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THE OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES OF DEMOCRACY: 
WEIMAR AND BEYOND1

Tim B. Müller
VERBAND DEUTSCHER SINTI UND ROMA BADEN-WÜRTTEMBERG AND INSTITUTE FOR RESEARCH 

ON THE CULTURE AND HISTORY OF SINTI AND ROMA, MANNHEIM

I. The critique of the “Whig interpretation” of history and the 
crisis of democracy

Many interwar historians, not least in Germany, have portrayed 
Britain as a haven of stability, the highest stage of liberal order, and 
the paragon of supreme parliamentary democracy that withstood the 
assaults of those times.2 Britain serves as the counter-image to weak 
and failed continental democracies, in particular the Weimar Repub-
lic. Such views have obvious consequences for interpretations of the 
opportunities and challenges of Weimar democracy. In fact, however, 
both the narrative of stability and the idea of supratemporal, unshak-
able political models are in doubt if political and intellectual interwar 
Britain is given the merit of closer attention. Historical coincidence 
brought about the convergence of both aspects at the height of the 
crisis. British historian and philosopher of history Herbert Butterfi eld 
dated the conclusion of his famous criticism of the Whig Interpretation 
of History to September 1931.3 On September 19, Britain suspended the 
partial gold convertibility of its currency. By late August, the Labour 
government had collapsed. Aft er consultations with party leaders, King 
George V appointed the “National Government” of representatives of 
all parties, “his government in a way that was not true of any other 
administration.”4 Until 1945, great coalitions, crisis and war govern-
ments governed Great Britain, as they did from 1915 to 1922.5 

The political crisis management went hand in hand with intellectual 
crisis refl ection. In the fall of 1931, liberal author Leonard Woolf of 
the Bloomsbury milieu and conservative Eustace Percy, minister in 
Stanley Baldwin’s cabinet, asked the BBC’s mass audience every 
Thursday evening “Can Democracy Survive?”6 The pluralism theo-
rist, socialist thinker and Labour politician Harold Laski also noted 
that democracy was in crisis. In April 1931 he spoke of “how near 
our feet lie to the abyss.”7 He diagnosed the dissolution of political 
conventions: “It is obvious that any view which places confi dence 
in the power of universal suff rage and representative institutions, 
unaided and of themselves, to secure a permanently well-ordered 
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commonwealth is seriously under-estimating the complexity of the 
issue.” The attractiveness of democracy was due to the coincidence 
of quite special conditions. Yet “the conditions of this success ... 
depended upon the increasing economic returns of America and 
the imperialistic exploitation of the colored peoples.” In this crisis, 
Great Britain hardly diff ered from other democracies: “Representative 
democracy, at this stage, is, briefl y put, asked to solve the problem by 
paralleling the political equality it achieved with a similar economic 
equality.” Whether such a way out of the existential crisis would be found 
remained unclear: “It is as yet diffi  cult to scan the horizon of politics and 
discern there hope that this will be the case.”8 Irrespective of whether 
the crisis was argumentatively aggravated or defused, socialist, liberal 
and conservative intellectuals and politicians found that the traditional 
conceptual instruments were no longer suffi  cient to grasp the present. 
Their horizon of expectations did not rule out the end of democracy; 
there was a widespread call for a transformation of democracy.9

Britain was neither seen as particularly stable, nor was the idea 
accepted that clear-cut political judgments could be made from a 
position of progress that seemed convinced of its own superiority: 
It was at this moment that Butterfi eld’s historical-theoretical inter-
vention appeared. With his critique of traditions of complacency, he 
found himself in a cross-partisan intellectual society.10 In the histo-
riographical tradition that he dissected, narratives of progress were 
predominant. Butterfi eld considered the tendency to divide the actors 
of history into “the friends and enemies of progress” according to the 
standards of the present day — whether the self-aggrandizement of 
the present occurred through appropriation or through the devalua-
tion of history — to be the most persistent obstacle to historical re-
search. It was so deeply rooted, he wrote “that even when piece-meal 
research has corrected the story in detail, we are slow in re-valuing 
the whole and reorganizing the broad outlines of the theme in the 
light of these discoveries.” This epistemological weakness led to the 
creation of “the large story on the same pattern all the time.” But 
before the critic could become too sure of his cause, Butterfi eld self-
critically recalled the constraints of historical narrative: “There is a 
tendency for all history to veer into Whig history.”11

