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Introduction

On the morning of 15 September 1930, early editions of
newspapers across Germany brought the first reports that Adolf Hitler’s
National Socialist German Workers’ party (NSDAP) had scored a stun-
ning electoral triumph. Only two years before, the party had languished
in obscurity, unable to attract even 3 percent of the vote. Yet when the
polls closed on the evening of 14 September 1930, ending the first na-
tional campaign of the depression era, the NSDAP had become the
second largest party in the Weimar Republic. That dramatic break-
through was a portentous milestone in German political history, marking
the first of a series of impressive electoral performances that within two
years would transform the NSDAP into the most popular and powerful
party in Germany. In the immediate aftermath of the 1930 elections,
political commentators in Germany and abroad posed the obvious ques-
tions: Where had this Nazi constituency come from? How had the Nazis
done it? They are questions that have shaped the study of German elec-
toral politics ever since.

In spite of periodic controversies about these questions, the imposing
mass of popular and scholarly literature generated by the NSDAPs rise to
power has produced a widely accepted body of common knowledge con-
cerning the social composition of the Nazi constituency. German fascism,
the traditional interpretation contends, was a middle-class movement
supported at the polls by elements of the downwardly mobile Klein-
biirgertum desperately afraid of proletarianization. Catalyzed by acute
economic distress, particularly after the onset of the depression, these
elements of the profoundly troubled Mittelstand deserted the parties of
the bourgeois center and right for the radical NSDAP. Although the Na-
tional Socialists claimed to be a socially heterogeneous people’s move-
ment, “its basic source of recruitment . . .,” Karl Dietrich Bracher con-
cludes, “was in the petty bourgeois middle class and small landowning
groups that had been hardest hit by the outcome of the war, economic
crises, and the structural changes of modern society.”! The appeal of
fascism was, therefore, based on “the psychological reaction of this lower
middle class” to both the recurrent traumas of the postwar era and the
gradual deterioration of its socioeconomic status and political influence.?
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In the sizable literature devoted to the rise of National Socialism, only
those studies that eschew class-based interpretations and attribute the
success of the NSDAP to a breakdown of the traditional class system and
the emergence of “mass society” fail to identify the lower middle class as
the social nucleus of the National Socialist electorate. Stressing instead
the strains of “uprootedness,” “anomie,” and “displacement” associated
with the disintegration of the traditional class structure, exponents of the
“mass society” hypothesis contend that the “unattached and alienated of
all classes are more attracted to extremist symbols and leaders than are
their class-rooted counterparts.”* Followers of “totalitarian movements,”
Hannah Arendt maintains, were not members of particular social
classes or confessional groups but “atomized, isolated individuals.”*

Although the psychological and mass-society schools have enjoyed
periods of scholarly vogue, analyses of party membership and electoral
constituency have consistently indicated that the National Socialist fol-
lowing possessed a clearly defined class and confessional identity. Meth-
odological and conceptual approaches have varied, but most studies have
located the bulk of Nazi support among the young, the lower middle
class, the Protestant, and the rural or small-town segments of German
society. Summarizing these findings, Seymour Martin Lipset, in a classic
essay on the subject, concludes that “the ideal-type Nazi voter in 1932
was a middle-class self-employed Protestant who lived either on a farm or
in a small community” and was “strongly opposed to the power of big
business and big labor.”

For well over a decade, however, this traditional view has been under
revision, challenged by a steady stream of dissertations, journal articles,
and, most recently, a book. Whether dealing with party members or
Nazi voters, these works have raised serious doubts about the lower-
middle-class emphasis of the established literature. A variety of methods,
ranging from simple visual comparisons to sophisticated statistical tech-
niques, have been employed to analyze the elections of 1930 and 1932 in
a variety of electoral districts, some urban, some rural, some Protestant,
some Catholic. Although focus and emphasis have varied somewhat,
these works have generally concluded that the social sources of Nazi sup-
port were far more diverse than suggested by the conventional wisdom.
Indeed, they are in broad agreement that the NSDAP drew significant
support not only from the Protestant Kleinbiirgertum in town and coun-
tryside, but from other middle-class groups, some workers, and even
Catholics.

Yet, having mounted a sustained assault on the traditional interpreta-
tion, these revisionist works have raised as many questions as they have
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answered. If the social bases of Nazi electoral support were more varied
than traditionally assumed, drawing votes from the wider bourgeoisie,
the working class, and the Catholic population, then one must proceed
to the next stage of inquiry and pose the obvious questions: Which ele-
ments of the socially and occupationally diverse Mittlestand voted Nazi?
Which workers? Which Catholics? Was their support equal in depth and
duration or were there shifts, trends, and variations that can be isolated?
Under what economic conditions and political pressures were these dif-
ferent groups inclined towards National Socialism and in response to
what sorts of appeals? How did the NSDAP structure its approach to
these different elements of society? What were its campaign appeals,
promises, and electoral strategies? How did they change over time, and
how did they differ in style and content from their bourgeois and Marxist
rivals? These questions, though often raised, have not been systematically
addressed in either the traditional or more recent literature. They repre-
sent, therefore, the points of departure for this inquiry.

To deal effectively with this complex set of issues, an analysis of
National Socialist voting must transcend the remarkably narrow geo-
graphic and chronological parameters of both the traditional and more
recent literature. Not a single study exists that is not either confined to a
small, often regional sample or restricted to the last elections of the
Weimar era, those of 1930 and 1932. This severely limited focus has had
significant implications for an understanding of the socioelectoral dy-
namics of German fascism. The Nazi constituency was not socially static.
It changed substantially, as we shall see, over time and in response to
changing political and economic conditions. Analyses of the party’s elec-
toral constituency have, however, been confined almost exclusively to
the depression years, with little interest in the evolution of the party’s
composition and appeal through the consecutive shocks of hyperinfla-
tion (1922—23), harsh stabilization, (1924—28), and finally depression
(1929-33)”7

Though certainly understandable, this traditional emphasis on the de-
pression period seriously distorts the process of electoral change within
the Weimar party system. The dramatic growth of Nazi electoral popu-
larity after 1928 is inconceivable without the fundamental breakdown of
traditional partisan loyalties, especially within the middle-class electo-
rate, that had been underway since the early twenties. The elections of
1924, the first in which the Nazis participated, were held in the aftermath
of the hyperinflation and in the midst of an extensive and controversial
program of economic stabilization, and they marked the onset of a pro-
found, if subtle, realignment of electoral sympathies. The sudden emer-
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gence and surprisingly strong performance of the Nazis and a number of
special interest parties in 1924 provided the first glimpse of what within
the next four years would become a fundamental breakdown of voter
identification with the established parties of both the bourgeois center
and right. Even the return of political stability and relative economic re-
covery between 1924 and 1928 did not impede that breakdown. Instead,
the disintegration of traditional bourgeois electoral loyalties continued,
seriously undermining the sociopolitical foundation of the Weimar party
system well before the effects of the Great Depression were felt in
Germany.?

