been
severely compromised and with the 1928 Ruhr lockout were effec-
tively a dead letter. However, it need not have been so. Plumpe
demonstrates that at individual plant level managers in many parts
of the economy developed a constructive, even positive, relationship
with the Factory Councils. As a senior trade union official in the
Rhenish metallurgical industry observed:

The entrepreneurs have come to terms quickly with the estab-
lishment of the Works’ Councils. Here one has to distinguish
clearly between the pragmatic attitude of the factory owner or
manager—that is, the actual employer—to the Works’ Council
and the principled stance of the employers’ federations or the
business press. One cannot simply equate the typical, often of
necessity dogmatic utterances and views of the latter with the
views of employers, and especially individual factory man-
agers themselves. The attitude of factory managers, of the real
workplace politicians, is usually flexible and down to earth.55

Plumpe distinguishes between the metallurgical and more especially
the chemical industry on the one hand, and a reactionary coal-min-
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ing industry on the other. However, it can be shown that even among
the most politically recidivist enterprises, such as Emil Kirdorf’s
Gelsenkirchener Mining Company, this same dichotomy between
rhetoric and day-to-day management practice existed. For individual
mine managers the Works’ Councils provided a legitimate and far
more calculable vehicle for management–workforce relations than
any alternatives on offer. This compact in the mining industry only
disintegrated after the collapse in September 1923 of passive resist-
ance against the Franco–Belgian seizure of the Ruhr district, when
the very viability of German-controlled private sector mining opera-
tions in the Ruhr hung in the balance. Even then many pithead man-
agers reacted furiously against the politically explosive, unilateral
attempt by their employers to scrap the eight-hour day, remonstrat-
ing that a legally negotiated settlement with the trade unions would
easily have been reached.56 In other words, had the specific crisis of
1923 not occurred, even the coal-mining industry would have wit-
nessed the functional acceptance and thus emergent loyalty to the
new order with the passage of time. 

Looked at from the ordinary workers’ point of view, research by
Karin Hartewig, among others, has concluded that the Ruhr’s miners
identified far more positively with the Republic in the wake of the
revolution than its critics presume,57 and certainly events in the Ruhr
during 1923 point in the same direction. Miners compared the sub-
stance of their revolutionary settlement with the vacuousness of
French libertarian sentiment (as they saw it) which belied the dra-
conian persecution of trade unionists by the Bloc National govern-
ment, particularly in the mining industry.58 The suppression of the
German trade unions in the Saarland and the condemnation of
labour activism in the Moselle (the former Lothringen) as a ‘German’
disease,59 also served to reinforce the Ruhr labour force’s determina-
tion to resist the Franco–Belgian incursion and so defend their revo-
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lution and the international peace settlement of which (à la Woodrow
Wilson) it formed a part.60

Finally, when it comes to industry and foreign policy, Gerald
Feldman has stressed the politically pragmatic and internationalist
character of the pre-1914 Hugo Stinnes,61 whilst Richard Hamilton,
among others, has recorded the exasperation in some business circles
over the outbreak of war and their own government’s role in this.62

That said, annexationist sentiment was widespread among industri-
alists during the war itself, before intermittent efforts were made
after 1918 to create some form of Franco–German industrial union.
This was intended in part to take on the growing economic might of
the USA, in part to replace the highly politicized and unwieldy repa-
rations regime with a more sustainable commercially predicated
indemnity agreement. But it should be remembered that the negotia-
tors on either side of the Rhine had been business partners and often
friends, on either side of the Vosges, before 1914. 