II. The postwar master narrative and Weimar democracy

Butterfi eld brings to light a problem that has been given little con-
sideration in historical controversies: Weimar is not only a historical, 
but also a historical-theoretical or “metahistorical” problem. As obvious 
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as this insight is for a theoretically enlightened historian,12 one would 
like to see an intensifi cation of historical-theoretical refl ection in 
Weimar debates whose controversial questions revolve around 
primarily political confl icts of interpretation.13 

If there is a Whig interpretation of German postwar history — and 
that is the progress or success story against which the Weimar 
Republic must assert itself14 — then there are consequences for the 
representation of Weimar democracy. This becomes evident in the 
classic pattern of interpretation par excellence — the Sonderweg — 
which no Whig interpretation of the history of German democracy 
can do without.15 The “special path,” that “paradigm lost,”16 seems 
to have long since become obsolete and yet it is not. The omnipres-
ence of Sonderweg elements in popular, artistic, literary, and mass 
media representations is beyond question. In the recently celebrated 
series “Babylon Berlin,” a leading German medium recognizes the 
“longing for death and totalitarian twilight of the Weimar Republic.”17 
But current contributions can also be found in research that for-
mulate explicit theses of a German special path.18 However, the 
problem does not only concern explicit narratives of a special path. 
Thomas Welskopp calls the special path a continuing “meta-narrative” 
pursuing the narrative strategy of the “construction of ‘ideal’ courses 
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as a story board.” Even “far-reaching revisions of empirical assump-
tions” — reminiscent of Butterfi eld — could neither change the 
overall interpretation nor trigger theoretical “self-refl ection.”19

This proves to be true when it comes to democracy. The idea of 
a Western success story of democracy, in which German history 
also participated aft er 1945,20 is the core of the Whig interpretation. 
This systematic methodical distortion may also be due to political 
intentions,21 but at the same time, it results from narrative con-
straints, because in this way, in the words of Dieter Langewiesche, 
“the history of defi cits and the staggered liberation from them over 
time” can be told simultaneously.22 An interpretation that thinks of 
normality and crisis together without elevating and celebrating the 
respective present and incorporates the possibility of catastrophe 
into normality23 seems to be too narratively challenging.

It is part of the Whig narrative of the Western and Federal Republic’s 
success story to order German history before 1945 according 
to the pattern of lacks and lags, of defi cits and delays on the 
way to a democracy — defi ned as non-defi cient and not delayed.24 
This is a theoretically and empirically extremely problematic 
approach, to which David Blackbourn and Geoff  Eley objected early 
on.25 The social-theoretical argument26 has been extended to 
include global history, combined with a call for self-refl ection beyond 
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the boundaries of Eurocentric perspectives and concepts. Dipesh 
Chakrabarty formulates a convincing objection to the hegemonic 
Western view, which interprets the other “in terms of a lack, an 
absence, or an incompleteness that translates into ‘inadequacy,’” 
and pleads for the perception of “plenitude” and “creativity.”27

Lacks and lags in the history of Weimar democracy oft en result from 
a nation-centered perspective. Here are a few examples: In contrast 
to the critical view of German history, which must reveal its “demo-
cratic balance,” the history of democracy of Western reference cases 
is still presented today as an unproblematic history of progress.28 In 
contrast to England and France, where the right to vote came much 
later, the history of the women’s movement and women’s suff rage, 
for example, serve as evidence of German democratic defi cits29 regard-
less of the research that describes Germany as a typical case.30 In a 
German-American comparison, “universal white manhood suff rage” 
is recognized as “good progress towards greater democratic participa-
tion” in the United States while racism is ignored as a dying relic of a 
pre-democratic era.31 But slavery, racism, segregation, legal inequality 
and violence were an inseparable component of American democratic 
history, the virulence of which did not diminish in the nineteenth 
century.32 According to Laura F. Edwards, the stop-and-go process, in 
which racist violence and exclusion were repeatedly extended,33 was 
even constitutive for American democracy: “White men were con-
stituted as freemen through their rights over those without rights.”34 
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Nor did democracy remain unchallenged in Britain aft er the First 
World War. “Whatever the reason for the failure of fascism to grow 
into a major movement in interwar Britain, the explanation does not 
primarily lie in British political culture,” explains Martin Pugh. “Timing 
and contingencies” play the main role here, including the safety 
valve of the monarchy.35 The example of three-term Prime Minister 
Stanley Baldwin shows just how diffi  cult the path to democracy was 
even for moderate politicians. Baldwin saw himself as an educator for 
democracy, but measured democratic maturity against conservative 
electoral successes and declared in 1937 that the masses were not 
qualifi ed for the franchise.36 Similar statements by a Weimar politi-
cian would probably be seen as evidence of authoritarian tendencies 
that hardly qualifi ed him as a Vernunft republikaner.37