The importance of the inflation has, of course, been readily acknowl-
edged in most studies of electoral politics in Weimar Germany. Contem-
porary analysts were quick to point out the profound economic, social,
and psychological dislocations associated with the inflation, and subse-
quent treatments have concluded that the inflation contributed to the
radicalization of important elements of the middle-class electorate.” Yet,
perhaps because the Nazi vote virtually evaporated after the “inflation
election” of May 1924, the critical electoral realignments of the pre-
depression period have not been subjected to serious analysis. This lacuna
in the literature is particularly significant since the fragmentation of tra-
ditional middle-class electoral sympathies actually accelerated in the
ensuing period of stabilization. Indeed, the harsh stabilization of the mid-
twenties proved as destabilizing to traditional bourgeois voting patterns
as did the inflation that preceded it. Thus, if the collapse of the Weimar
party system and the evolution of the National Socialist constituency are
to be examined effectively, they must be analyzed together, and that
analysis must begin, not with the severe economic contractions of the
Great Depression, but with the economic and political turmoil of the
early twenties.

In addition to extending the chronological parameters of the tradi-
tional literature, a fruitful investigation of National Socialist electoral
support must also expand the geographical boundaries of the existing
scholarship.”® A growing number of sophisticated and valuable case
studies of towns, cities, counties, and regions are available for the
Weimar period,!* and more are desperately needed. Yet, although case
studies can provide an examination of electoral behavior in a tangible
context of local personalities, organizations, and traditions, this advan-
tage must be weighed against the difficulty of generalizing from local ob-
servations.' Regional variations, particularly in the rural electorate, were
commonplace in German political life, even in the highly centralized
Weimar Republic, but national patterns of socioelectoral behavior can be
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isolated, and it is precisely the degree of conformity or deviation from
these national patterns that give local trends their proper context and
larger significance. Indeed, without an empirically determined model of
national voting patterns with which local observations can be compared
and contrasted, the findings of case studies remain illuminating but frag-
mentary. By providing an analysis of partisan electoral strategy and voting
behavior in Germany from the entrance of the Nazis onto the electoral
scene in 1924 to the final tumultuous campaigns of the Weimar era in
1932, this study hopes to provide that national framework.

The first requirement of such an undertaking is the use of a large na-
tional sample, and the following analysis is, therefore, based on a sample
of approximately five hundred cities, towns, and rural counties from
every area of the Reich. (See map.) Since the Gemeinde, or community,
forms the smallest electoral district for which comparable social, eco-
nomic, and political data are available, it has been selected as the basic
unit of analysis. Two hundred such towns and cities, ranging in size from
roughly fifteen thousand to more than one million inhabitants, form the
urban sample from which all inferences are made. Specifically, every city
of over twenty thousand inhabitants in Germany is included in the urban
sample, as well as a number of smaller towns for which the relevant data
are available. Only those communities that underwent significant
changes in population due to redistricting or incorporations have been
deleted. Analysis of the vote in the countryside, on the other hand, is
based on a sample of approximately three hundred rural counties. This
rural sample consists of all counties in which no village exceeded ten
thousand in population. Indeed, almost half of these rural Kreise con-
tained no village of over five thousand inhabitants. Again, only those
counties that experienced significant redistricting have been eliminated
from the sample.

Using the 1925 census, which classified the postwar German popula-
tion according to economic sector, occupational status, religious affilia-
tion, age, and sex, the demographic characteristics of each of the five
hundred communities and rural counties of the sample have been coded
and serve as the major social variables of the following analysis. Data on
income and education, potentially key factors in determining social posi-
tion, were not collected in 192§ but may be derived in fragmentary form
from other sources. Figures on unemployment, bankruptcies, and other
variables of economic change are available for a large number of the
sample’s districts and have been incorporated in the analysis. The central
focus here, however, is concentrated on the structural variables of eco-
nomic activity and social/occupational standing.
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The Reich Statistical Bureau employed six major categories to define
economic activity or sector in 1925: (1} agriculture and forestry, (2) in-
dustry and handicrafts, (3) commerce and transportation, (4) administra-
tive and professional services, (5) health services, and (6) domestic ser-
vices."? Within each of these Wirtschaftsabteilungen, the population was
classified according to occupational standing (Stellung im Beruf). These
occupational classifications were: (1) independents, 9§ percent of whom
were self-employed proprietors of the so-called old middle class; (2) civil
servants and white-collar employees, a group that corresponds closely to
the much-discussed new middle class; and (3) workers, Domestics and
“assisting family members,” a group of lictle significance outside the agri-
cultural sector, were also counted, as were pensioners, rentiers, and
others living on accumulated assets, investments, and rents. '

These census classifications do not, of course, provide a mirror image
of social reality in the Weimar Republic. Census classifications are rarely
defined as precisely as historians or sociologists would prefer, and a
number of the 192§ economic categories in particular contain some dis-
parate elements. However, the 1925 census does offer distinct advantages
over the 1933 Berufszihlung on which the overwhelming majority of
Weimar electoral studies are based. Most important, use of the 1925 fig-
ures allows one to cross-reference occupational standing and economic
sector. This means that one can determine, for example, whether a
worker was employed on a farm or in a steel factory, a distinction of
obvious importance in electoral sociology. Moreover, the 1925 census
provided figures for each of the twenty-three economic branches
(Wirtschaftsgruppen) that made up the larger economic sectors
(Wirtschaftsabteilungen). As a result, it is possible, though it has never
been undertaken in any of the electoral analyses of National Socialism, to
disaggregate and restructure the broad economic and occupational cate-
gories of the census, creating new variables that more accurately reflect
the social and economic complexities of the period. This restructuring of
the census data is explained in detail in appendix 1, on methodology, but
briefly it is accomplished by ignoring the six rather amorphous economic
categories described above and creating new classifications based on the
smaller and more homogeneous economic branches. Using these trans-
formed categories, it is, for example, possible to differentiate between
handicrafts and industry, between mining and small-scale manufactur-
ing, between transportation and commerce, and occupationally between
white-collar employees and civil servants. Use of these reconstructed eco-
nomic and occupational categories in the electoral analysis described
below permits far more differentiated findings than those yielded in the
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existing literature. One can not only discover a significant relationship
between National Socialist voting and the blue-collar population but as-
certain in which economic sectors that relationship was strongest.