All in all, the attitudes adopted by individual entrepreneurs and
by heavy industry collectively during the period between 1900 and
1923 present a picture of bewildering inconsistency and complexity.
It certainly does violence to this fragmented and differentiated pic-
ture if one follows George Hallgarten,63 or Willibald Gutsche,64 to
portray pre-war heavy industry’s record as imperialistic and preda-
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tory. The Ruhr’s magnates, perhaps of necessity, pursued sensitive
and differentiated strategies as they bought into French iron ore con-
cessions and other ventures. Their investments were frequently fund-
ed by French merchant banks, were often structured as French-
chaired subsidiaries with a majority of French nationals on the board,
or on other occasions consisted of complex joint ventures with French
companies. All of this was reciprocated by a degree of French invest-
ment in Germany.65 Limited space prevents our going into detail
here, but contemporary responses to this process are instructive.
August Thyssen expressed the hope that Franco–German economic
collaboration would serve as the ‘foundation stone of a lasting accord
and contribute to the improvement of relations between our two
countries’,66 whilst in 1912 his son, Fritz, similarly hoped that
Franco–German economic integration would render war between the
two countries obsolete.67 Certainly the French government of the day
judged Thyssen’s ventures to be of private and commercial signifi-
cance only,68 and on this level relations between the two neighbour-
ing countries were increasingly warm in the immediate pre-war peri-
od. The German trade attaché in Paris reported in 1911, the year of
the second Moroccan crisis, that French and German companies ‘are
delighted at the success of their cooperative ventures’,69 whilst the
French nationalist author Louis Bruneau concluded: ‘One must grant
each activity . . . its due and so recognize with complete justice that
M. Thyssen’s are truly prodigious.’70 A press campaign did flare up
against German economic influence in France around the time of the
second Moroccan crisis, but was dismissed by the Comité des Forges
de France as the ‘impact of an exaggerated nationalism’.71 In any
case, as the French journalist Auguste Pawlowski concluded: ‘We
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have interests in German mines. The Germans have the same in
French mines. What could be fairer?’72 Nothing, it would seem,
prompting Walther Rathenau to urge Bethmann-Hollweg shortly
after the outbreak of war to secure a speedy and conciliatory settle-
ment with France, for ‘the occupation and the transfer of property in
France would . . . be more trouble than they were worth’.73

Thus the September 1914 Memorandum was not the only game in
town and when the fighting was over, and Germany had lost, had
had a revolution, and signed a peace settlement, a desire by industri-
alists to return to normalcy, to re-establish something of what had
gone before explains the otherwise odd maintenance of relations
between French and German heavy industry during the early 1920s
and through the 1923 Ruhr Crisis itself.74 All of this, it should be
noted, accorded with the more pacific dimensions of Germany’s offi-
cial, post-revolutionary foreign policy.

V A Very German Revolution
None of the above serves to make light of the enormous challenges
that the German Revolution sought, but in part failed, to address. It
is almost too easy to find reasons for the eventual failure and collapse
of Weimar. However, it is also too simplistic to dismiss the revolution
as a charade or a feeble compromise and in this regard many ac-
counts, no doubt with an eye to the National Socialist future, become
over-deterministic or indulge in various forms of wish fulfilment. In
fact, the revolution reflected pretty accurately the reformist potential
already present in Wilhelmine society and, beyond that, the more
radical ambitions of the democratizing forces in that society. Given
the circumstances of defeat, the immediate imposition of indemnities
on the provisional Republic, and the enormous energies expended in
accommodating the occupation regime in the west of the country
(which receive barely a mention in many accounts of the period), the
revolution was in many regards a remarkable achievement—more
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thoroughgoing and, as noted earlier, no bloodier than the tentative
and agonizing birth of the French Third Republic a generation before. 

As in 1870s France, the new political leadership in post-1918
Germany crushed any intimations of insurgency with considerable
brutality. The revolution from below and the Council movement
were certainly authentic reflections of popular sentiment rooted in
the pre-war labour movement, but in essence their prominence fol-
lowing Germany’s military collapse was a product of the outrage,
anguish, and grinding misery of that particular moment. They
undoubtedly lent force at a critical juncture during November to the
Social Democratic and Trade Union participants in the ‘revolution
from above’, but at no stage did the revolution from below contain
any comprehensive strategic vision upon which a domestic political
settlement and an international settlement and reparations regime
acceptable to the Allies could have been built. 1918 was, indeed, a
very German revolution, but then, on the whole, countries do tend to
get the revolutions they have earned. On those terms Germany’s rev-
olutionary settlement was sufficiently practical yet visionary to offer
the country a viable future, for it represented a readiness on each side
to accommodate the other, and thus was a triumph of moderation
over utopian extremism in all its forms. 

In spite of this, Weimar failed, but in 1920 the reasons for this lay
as much in the future as in Germany’s historical legacy, and interna-
tional forces would play as great a part in this disaster as domestic
factors. The Third Reich was heir to this failure and, in turn, has
imposed an exceptionally heavy moral burden on contemporary Ger-
many. However, this should not obscure the more positive legacies
of Weimar and its antecedents, for these enduring continuities have
contributed much of worth to present-day Germany and Europe. 
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