When grand masters of Weimar historiography attest the lack of “an 
unshakable democratic tradition and devotion,” “diff erences in tradi-
tion,” or the “absence” of a democratic inheritance, as a “defi cit in 
Germany’s political culture,” due to which Weimar has deviated from 
the “normal path,” their thinking in the categories of lacks and lags 
becomes obvious.38 For before 1918 there were hardly any democratic 
political cultures to be found even outside Germany, yet democratic 
elements in political culture could be found in Germany just as else-
where.39 Moreover, sources that were oft en used to support the idea of 
major diff erences between German and “western” political traditions 
have recently been undergoing thorough re-readings.40

Without the framework of lacks and lags, however, it is possible 
to develop intriguing questions in the history of democracy that are 
dedicated to transnational normality and at the same time to the 
fragility of the new phenomenon of democracy. These include the 
problem of the integration of old elites and conservative forces, which 
did not occur without violent tensions anywhere.41 Fascist and anti-
democratic tendencies were widespread on the British right42 while 
antiparliamentarism and sympathies for fascism existed among 
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Konservatismus. Die 
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zu einer rechtsradikalen 
Partei 1928-1932,“ HZ 
276 (2003): 323-368. 

42  See Martin Pugh, ”Hurrah 
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ard Griffi  ths, Fellow Travel-

lers of the Right. British En-
thusiasts for Nazi Germany 
1933-1939 (London, 
1980); idem, Patriotism 
Perverted. Captain Ramsay, 
the Right Club and British 
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nics in Edwardian and In-
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conservatives in Sweden or Finland; it was not until the 1930s that 
democratic tendencies gained the upper hand there.43

The formation of a democratic conservatism was anything but self-
evident. The theory of democracy emphasizes the centrality of this 
question for the interwar period, the dependence on conservative 
forces and the forms in which they were organized and able to ar-
ticulate their interests. This exposed the young democracies to con-
siderable contingency. A strong organization of antidemocratic old 
elites seems to have contributed to their long-term integration into 
democracy and reduced the likelihood of an alliance with militant-
revolutionary antidemocratic movements.44 If, however, “tradition 
diff erences” in the sense of a lack of long-term democratic tradi-
tions are ultimately off ered as an explanation for the destruction of 
democracy, this crucial historical problem is ignored. Such readings 
also ignore the fact that in reaction to developments in Germany aft er 
1933 a new refl ection on democracy and dictatorship began in Western 
nations. Democratic self-understandings and traditions — later pro-
jected back into a longue durée of democracy45 — were developed 
in the confrontations of those years; political options previously 
represented among the elites, such as anti-Semitism and racism, 
were now gradually more or less outlawed.46

Time and again, up to the most recent publications, democracy is 
equated with an ahistorical, anachronistic norm of parliamentary 
democracy by which Weimar’s failures and omissions are mea-
sured.47 Transformations of parliamentary government, for example 
by strengthening the executive branch or corporatist institutions, as 
they were oft en conceived and established in democracies, are thus 
classifi ed as antiparliamentary.48 The dichotomy of authoritarian and 