Having restructured the census data for the five hundred cities, towns,
and rural counties of the sample, the election results for each of the
Reichstag campaigns of the Weimar period are analyzed by multivariate
regression analysis. The most vexing problem confronting the student of
electoral politics in the age before polling became common is the lack of
survey data. Election results were reported by town, county, or, in some
large cities, by district," and the electoral behavior of individuals or
groups such as shopkeepers or white-collar employees can, therefore, be
approached only indirectly. Inferring individual behavior from aggregate
figures, however, constitutes the so-called “ecological fallacy” about
which so much has been written in the methodological literature on
voting.'¢ Yet, aggregate figures are the only ones available for the study of
elections in the prepolling era, and every analysis of such elections is, of
necessity, ecological in nature. Nor does ecological analysis necessarily
imply a “fallacy.” Indeed, if certain safeguards, or controls, are used and
if the statistical analysis is buttressed by other modes of research, the po-
tential pitfalls of ecological techniques can be avoided. Although one
must be aware of its limitations (these are explained fully in the Meth-
odological Appendix), multivariate regression analysis still offers the
most effective means of isolating and measuring the impact of a large
number of social, economic, and religious factors on past voting behav-
ior. Aside from providing a much needed test for existing hypotheses, the
judicious use of regression analysis can identify relationships or potential
relationships that often go undetected when employing traditional
methods of electoral geography or other “optical comparisons.” Forms
of regression analysis have, therefore, been selected as the primary statis-
tical procedures in the analysis that follows,

The use of a broad national sample, revised census data, and multivari-
ate regression techniques can certainly define more precisely relationships
between party voting and important socio-occupational groups, but it
reveals little about the motivational factors behind those relationships.
To deal with this complex question, one must go beyond the familiar but
rarely useful “upper and lower middle class” terminology so common in
the literature. Social position in Germany, as elsewhere, was a complex
amalgam of occupation, income, education, and family background.
Without survey data, however, it is impossible to determine perhaps the
critical social factor in electoral behavior—voter self-image. Income is an
obvious candidate for determining a voter’s sense of social identity, but
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contemporary social observers repeatedly noted the wild discrepancies
between income and political orientation. Civil servants living on indis-
putably proletarian incomes, for example, simply did not behave politi-
cally like coal miners."” Similarly, family background in Germany was
officially measured by father’s occupation, not income.” In a society
where profession was listed in telephone directories along with family
name, occupational status loomed very large indeed, So pervasive was
this emphasis on Beruf in German social life that even during economic
dislocations of the hyperinflation, status, as Robert Michels observed,
tended to be determined not by changing economic situation but stability
of occupation.”

Not surprisingly, this deeply engrained sensitivity to occupational
status was prominently displayed in German political culture. For the
parties of the Weimar Republic, occupation was clearly the critical deter-
minant of voter self-image, and their campaign literature vividly reflected
that conviction. From the Nazis to the Communists, the Weimar parties
relentlessly directed their campaign appeals to highly defined occupa-
tional groups and dealt with occupation-specific issues. Campaign litera-
ture was addressed explicitly to artisans, farmers, white-collar em-
ployees, civil servants, pensioners, and so on, groups that conform closely
to the revised census categories used in the following statistical analysis.
(For illustrations of this campaign literature, see the different party leaf-
lets in appendix III.) These were not abstract sociological classifications
but terms enjoying widespread public currency and conveying immediate
social content to voters.”” Indeed, the parties of the bourgeois center and
right at times even emphasized the lingering corporatist aspects of oc-
cupational status, addressing campaign literature to “the peasant estate”
(Bauernstand), “the civil service estate” (Beamtenstand), and, in a tor-
tured but typical extension of that mentality, to the “white-collar estate”
(Angestelltenstand). The Marxist parties, while certainly rejecting this
corporatist terminology, were no less occupationally oriented. Their cam-
paign appeals were also aimed at specific Berufsgruppen, usually urging
them to close ranks with other “working people” in the march toward
socialism. These occupationally formulated appeals of the Weimar
parties were supplemented by campaign literature addressed to Protes-
tants, Catholics, women, and youth-—the major confessional and demo-
graphic groups of German society—but the social vocabulary of German
electoral politics in the Weimar Republic was clearly dominated by
occupation.

Without survey data, one obviously cannot determine the motivational
impulses behind a vote, but the occupation-specific nature of Weimar



Introduction * 11

campaign literature certainly offers some suggestive clues. If one cannot
ask Weimar voters how they felt about a particular issue or party, one
can, by systematically analyzing these partisan campaign appeals, at least
ascertain which issues the parties thought important to each of the major
socio-occupational, confessional, and demographic groups in German
society and determine how these issues were presented to the different
elements of the electorate. When this day-to-day electoral literature is
examined, important differences in partisan political orientation, social
focus, and desired constituency are thrown into vivid relief, as are impor-
tant shifts of sociopolitical emphasis within each party from campaign to
campaign.

Such an analysis is greatly facilitated by two highly salient features of
German campaign practice in this period. First, elections in the Weimar
Republic were dominated by the print media. Use of the radio came quite
late and was never a significant factor in electoral campaigning before
1933. Instead, the parties relied on the distribution of leaflets, pam-
phlets, and posters to saturate the electorate, while their rallies and other
public events were given prime coverage in the partisan press. Since the
archives of the German Federal and Democratic Republics possess exten-
sive collections of this campaign literature, it is possible not only to re-
create the campaigns of the era but to determine the public image the
parties endeavored to project.”!

Remarkably, the existing studies of Weimar electoral politics have paid
scant attention to this substantial body of campaign literature. Although
several studies offer general discriptions of Weimar campaigns and others
investigate appeals to a particular segment of the population, no sys-
tematic analysis of this valuable electoral material has been undertaken.*
Indeed, no thorough examination of National Socialist electoral strategy
and propaganda before 1933 exists.* That omission is particularly sig-
nificant in studies of the social bases of Nazi electoral support, since the
party clearly targeted specific groups within the electorate for particular
attention at different junctures. The NSDAP’s appeals to specific demo-
graphic and occupational groups, therefore, represent perhaps the best
source for charting the shifting social focus of Nazi electoral strategy
before 1933. Moreover, the broad ideological positions of the party,
which have received extensive scholarly attention, were greatly rein-
forced on a day-to-day basis by precisely this occupation-specific ap-
proach to the electorate, and Nazi appeals to a number of important
groups—civil servants and white-collar employees, for example—are not
what one would expect from the easy generalizations found in much of
the existing literature. Thus, in the following chapters the campaigns of
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the NSDAP will be examined in depth, focusing on the party’s campaign
organization, strategy, propaganda techniques, and appeals. To be effec-
tive, however, an examination of National Socialist electoral organiza-
tion and strategy must not be undertaken in a vacuum. As a result, the
NSDAP’s occupational appeals, its views on foreign and domestic affairs,
and its targeted social constituencies will be compared and contrasted
with those of its rivals for each of the Reichstag elections of the Wei-
mar era.

In addition to campaign literature, another source of great potential
value for the study of National Socialism’s social appeal exists in the
massive body of material collected by Theodor Abel and subsequently
analyzed by a number of scholars.* This material consists of almost six
hundred essays written in 1934 by members of the NSDAP who had
joined the party during the Weimar years. They were written in response
to an appeal in the Nazi press calling on these early Nazis to explain why
they had turned to National Socialism. Largely biographical in nature,
the essays describe in varying degrees of detail familial background, oc-
cupational status, age, sex, previous political affiliations, and other
aspects of the respondents’ personal histories. For obvious reasons, the
essays do not constitute a representative sample of the membership or the
electorate of the NSDAP. They do, however, offer important insights—
the best we are likely to get—into the social and psychological attrac-
tions of National Socialism. When considered in conjunction with the
other approaches outlined above, the Abel Collection represents an ex-
tremely valuable source in determining the social foundations of fascism
in Germany and that material has, therefore, been integrated into the
analysis that follows.