43  See Jussi Kurunmäki, 
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democratic-parliamentary rule that is widespread in research49 does 
not do justice to historical “confusion,”50 such as the authoritarian 
tendencies of “militant” democracies, as demanded not only by 
Weimar democrats,51 nor does this dichotomy refl ect complex fi nd-
ings on the relationship between authority and democracy.52 There 
was hardly any clear alternative between democracy and an au-
thoritarian state; rather, the transitions were fl uid53 and authoritar-
ian instruments were sometimes able to enhance democratic legiti-
macy. Moreover, the Weimar debate about the authoritarian 
safeguarding of democracy was by no means specifi c to Germany, 
but was “continued in Great Britain aft er 1933.”54

It is not only here that contemporary perspectives are sidelined — or 
distorted in favor of the overrepresented voices on the right — instead 
of using their heuristic potential to open up a fragile order with 
confusing constellations.55 Deviating perspectives in the sources are 
oft en devalued as naïve. The interpretation of the Brüning govern-
ment as a transitional regime to an authoritarian state without par-
ties, for example, stands in contrast to contemporary perception in 
leading media,56 and dating the end of Weimar democracy to 1930, 
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as is customary among well-known experts,57 is far removed from 
the experiences and expectations of those dramatic years.58 This dis-
sonance could be productively discussed in the history of democracy: 
What determines our judgment as to when a democracy ends?

New questions are needed to grasp more clearly the ambivalences 
of Weimar’s democratic history, the double face of crisis and re-
silience, fragility and normality. This begins with talking about 
democracy. Some evidence of an assumed authoritarian longing can 
plausibly be read as proof of the self-evidence of the parliamentary 
system.59 The consensus on the inevitability of democracy was so 
considerable that its supporters believed themselves confi dent of 
the insurmountability of democracy. German chancellor Gustav 
Bauer spoke in 1919 of the “invincibility” of his internationalist 
vision of democracy,60 while even opponents, who were operating 
as mass participatory movements in democracy, sometimes rather 
uncomfortably embracing the concept of democracy for themselves, 
had to acquire democratic legitimacy.61

Even groundbreaking new research sometimes does little to counter 
traditional patterns of interpretation. Many studies still exaggerate 
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Weimarer Republik. Politik 
und Gesellschaft  (Munich, 
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the violence of political confl ict in the Weimar Republic, interpret 
it as a sign of doom, and ignore international parallels.62 Political 
community concepts are interpreted one-sidedly as authoritarian, 
antipluralistic and anti-liberal, as if there were no diff erentiated 
research into the concept of the Volksgemeinschaft .63 

The problem is of a theoretical nature. Arnold Brecht, a top Weimar 
civil servant and political theorist, already regarded democracy as a 
“challenge to theory”64 against the background of his experience in 
Weimar. Of course, contemporary theory of democracy cannot be 
reduced to a common denominator.65 But not only institutions and 
procedures, but also contingencies, economic, geopolitical and geo-
graphical conditions play a role in explaining the functioning of de-
mocracies. There is talk today of inherent instability, democratic 
deconsolidation, populist and authoritarian varieties emerging from 
democracy. Familiarization eff ects allow democracies without con-
vinced democrats to become the rule.66 In the German historiographical 
debate about Weimar such problem awareness can be found almost 
exclusively in the work of Eberhard Kolb, who warns against “a norma-
tive concept of ‘Weimar’” as a parliamentary democracy or emphasizes 
the mutability of democracy, the constitutional “state of suspense.”67 
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From the perspective of democratic theory, an “unfi nished democracy”68 
is a tautology: from John Dewey to Pierre Rosanvallon, the experi-
mental, the constant further development characterizes democracy.69 
Democracy research, in the words of Adam Przeworski, is “a never-
ending quest.” Weimar experts have to face the problem that in an 
international perspective “[d]emocracy turned out to be compatible 
with inequality, irrationality, injustice, particularistic enforcement of 
laws, lies and obfuscation, a technocratic policy style, and even a fair 
dose of arbitrary violence.” The history of democracy is too contradic-
tory to be trivialized to confi rm political norms: “The challenge is not 
just political but intellectual. It poses an entire research agenda.”70

III. “Frequently inconsistent endeavors in fl ux” — history and 
theory

Yet this intellectual challenge not only involves the theory of democracy, 
but also the theory of history. Siegfried Kracauer, recently rediscovered 
as a historical thinker, was another Weimar contemporary. His work, 
History: The Last Things Before the Last, which the émigré scholar 
who died in 1966 could not complete, continued his decades-long 
preoccupation with the proprium of the historical. It testifi es to his 
detailed reading of Ranke, Butterfi eld, Marc Bloch, and numerous 
contemporary historians and mentions his interlocutor Koselleck by 
name.71 It also raises illuminating questions for Weimar research. 