To complement the statistical analysis of the Weimar elections and the
examination of partisan campaign literature and strategy, the interaction
between the parties and organizations representing social and occupa-
tional groups will also be treated. Solicitation of interest-group support
was a major element of partisan electoral strategy and the various Inzer-
essenverbdnde had been important actors on the political stage in Ger-
many since at least the last decade of the nineteenth century. Perhaps no
other facet of German political life has received such extensive scholarly
attention, and the rich literature devoted to the various organizations,
particularly those representing middle-class interests,”® will be drawn
upon in the following analysis. In addition, the publications of these or-
ganizations will also be examined to gauge the response of their client
groups to political and economic developments during the NSDAP’s rise
to power.



Introduction * 13

Finally, the expanding literature on the membership of the NSDAP
must also be considered. Recent studies have made significant strides in
refining the rather amorphous membership statistics compiled by the
party and contain useful guides for tracing the NSDAP’s shifting social
appeal.** Distinctions between the party’s members and voters must,
however, be kept in mind. The Nazi rank and file and electoral constitu-
ency certainly overlapped, but they were not identical. Numbering ap-
proximately eight hundred thousand in 1932, the National Socialist
membership did not represent a sociological microcosm of the party’s
roughly fourteen million voters. Membership in the party required
formal enrollment and the payment of dues, implying a greater degree of
commitment and public support for the party than merely casting a vote.
Consequently, certain demographic and occupational groups acquired
either a greater or lesser salience in the NSDAP’s rank and file than in its
broader electoral constituency. Youth, and young men in particular,
tended to stand out more in the membership and in the various Nazi
street organizations, for example, than in the party’s electorate. Con-
versely, the Weimar authorities frowned on civil service affiliation with
the NSDAP, and after 1929 officials in the massive Prussian administra-
tion were actually forbidden to join the party. Not surprisingly,
civil servants were “underrepresented” in the rank and file, and yet
played an important role in Nazi electoral strategy and in the party’s con-
stituency. Moreover, statistics on the NSDAP’s membership, no matter
how refined the social and occupational categories, lack an essential com-
parative dimension. No comparable membership figures are available for
the other Weimar parties, and as a result comparisons must be made with
the general population. When white-collar employees are reported to be
“overrepresented” in the party’s membership, it is, therefore, impossible
to determine whether this reflects a particular white-collar affinity with
National Socialism or whether white-collar employees might also be
“overrepresented” in the membership of all the major bourgeois parties.
The social composition of the NSDAP’s membership does, nevertheless,
provide another valuable indicator of the party’s sociopolitical appeal
and will, therefore, be taken into account in the following chapters.

When these sources are used together with the methods described
above, a new and multidimensional perspective of the National Socialist
constituency emerges. That constituency was neither as static nor as
narrow as the existing literature suggests. Nor can the social dynamics of
the movement be adequately described as a “revolt of the lower middle
class.” The sources of National Socialist strength at the polls were so-
ciologically fluid, spreading far beyond the lower middle class to ele-
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ments of the affluent Grossbiirgertum, the socially prominent civil
service, and to sectors of the blue-collar working class. Moreover, the so-
cial composition of the Nazi electorate evolved and changed during the
successive periods of inflation, stabilization, and depression, as did the
focus of its electoral strategy. The economic shocks of the Weimar period
affected the diverse elements of the German electorate in different ways,
and support for the NSDAP varied from group to group and from period
to period. For some, a vote for National Socialism was a crisis-related act
of protest, whereas for others it represented an expression of longstand-
ing social and political affinities. Only when the shifting composition of
this support is isolated and examined in relation to changing economic
and political conditions can the complex of social factors that lay at the
root of fascism’s success be adequately explained. This study is, there-
fore, not intended as a treatment of high party politics or as a history of
the NSDAP. It is instead an examination of the Nazi constituency—how
it was formed, from which social groups, under what conditions, and
with what promises. Above all, it is an attempt to explain the social ap-
peal of fascism in Germany, to understand who voted for Hitler’s NSDAP
and why.



I
The Sociology of German
Electoral Politics, 1871—1924

From its foundation during the revolution of 1918
until its demise with the Nazi assumption of power in 1933, the Weimar
Republic was burdened by a series of overlapping political, economic,
and social problems that gradually undermined its viability. Forced to
assume the responsibility for the lost war and the hated Treaty of Ver-
sailles, the republican government was born with a profound crisis of
political legitimacy that escalated steadily during the political and eco-
nomic turmoil of the immediate postwar period (1919—23). Political
murders, attempted coups from both the radical right and left, a tense
international situation, and an inflation of utterly terrifying proportions
created a protracted period of crisis that produced cabinet instability and
the recurrent use of emergency decrees to maintain the integrity and
functioning of the state. In the period of recovery that followed
(1924—28), the return of political stability temporarily masked the cor-
rosive impact of a harsh economic stabilization that by 1928 had dan-
gerously eroded support for the parties of both the traditional center and
right. The era of economic depression that ensued (1929—33) revealed
the full extent of that decay, when failing businesses and rising unem-
ployment radicalized voters and dealt the Weimar Republic a death blow.
These interrelated economic and political traumas were, of course, re-
flected in dramatic electoral shifts in each of these periods, and the inter-
action between them will be examined in the following chapters.

Yet, on a more fundamental level, electoral politics in the Weimar Re-
public continued to be structured by a well-defined set of social, confes-
sional, and regional cleavages that had shaped the contours of the Ger-
man party system since its inception in the last half of the nineteenth
century. These deeply engrained divisions had complex, often intertwined
historical roots, evolving from centuries of dynastic conflict, the bitter re-
ligious strife of the Reformation, and the ongoing transformation of Ger-
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man society as industrial development gathered momentum after 185o.
In spite of convulsive changes in the political and economic environment,
the parties of the Bismarckian, Wilhelmine, and Weimar eras remained
firmly entrenched along these lines of social, religious, and regional
cleavage.!

The most salient of these cleavages reflected the shifting fronts of social
conflict. Between the foundation of the Reich and the reemergence of the
Social Democratic movement in the 1890s, the electoral scene was domi-
nated by a struggle between traditionally powerful agrarian interests,
centered in East Elbian Germany, and the emerging commercial and in-
dustrial sectors of the urban economy. Both the conservative and liberal
movements had experienced serious internal schisms before 1871, but
those divisions did not alter the essentially unchanging social composi-
tion of their respective clienteles. While the left-liberal Progressives and
their National Liberal rivals represented different sets of commercial and
industrial interests and differed on numerous economic and political is-
sues, their electoral support was drawn from similar social sources: the
entrepreneurial Biirgertum of the rapidly expanding towns and cities,
with an admixture of civil servants, professionals, and independent peas-
ants, particularly in north-central and southwest Germany. Similarly, the
conservatives, despite a split into German Conservative and Free Conser-
vative parties, tended to share an overwhelmingly rural constituency,
augmented by strong support from the civil service and military estab-
lishments, and, in the case of the Free Conservatives, representatives of
heavy industry as well.? Despite fluctuations in the popularity of these
parties individually, together they commanded a clear majority of the
German electorate in each of the seven elections of the Bismarckian era.
Between 1871 and 1890 the liberals averaged approximately 37 percent
of the vote, the conservatives 23 percent. (See Table 1.1.)

Although at times the campaigns of the period assumed the aura of a
classic ideological struggle, the essence of Bismarckian domestic policy
was to forge an alliance of “state preserving and productive forces” on
the basis of shared economic interest. This strategy of Sammlung, with its
“marriage of rye and iron” and its shifting liberal-conservative combina-
tions, was pursued with varying degrees of success by Bismarck and his
successors and carried profound implications for the party system and
for German political culture. It not only eroded the ideological integrity
of both liberalism and conservatism in Germany but in the long run
tended to reduce the parties spawned by these movements to the status of
glorified interest groups with dwindling bases of popular support.’

The degenerative condition of the traditional liberal and conservative
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Table 1.1. The Elections of the Bismarckian Era (percentage of vote)

Lib.+
Year Lib. Cons. Cons. Conf. Soc. Other
1871 46.5 23.0 69.5 18.6 3.2 9.2
1874 39.9 14.1 54.0 27.8 6.8 11.8
1877 39.2 17.7 56.9 24.8 9.1 10.0
1878 33.6 26.6 60.2. 23.1 7.5 10.3
1881 38.7 23.7 64.4 23.2 6.1 10.3
1884 36.9 22.0 58.9 22.6 9.7 10.§
1887 36.4 25.0 61.4 22.1 7.1 10.6

parties was greatly magnified during the 1890s, when a revival of the
tariff issue under Caprivi provoked another protracted conflict between
industry and agriculture. This struggle, which ebbed and flowed for over
a decade, prompted the formation of a number of special interest groups
determined to influence both liberal and conservative parties. These
Interessenverbinde, especially the powerful Bund der Landwirte (BdL,
1893), the Bund deutscher Industrieller (Bdl, 1895), and the older
Zentralverband deutscher Industrieller (ZdI, 1876) were well organized
and well financed. They were, therefore, able to exert tremendous pres-
sure on the established parties, which, without exception, had retained
their character as Honoratorienparteien, parties of notables, with only
very rudimentary grassroots organizations. Moreover, the rise of these
and other well-organized lobbies tended to accentuate the often conflict-
ing economic interests within the existing parties, greatly complicating
liberal and conservative efforts to contain the increasingly self-conscious
components of their traditional constituencies.*

Among these Interessenverbinde, the BAL was by far the most active
in its efforts to mobilize a middle-class constituency that would transcend
the existing parties. Originally formed to represent large-scale grain pro-
ducers, the Bund was determined to develop a mass-based organization
capable of exerting decisive pressure on the major bourgeois parties. As a
consequence, the BAL presented itself to the farm population of Germany
as the most vigorous and influential defender of all agrarian interests in
an era when the position of agriculture seemed to be increasingly threat-
ened by the rise of powerful industrial and commercial interests. Real or
potential conflicts of interest between East Elbian estate owners and
small farming peasants in the south and west were, therefore, consis-
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tently minimized as the Bund sought to forge a solid agrarian front
against those urban forces. Its program of agricultural protectionism
was, therefore, couched in inflammatory rhetoric directed against what
the BAL considered the excessive Marxist, left-liberal, and Jewish influ-
ence in German economic and political life.’

In addition to its efforts to recruit small farmers, the BdL also appealed
to elements of the entrepreneurial Mittelstand that felt threatened by the
rapid expansion of cartelized big business and organized labor in the
1880s and 1890s. Anxiety over the decline of the small artisan producer
and shopkeeper had been voiced by a number of handicrafts and com-
mercial organizations in the 188os, but it was in the following decade
that the concerns of what became known as the “old middle class” crys-
tallized into a set of social and economic demands with considerable po-
litical potential.®

Organizations representing handicrafts and commercial small business
were numerous and remained badly fragmented throughout the imperial
period, but during the 1890s a number of small regional parties making
explicit appeals to disgruntled artisans, shopkeepers, and independent
peasants enjoyed a surprising degree of success at the polls. In addition to
repeating the usual demands for a return to a corporatist economic order
(a Stdandestaat), a restoration of official legal status to the guilds (a
measure actually adopted by the imperial government in 1897), and the
abolition of the increasingly popular consumer cooperatives and newly
established department stores, these parties were rabidly anti-Semitic,
identifying Jews with both liberal capitalism and Marxist socialism.”
These views were quickly echoed by the BdL and the German Conserva-
tive party (Deutschkonservative Partei—DKP), which became the first
major party to adopt anti-Semitism as a formal plank in its platform in
1892. Yet, not even the antiliberal, antisocialist, and anti-Semitic DKP
could overcome its popular association with the East Elbian aristocracy,
the high civil service, and big agriculture and, therefore, proved unable to
integrate the small business movement effectively into its constituency.® In
this regard, the plight of the DKP was typical of the dilemma confronting
all the traditional middle-class parties in the Wilhelmine period. Because
of their highly salient interest structure and their character as Honora-
torienparteien, the established liberal and conservative parties found it
increasingly difficult to mediate between the fractious elements of the
Mittelstand and to integrate their often conflicting interests into a cohe-
sive electoral platform.

The continuing fragmentation of the Mittelstand into competitive, oc-
cupationally defined interest groups and the concomitant difficulty en-



The Sociology of German Electoral Politics - 19

countered by the traditional bourgeois parties in finding an effective
formula for Sammlung was accelerated after 1890 by far-reaching struc-
tural changes in the social and occupational composition of the German
middle class. The rapid proliferation of the large industrial and commer-
cial enterprises so detested by the proprietors of the old middle class,
both urban and rural, had produced a dramatic surge in the tertiary sec-
tor of the labor force. Between 1881 and 1907 the number of civil ser-
vants and white-collar employees soared from roughly 500,000 to over 2
million. While the number of self-employed proprietors grew by only 8
percent in this period, the members of what was now described as “the
new middle class” virtually quadrupled. Moreover, when the first post-
war census was conducted in 1925, it revealed that civil servants and
white-collar employees, now numbering over § million, comprised
almost 17 percent of the Weimar work force, a percentage only slightly
lower than that of self-employed proprietors.’