At one point, Kracauer discusses his own experience as a well-known 
author and feature editor for the Frankfurter Zeitung in the Weimar 
Republic, who, when suddenly confronted with the critical research 
of a young American historian, recognized the “incommensurable 
relationship” of his Weimar experience with the image of Weimar 
that had become dominant in contemporary historical research since 
the 1960s:

Everything he had dug up so far was true to the fact, while 
nothing had happened the way he related it [...] all that was 
a matter of fl uctuating opinions, agonizing doubts, and 
spontaneous decisions during the ’twenties would freeze 
into a more or less rigid pattern of trends, cross-currents, 
majority and minority attitudes [...] many experiences I had 
then undergone were obviously doomed to slip through the 
net of the concepts and labels he used to established his 
pattern [...] He did not represent the events as I knew 
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them — events in fl ux and amenable to change — but con-
ceived of them as elements of a period which was now def-
initely a fait accompli. 

Kracauer refl ected on the price at which a history written from the 
perspective of those aff ected by it came.72 Nevertheless, his concern 
about the teleological compulsion to which a history in broad strokes 
is subject prevailed.73 For Kracauer, historical reality was character-
ized by fl uidity, a chaotic multiplicity of simultaneous processes, 
constant change, and contingency; what happened simultaneously 
and was related to each other was most likely to occur “independently 
of one another”;

the historian’s “historical and social environment” is not a 
fairly self-contained whole but a fragile compound of fre-
quently inconsistent endeavors in fl ux [...] Even supposing 
that contemporary infl uences were better defi nable than 
they actually are, their binding power would still be limited 
by the mind’s freedom to initiate new situations, new sys-
tems of relationships.74

Such historical-theoretical refl ections are not suitable for historical-
political lessons of a Whig interpretation, but such a more complex 
understanding of historical change could enrich histories of Weimar 
democracy. The contradictoriness of the diversity of development, 
the individuality and stubbornness of people and their stories, the 
constant transformation of even the enduring and the long-term 
phenomenon must be taken into consideration. Koselleck speaks 
of the “absurdity of linear questions of origin.”75 A processualist 
sociology such as Andrew Abbott’s,76 in particular his understand-
ing of historical change, which analyzes the concept of stability as 
an illusion (and thus points out the theoretical weakness of the 
way of speaking of the illusion of stability in Weimar), can off er 
suggestions here. This interpretation of the fragility of social order 
makes it possible to theoretically sharpen the question central 
to the history of Weimar democracy about the transformation of 
the “normal” crisis into the catastrophe of 1932/33: “the social 
process reaches a true crisis when all of its loose reproduction 
mechanisms accidentally happen to fail at once. Then large change 
can happen and can happen quite suddenly, even given relatively 
small actions.”77

72  See Kracauer, History, 86 f. 

73  Ibid., 119.

74  Ibid., 66 f.

75  Koselleck, Theoriebedürft ig-
keit, 308.

76  See Andrew Abbott, 
“Sequences of Social Events. 
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Analysis of Order in Social 
Processes,” Historical Methods 
16 (1983): 129-147; id., Time 
Matters. On Theory and Method 
(Chicago, 2002), 37-63; 129-
160; id., Processual Sociology 
(Chicago, 2016).
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When Kracauer insisted on “the mind’s freedom to initiate new 
situations,”78 the possibility of the new in the midst of the existing 
references comes into view. In Reinhart Koselleck’s words, “the be-
fore and aft er of an event retains its own temporal quality, which can 
never be fully reduced to its longer-term conditions,”79 an insight 
from which he concluded that the “causal genetic explanatory 
model” was generally called into question — explicitly with regard 
to what made National Socialism possible.80 With regard to the 
“times of history,” Koselleck noted that history “is always about si-
multaneities of the non-simultaneous.”81 

For Hannah Arendt, another witness, observer and thinker of this 
epoch, the “moral structure of Western society” had been destroyed 
and the “end of the bourgeois age” had occurred.82 What had hap-
pened could be “no longer understood within the framework of its 
categories” for historical and political science. This was not only 
about understanding totalitarian terror itself; totalitarianism had 
become the “stumbling block on the road toward the proper un-
derstanding of contemporary politics and society.” Mass murder, 
wars of aggression, imperial expansion of power, nationalism, rac-
ism, anti-Semitism were not new phenomena, but in the historical 
constellation since 1933 these elements, via “intermediary stages 
which are relatively normal and quite comprehensible,” crystallized 
into something unprecedented that shook all knowledge and forced 
the sciences to reconsider their hitherto unquestioned fundamental 
preconceptions.”83 In her book on totalitarianism, Arendt wrote 
“the totalitarian phenomenon can no more be explained from its 
elements and origins than other historical events of great signifi -
cance, perhaps even less so.” National Socialism thus breaks “the 
continuity context of our history and the concepts and categories 
of our political thought.”84

What conclusions can we draw from this for a history of democ-
racy in Weimar? How can we avoid rationalizing National Social-
ism as a “relatively normal and quite comprehensible” problem 
explained by familiar means: “(not explained but) explained away 

78  Kracauer, History, 67.
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294-299; see idem, 
Theoriebedürft igkeit, 310. 

81  Koselleck, “Historik und 
Hermeneutik,“ in id., 
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global phenomena of 
violence; see Ira Katznelson, 
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ment. Political Knowledge 
aft er Total War, Totalita-
rianism, and the Holocaust 
(New York, 2003), 69 f. 
On this and the following, 
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Hoff mann, ”Koselleck, 
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pology of Historical Expe-
rience,” History and Theory 
49 (2010): 212-236, here 
224-232.

83  Arendt, “Social Sci-
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tion Camps [1950],” in id., 
Essays in Understanding, 
232-247, here 232-234; 
see id., “A Reply to Eric 
Voegelin” [1953], in ibid., 
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84  Arendt, Elemente und 
Ursprünge, 946 f.; see id., 
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[...] through [...] reducing it to a previously known chain of causes 
and infl uences”?85 How do Weimar interpretations succeed in 
“visualizing the distance that separates the twenties from the 
forties”86 of the twentieth century? How can the history of this 
democracy be opened up and told in such a way that neither its 
elements protruding into National Socialism nor the qualitative 
novelty of the series of unprecedented transgression of limits 
that began in 1933, the escalation of violence, the transformation 
of values, the routinization of genocide are ignored?87 And how 
does one do justice to the transnational, European dimension 
of the processes and phenomena without dismissing national 
diff erences, but also without short-circuiting them to exclusive 
explanans?88

Studies of extremist milieus or nationalist traditions that have a 
transnational perspective and refl ect the constitutive fragility of 
democracy need to include the possibility of the radically new — 
such as what Nikolaus Wachsmann calls the “primacy of political 
terror” within the fi rst year of Nazi rule with its up to 200,000 
political prisoners, accompanied by the exodus of political and 
intellectual elites of democracy.89 The question of continuity is mis-
leading when it focuses solely on pre-democratic or anti-democratic 
forces. Emancipative and destructive potentials, pluralistic and 
homogenizing tendencies of democracy collided and converged and 
formed constellations that were no less relevant to the question of 
continuity in 1933.90

Hegemonic narratives and predominant periodizations can also 
be broken up by “subaltern” perspectives. This can be seen, for 
example, in a fl eeting glance at how the majority society and 
state authorities deal with minorities such as the German Sinti 
or religious minorities as an indicator of their willingness to 
pluralism and the recognition of human rights.91 Here we fi nd the 
tendency to place events of discrimination and marginalization 
of these groups in the Weimar Republic in a continuity context 
with the practice of persecution and annihilation under National 
Socialism.92 This contrasts with the self-interpretations of those 
aff ected, for whom a life began aft er 1933 that had little to do with 
their experience of a self-determined everyday life as German 
citizens before 1933, despite the traditions of Antiziganism — a 
time with an imperfect but not ineff ective guarantee of funda-
mental rights and with offi  cials and governments loyal to the 
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2 vols. (Berlin 2013-2015). 
https://www.hsozkult.de/
publicationreview/id/
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heit (Munich, 2016), 59-62; 
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constitution.93 Whether the victims were meant to be silenced by 
assumptions of continuity still requires discussion. The image of 
Weimar democracy changes fundamentally with such decisions 
about narrative voices and perspectives, in both directions.94