Within the new middle class, the Berufsbeamtentum, or professional
civil service, was firmly established as an elevated social stratum. Regard-
less of rank, civil servants appeared to contemporaries as a remarkably
homogeneous group, sharing the traditional prestige afforded to repre-
sentatives of the state in Germany and enjoying a host of special benefits,
both legal and social, that sharply distinguished them from other groups.
Although civil-service salaries were not high, they were certainly com-
petitive with much of the private sector and after 1907 included addi-
tional supplements for dependents. Civil servants could also claim a
secure pension for themselves and their families, guaranteed paid vaca-
tions, sick pay, and other special privileges of office (Amtsrechte). Most
important, however, was the fact that civil servants enjoyed permanent
lifetime job tenure, a legal and professional privilege that made them the
envy of the white-collar world. This privileged position, a product of the
Beamtentum’s prominent identification with the state, fostered a power-
ful homogenizing ethos that was both socially and politically conserva-
tive. It tended to minimize conflicts of interest between the different ranks
and to promote a strong sense of social solidarity and elitism that sur-
vived both war and revolution.!® “Civil servants,” Theodor Geiger wrote
in 1932, “are not a class or even an estate; in our bureaucratically bur-
dened German world they are almost a caste.” "

In contrast, the social and political orientation of white-collar em-
ployees, the Amngestelltenschaft, was a matter of considerable debate.
Springing from a wide variety of social backgrounds,'? these clerks, secre-
taries, stenographers, administrative and sales personnel, largely in the
private sector, did not command the legal, professional, or social benefits
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of civil-service status, nor were they either self-employed proprietors or
manual laborers. Marxist social theorists were, therefore, quick to argue
that since these employees were economically dependent, they composed
a special segment of the proletariat and were natural allies of the blue-
collar working class—a view vehemently rejected by both liberals and
conservatives within the white-collar population."

Given their ambiguous position between labor and management, it
was hardly surprising that when white-collar employees began to or-
ganize into professional associations in the 1890s, differences of political
and social vision would emerge. Though hardly the first of the disputes
that arose between the white-collar associations before the war, the
debate over occupational insurance in 1911 was certainly the most
serious and the most revealing. All the white-collar Verbinde of the
Wilhelmine era had long endorsed some form of insurance package for
white-collar labor and had joined forces in a Central Committee to lobby
for such a plan. However, while the nonsocialist majority in the Commit-
tee insisted on a plan clearly separate from that of blue-collar labor, a
minority pressed for a unified plan to cover all employees, both blue- and
white-collar (all Arbeitnehmer). The majority position prevailed and was
formally enacted into law later in the year, but the white-collar move-
ment had suffered what would become a permanent schism. The socialist-
oriented associations withdrew from the Central Committee to form
their own organization, which became the forerunner of the socialist
white-collar union of the Weimar era, the Allgemeiner freier Anges-
telltenbund (AfA-Bund). The liberal and conservative Verbdnde, on the
other hand, retained some formal organizational ties until the collapse of
the Empire, but troublesome differences continued to separate them.
While, for example, the most important of the conservative associations,
the Deutschnationaler Handlungsgehilfenverband (DHV), assumed a
strongly anti-Semitic and antifeminist position, refusing membership to
both Jews and women, the liberal associations staunchly rejected this
stance.'* Moreover, while the nonsocialist Verbdnde were united in their
determination to differentiate white- from blue-collar labor and their op-
position to Marxism, their interests were certainly not identical with
those of management or of the small shopkeepers and artisans of the old
middle class, a realization that would be greatly intensified by the eco-
nomic and social strains of the war.

In addition to the fragmentation of middle-class interests, rapid indus-
trial and commercial expansion after 1871 produced other far-reaching
demographic changes that fundamentally altered the lines of social cleav-
age within the German party system. Between 1871 and 1910 the popu-
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lation of the Reich rose by no less than 50 percent, soaring from just over
41 million to almost 65 million. Moreover, that growth was centered pri-
marily in urban and increasingly industrial areas. In 1871 when Bis-
marck extended universal manhood suffrage to the electorate of the new
Reich, 63 percent of the population lived on the land and approximately
45 percent of the labor force was engaged in some form of agriculture. By
1907, when the last prewar census was conducted, the rural, agricultural
population had been surpassed by urban, largely industrial gains. On the
eve of World War I, 6o percent of the German population lived in towns
or cities and 40 percent of the labor force was employed in industry and
handicrafts, 34 percent in agriculture. Moreover, the number of persons
employed in industry and handicrafts, the majority of whom were blue-
collar workers, had nearly doubled, jumping from 6.9 million in 1871 to
11.3 million in 1907."

These demographic trends, which became increasingly pronounced
after 1890, were intimately linked with the most significant electoral de-
velopment of the Wilhelmine era, the seemingly inexorable rise of Social
Democracy. The German Social Democratic party (Sozialdemokratische
Partei Deutschland—SPD) had been founded in 1875, the product of a
merger between Ferdinand Lassalle’s progressive workers’ party and an-
other proletarian organization with a stronger Marxist orientation under
the leadership of Wilhelm Liebknecht and August Bebel. The new
workers’ party developed ties to the fledgling “free” labor unions, and,
with its advocacy of a “free people’s state” and a “socialist society,” was
quickly branded as an “enemy of the Reich.” Between 1878 and 1890,
Bismarck subjected the party to a series of harsh repressive measures,
while simultaneously seeking to woo its working-class supporters with a
package of progressive labor insurance laws. Yet, in spite of Bismarck’s
efforts to undermine the party, the Social Democratic vote continued to
climb slowly throughout the 1880s, and when Wilhelm II permitted the
antisocialist legislation to lapse in 1890, the SPD immediately emerged as
the largest single party in Germany.'¢

The end of the antisocialist legislation allowed the SPD, which in 1891
formally adopted Marxism as its party doctrine, to intensify its efforts to
organize the rapidly expanding working class. In 1890 a General Com-
mission was established to serve as an umbrella organization for the free
trade unions which, in the following years, became closely associated
with the SPD. Although membership in the unions fluctuated, the social-
ist-oriented free trade unions, as distinct from the smaller Christian and
liberal Hirsch-Duncker unions, counted over 2 million members in 1910.
Equally important to Social Democratic efforts to recruit and mobilize
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working-class support, the years of underground activity during the Bis-
marckian repression had provided the socialist movement with an exten-
sive and cohesive network of local organizations."”

Skillfully using this expanding organizational apparatus, the SPD rolled
to a succession of electoral triumphs that stretched virtually unbroken to
the eve of World War I. Despite continued government harassment and
demographically antiquated electoral districts that afforded vast over-
representation to the rural, small-town population, the SPD’s vote
climbed steadily from 19.7 percent in 1890 to 34.8 percent in the last
prewar election. With their doctrine of class conflict and a constituency
drawn primarily, though not exclusively, from the new industrial work-
ing class, the Social Democrats not only posed a serious challenge to the
dominance of the liberal and conservative parties but seemed to represent
a growing threat to the entire social and political fabric of the Wilhel-
mine Reich.

In an effort to meet this challenge and to find a political formula capa-
ble of transcending the divergent economic interests of the middle-class
electorate, the liberal and conservative parties of the Wilhelmine era re-
turned to Bismarck’s antisocialist strategy. While industry and agriculture
were ultimately able to find a rough compromise solution to their bitter
dispute of the early 1890s—industry’s acceptance of agricultural tariffs
in exchange for agriculture’s support for a massive naval construction
program *—the liberal and conservative parties sought to rally the dispar-
ate elements of the urban and rural Biirgertum against the specter of red
revolution.'” The revival of this strategy, coupled with the promise of an
aggressive imperial policy, did not completely resolve the differences be-
tween industry and agriculture, nor did it prove an adequate mechanism
for integrating the fractious Mittelstandsbewegung into the traditional
party system. Political mobilization by the BdL, the Pan-German League,
the Colonial League or the other nationalist, antisocialist organizations
did not necessarily result in electoral gains by the liberal or conservative
parties. Indeed, efforts to establish a new national party of the German
Mittelstand continued into the war. The nationalist, antisocialist strategy
did, however, perform an essential ideological function, providing the
liberal and conservative parties with a tenuous sociopolitical legitimacy
as protectors of the German Biirgertum and the German national state
against the dangers of Marxist collectivism and international decline.?®

Thus, in the years between the expiration of the antisocialist law and
the outbreak of World War I, the basic social cleavage of German elec-
toral politics underwent a profound transformation. After 1890 the con-
flict between liberalism and conservatism, which had dominated the elec-
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tions of the Bismarckian era, was gradually transmuted into a struggle
between those deeply divided movements and the socialist party of the
German working class. Whereas the liberal and conservative parties had
represented 6o percent of the electorate in 1887, their combined constitu-
encies accounted for only 38 percent of the votes cast in 1912. In abso-
lute terms the liberal-conservative electorate actually expanded slightly in
this period, growing from about 4 million in 1890 to 4.5 millionin 1912.
It did not, however, keep pace with the steady growth of the voting popu-
lation, which swelled from 10 million to 14 million during the Wil-
helmine era. The National Liberals, for example, actually attracted five
hundred thousand more votes in 1912 than in 1890, but their percentage
of the vote fell from 16.3 percent to 13.7 percent. The liberal/conserva-
tive vote still exceeded the socialist totals in rgr2, but the gap was
rapidly closing. Moreover, the antisocialist strategy was given different
emphasis by each of the liberal and conservative parties and in no way
implied a united front. Indeed, the Progressives, who possessed few ties
with the major industrial or agricultural interests and had suffered a
series of debilitating schisms since 1890, actually formed a regional elec-
toral alliance with the SPD in 1912 in an effort to revive their dwindling
political appeal. This limited cooperation, roundly condemned as it was
by the other nonsocialist parties, did not, however, signal a shift in the
party’s overwhelmingly middle-class electoral base or in its vehement re-
jection of Marxism.?! It was, instead, a circumscribed and tentative effort
to bridge what had become the most well-defined cleavage of German
electoral politics, a cleavage around which almost three quarters of the
German electorate was organized by the close of the imperial period. War
and revolution would reshape the liberal and conservative parties and
would permanently divide the working-class movement, but the deep so-
cial cleavage dividing the constituencies of these parties would survive
both disruptions to dominate the electoral politics of the new republic.
The second major division around which the German party system de-
veloped was religious in nature. The unification of the German states
under Prussian auspices had brought a sizable Catholic minority into a
predominately Protestant Reich, and in 1870 the Catholic Center party
(Zentrum) was founded to represent the interests of that confessional mi-
nority. Thus, unlike the liberal, conservative, and socialist parties, the
Zentrum defined its constituency not by social and economic interests
but by religious affiliation. The social composition of the Zentrum’s elec-
torate was, therefore, far more diverse than those of the class-based
parties, and its position on social and political issues reflected that diver-
sity. While the party championed confessional schools and opposed the
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Table 1.2. The Elections of the Wilbelmine Era (percentage of vote)

Lib.+
Year Lib. Cons. Cons. Conf. Soc. Other
1890 34.3 19.1 $3.4 18.6 19.7 8.3
1893 25.3 19.2 44.5 19.0 23.3 13.2
1898 23.6 15.4 39.0 18.9 27.2 14.9
1903 23.2 I13.4 36.6 19.7 31.7 12.0
1907 25.4 13.6 39.1 19.4 29.0 12.6
1912 26.0 12.2 38.2 16.4 34.8 10.6

secular educational policies of the liberals, a position the Zentrum shared
with the conservatives, it also supported genuine parliamentary govern-
ment and progressive constitutional reform traditionally associated with
the liberal parties. Similarly, while the party tended to favor government
protection of handicrafts and small business interests, it maintained close
ties with the Christian trade unions and possessed a long tradition of
support for progressive labor reform.”

Above all, the Zentrum was determined to protect the Church, its in-
stitutions, and its flock. Since the greatest concentrations of Catholics
were found in the southern and western states, the party sought to guar-
antee the independent position of the Church by vigorously endorsing a
federal rather than centralized structure for the new Reich. The Zentrum
had not been founded as an opposition party, but because of its strong
stand on states’ rights, it quickly became a rallying point for anti-
Prussian sentiment, attracting the collaboration of disaffected minorities
and particularists such as the Hannoverian Guelfs, the Poles, the Ba-
varians, and a party representing the newly annexed provinces of Alsace
and Lorraine.”

Bismarck, from the very beginning, harbored serious reservations
about the existence of a large Catholic party in the new German state,
particularly since the Reich was flanked by two hostile Catholic powers,
France and Austria. Those misgivings were greatly exacerbated when the
Zentrum emerged from the first Reichstag elections as the third largest
party, a position bolstered by its regional and particularist allies. Fearing
that the Zentrum, supplemented by the institutions and organizations of
the Church, would become “a state within the state” opposed to the
existing order, and fearful of a potential liberal-Zentrum combination in
the Reichstag, the chancellor launched an official policy of persecution
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against German Catholicism in 1873. During the following five years a
series of laws were passed in Prussia that, among other things, banned
the Society of Jesus, gave the state veto power over ecclesiastical appoint-
ments, and placed the education of the clergy under the supervision of
the state. When the German bishops, with support from the Vatican, re-
fused to recognize these statutes, the government responded by arresting
and/or deporting hundreds of Catholic clerics. By 1877 over one-quarter
of all parishes in Prussia were without a priest, and the Church had been
declared an “enemy of the Reich.”*