What might a merging of the previously outlined insights into de-
mocracy and history look like? Pierre Rosanvallon encapsulates his 
approach to the history of democracy with his oft en-quoted saying 
that democracy does not simply “have a history. It is necessary to 
consider the more radical notion that democracy is a history.”95 This 
approach aims to understand the history of democracy as a contin-
ued “history in the making.” It reconstructs how the “world view” 
of individuals and groups “has limited and structured their fi eld of 
action.” In this perspective, “conceptions and ‘ideas’ [...] are material 
for structuring social experience” that “guide action, limit the fi eld of 
the possible through the imaginable, and defi ne the framework for 
controversies and confl icts.”96

The more recent historiography of democracy, as far as its approach 
to the abundance of material is concerned, is currently primarily intel-
lectual history, although its objects and sources come from a wide va-
riety of fi elds. To give one example: Sociologist Austin Harrington has 
undertaken a reconstruction of democratic and pluralistic thinking in 
Germany, which in its deviation from alleged standards of “western” 
democracy has opened up theoretical democratic potentials. 
Harrington traces the thinking of German thinkers like Troeltsch as a 
mode of self-criticism and provincialization of hegemonic “western” 
discourses. Harrington reads thinkers like Troeltsch as “sensitive to 
the values of pluralism in cultural and historical life” and “broadly 
cosmopolitan,” “reminding Western European thought of its own 
culturally specifi c context of particularity.” This “peripheral” cultur-
ally pluralistic thinking thus managed to “decenter itself” out of the 
European intellectual traditions, as a thinking conscious of its limits, 
refl ecting the provinciality of the “West.” At the same time, this way 
of thinking adhered to universal values with a “western” connotation: 
“Germany, in engaging constructively with Western European tradi-
tions of liberal-democratic political thought, [...] could remain open 
to the West and to Western universalistic concepts without copying 
or emulating specifi cally Western cultural models of institutional 
organization.”97

Can the current research trends for which this example stands be 
reduced to a common denominator in terms of sociology of knowledge? 
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In view of pioneers such as Ursula Büttner and Eberhard Kolb, 
newer approaches cannot be considered a generational project, even 
if a signifi cant number of younger researchers are included.98 A more 
intrepid and perhaps irreverent approach to traditional patterns of 
interpretation seems to be more common in Anglophone research,99 
but the history of democracy in particular is not always the strength 
of Weimar research outside Germany.100 Two similarities are more 
noticeable: on the one hand, the orientation towards political theory, 
namely the theory of democracy, and less towards the social science 
and social theory varieties that had been en vogue for years, which 
looks like a common process of paradigm change in the history of 
knowledge; on the other hand, intellectual dissatisfaction with 
traditional categories whose heuristic suitability has lost its evidence 
in the face of confrontation with a new political confusion.101 Changes 
in political experience and scientifi c methods seem to work together 
here in our time.102

IV. Normativity matters

But how does research on Weimar that is sensitized to the historical 
fl uidity and fragility of democracy deal with the inevitable norma-
tive questions? All too oft en, such approaches are misunderstood 
as relativistic. The opposite is true. But it is a normativity without 
complacency and without a narrative of unchallenged progress. 
Rather, at the center of such approaches are the core normative is-
sues of our civilization. 

The catastrophes of the twentieth century led Hannah Arendt or 
Reinhart Koselleck to reject any historical-philosophical rationaliza-
tion of a coherent historical course, any idea of telos or reason in 
history.103 Auschwitz does not permit “logifi catio ex post.”104 History 
is absurd, without hope of consolation.105 But this understanding 
does not lead to the abandonment of every normative attitude. With 
historicist instruments, as it were, a historical thinker like Koselleck 
solves a problem of historicism. He points out a supratemporal norm 
both by reconstructing it from the normative self-understandings of 
past times and by asserting it against the absurdity of history as a 
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fundamental precondition of human existence in general. This point 
is neither about genealogies of human rights ideas nor about defi ni-
tions of a minimal democracy, but about a civilizational minimum 
as a genuinely historical-theoretical, in view of historical experience 
necessarily transhistorical, anthropologically fundamental condition 
of possible histories:106 Even those who are not able to recognize in 
history a “rational compulsion to progressively transform the devel-
opment of human power into legally secure and even more into just 
states,” because “our own experience blocks itself against the temp-
tation of this hopeful and utopian interpretation of history,” neverthe-
less cannot completely escape this civilizing idea “because our 
chances of survival depend on a minimum of legal order, however 
much it must be won and reproduced anew from day to day.”107

Histories of Weimar democracy that follow this train of thought com-
bine historicization with the awareness of the fragility of civilization 
and the need to defend it, an awareness that Arendt, Brecht, Kracauer 
or Koselleck, all contemporaries of that epoch of catastrophes, had 
developed.108 The assertion of a civilizing, legally protected minimum 
that upholds human dignity — including the dignity of minorities —, 
the defense of the “idea of humanity” and the freedom that consti-
tutes humanity, became the non-negotiable line of defense against 
the breach of civilization and totalitarianism.109 At a time when the 
protection of minorities seems more fragile and democracy, which has 
functioned for so long aft er 1945 as a delicately balanced system of 
checks and balances based on the conceptions of human dignity and 
fundamental rights, is once again being reinterpreted by growing forces 
as the tyranny of the majority, this is a decidedly normative position.

In the Weimar Republic, human rights and human dignity were 
regarded as the basis of legitimacy. In a political manifesto for the 
Brüning government in 1932, for example, those supporting the Re-
public formulated views that can be placed in a history of Christian 
human rights ideas.110 Georg Jellinek’s human rights history of 1904 
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was widely discussed, commentaries on the Weimar constitution 
included sections devoted to fundamental rights, the judiciary began 
to orient itself — albeit not always in the sense of the constitution’s 
authors — to the development of fundamental rights.111 Erwin Planck, 
an actor of the “Prussian action” [Preußenschlag] of 1932, recognized 
that the careless handling of “the constitutional rights of others” 
resulted in the abandonment of the “most sacred human rights” and 
soon joined the resistance against National Socialism. In reaction to 
the events of 1932/33, Arnold Brecht in exile developed a political 
theory that focused on the protection of human rights, “sacrosanct 
minimum standards,” “humanitarian standards” which were not to 
be subject to majority decision-making, in order to fi nd a way out of 
the dilemmas which democracies experienced in times of existential 
crises.112

Before that, Ernst Troeltsch, the Protestant theologian, cultural 
philosopher and liberal politician, had already elevated the “idea of 
human rights” to the center of his “cultural synthesis” of democracies 
aft er the First World War and made human rights the basis of a 
“European ethos.” “People” were “much more similar to each other 
than the theories would have it.” The “contrasts” of Anglo-Saxon-
Roman and German political traditions that were exaggerated during 
the war were “ultimately less exclusive [...] than they seem. Both 
systems presuppose the idea of the autonomy of man and personal-
ity, the critical attitude against reality and tradition that the Enlight-
enment created.” In a universal expansion of this perspective, he 
described “democracy as the most diffi  cult constitution, morally the 
most demanding, but also the one demanded by God, nature and 
humanity.”113 The recognition of historical and cultural diff erence on 
the one hand and at the same time the search for a foundation of 
universal values on the other hand were the problems with which 
Troeltsch’s “historism” book,114 written during the First World War 
and self-critical of the limits of the Eurocentric world view, also 
wrestled. This civilizational minimum of human dignity and human 
rights, familiar at that time as well as a fundamental condition of 
possible histories in general, is a resilient normative basis for a 
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history of democracy that does not sidestep the fragility of its subject 
nor that of its insights.
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