In the short term, the Kulturkampf, as the struggle was dubbed in
1873, yielded mixed results for Bismarck. A liberal-Zentrum combina-
tion had certainly been foreclosed, but at a high price. Both the Progres-
sives and National Liberals were vehement in their anticlericalism and
particularly outspoken in their contempt for Pope Pius IX, whom they
considered the very embodiment of social and political reaction. They,
therefore, became enthusiastic supporters of the Kulturkampf and rallied
to the chancellor. Yet, while Bismarck’s campaign succeeded in winning
widespread public support in Protestant Germany, it fundamentally
alienated the sizable Catholic electorate and cemented its allegiance to
the embattled Zentrum. Indeed, the party’s vote doubled in 1874 as
Catholics registered their defiance of the Reich government and its per-
secution of the Church. With almost 28 percent of the vote, the Zentrum,
rather than weakening under the chancellot’s attacks, emerged from the
campaign as the second largest party in the Reich.*

Bismarck gradually abandoned the Kulturkampf after 1878, and a
cautious reconciliation between the Reich and the Church was effected in
the early 1880s. The integration of the Catholic electorate into the main-
stream of German politics had, however, suffered a severe setback. Al-
though the Zentrum’s share of the national vote slipped gradually as the
Kulturkampf faded, it rarely fell below a solid 19 percent. With this bed-
rock of electoral support—support drawn almost exclusively from the
Catholic population of the Reich—the Zentrum remained the largest
nonsocialist party in the Reichstag. The remarkable resilience of the
Zentrum’s vote in the face of shifting economic and political tides be-
tween 1874 and 1912 was a vivid reflection of the persistence of the tra-
ditional division between Protestant and Catholic in Germany, a division
that remained the most durable in both the imperial and Weimar party
systems. Not only did Bismarck’s anti-Catholic campaign deepen that
cleavage, his strategy, used first against the Zentrum and then the SPD, of
rallying a majority by isolating a politically vulnerable “out group” and
branding it as an “enemy of the Reich,” did much to establish a style
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of political behavior that remained a prominent and ultimately tragic
element of German political culture.?

Though hardly of the same magnitude as the social and confessional
divisions of the prewar party system, regional and ethnic cleavages also
played a significant role in German electoral politics. These divisions,
often overlapping the religious lines of cleavage, were produced by both
centuries of dynastic rivalry among the German princes and by Prussia’s
absorption of several national minorities in its steady expansion after
1640. Thus, along with the class-based and confessional parties, the
Danes, Poles, Alsace-Lorrainers, and Hannoverians entered the political
fray in 1871 with their own partisan organizations. Although some, such
as the Bavarian Peasants’ party, also targeted a particular social consti-
tuency, most of these parties were self-consciously regional or ethnic in
their appeal. For the Poles and Danes this meant an emphasis on their
minority status in the new Reich, while the Hannoverians, still unrecon-
ciled to Prussian annexation in 1866, stressed their particularist dynastic
past. Although separated by geography and history, virtually all shared a
deep mistrust of Berlin, and this, in turn, made them useful allies of the
Zentrum. Individually insignificant, together these parties accounted for
approximately 1o percent of the votes cast in the elections of the Bis-
marckian era. Although unable to keep pace with the dramatic growth of
the population and increasingly challenged by the proliferation of special
interest and radical agitational parties after 1890, the regional vote
hovered at about 6 percent of the national electorate in the last cam-
paigns of the imperial period, a lingering reminder of Germany’s divided
past.?

Political and Social Conflict
during the War

The outbreak of war and the kaiser’s dramatic call for a
political truce, a Biirgfrieden, until the conflict had been brought to a
victorious conclusion resulted in an almost total cessation of partisan
politics during the first years of the war. Although the question of Ger-
many’s war aims constantly threatened to rupture this truce, that issue
was successfully stifled until the summer of 1917 when the Reichstag
Peace Resolution revived open partisan debate. Until then the parties of
the Empire, from the Conservatives to the Social Democrats, focused
their attention on the war effort, indefinitely postponing thorny ques-
tions of domestic politics.?®
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In the meantime, the kaiser and the civilian authorities gradually
slipped from view, virtually abdicating political and economic power to
the military Supreme Command (Oberste Heeresleitung—OHL). The
eclipse of the political parties and the concentration of decision-making
authority in the OHL in turn greatly enhanced the position of the highly
organized forces of industry. Desperately needed for the production and
distribution of war materials, heavy industry, in particular, exerted tre-
mendous influence on the military authorities. As the war progressed,
representatives of industry working with the military, the civil bureau-
cracy, and, finally, organized labor, increasingly determined the alloca-
tion of capital, labor, and raw materials throughout the economy. Not
only did industry profit from this arrangement, the great industrial enter-
prises reaped enormous benefits from the government’s inflationary fiscal
policy, which sought to fund the war effort without raising taxes. The
tremendous expenditures demanded by the war were covered by issuing
unbacked currency from the Reichsbank, creating an inflationary spiral
that allowed big business to expand plants and invest with an eye to the
postwar future, while raising prices and drawing substantial profits. In-
dustry’s exploitation of this situation became so blatant that even the
military authorities finally protested, albeit not until the spring of r918.%

Contributing to industry’s strong position during the war was manage-
ment’s self-conscious drive for vertical expansion in key sectors of the
economy. The great iron and steel concerns, for example, sought to guar-
antee access to badly needed raw materials by buying up the mines, while
in other branches, such as the chemical industry, companies organized
Interessengemeinschaften to pool resources. Moreover, the major indus-
trial associations, the Bdl and the Zdl, cooperated during the war to
present an imposing united front to both the military authorities and or-
ganized labor. When in early 1918 the two joined forces in the German
Industrial Council, this move represented one more step on the road to a
formal union, a union consummated in the following year with the for-
mation of the powerful Reich Association of German Industry (Reichs-
verband der deutschen Industrie—RVdI). Thus, the concentration and
cartelization of economic power, already far advanced before 1914, was
greatly accelerated by the war. Conflicts between the different branches
of industry certainly persisted, but while the collapse of the monarchy
and the establishment of a republic substantially reduced the political
clout of the traditional agrarian elites in Germany, the corporate giants of
industry and commerce entered the Weimar Republic stronger and better
organized than at any time during the Empire.*

For the artisans and shopkeepers of the old middle class, the un-
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checked ascension of big business during the war greatly aggravated long-
standing fears about the social and economic deterioration of their
Stand. In the early stages of the war the imperial authorities had no
intention of abandoning small proprietors and producers, but the enor-
mous production and distribution requirements of the war effort gradu-
ally resulted in a pronounced government preference for big, well-
organized industrial concerns. This preference was particularly evident in
the allocation of badly needed raw materials and in the extension of
credit. As the war dragged on, small business interests attempted to or-
ganize nationally to win a greater share of government contracts and
other economic considerations, but they were no match for the giants of
industry and commerce, particularly after the adoption of the Hinden-
burg Program in late 1916. Under the direction of the OHL, this eco-
nomic program called for a vast increase in armaments production on a
fixed schedule and led to an even greater official reliance on heavy indus-
try. Not only were raw materials and credit increasingly funneled to the
large industrial concerns, the OHL was authorized to close undermanned
and inefficient businesses in order to make maximum effective use of
available labor. In practice, this meant the forced closing of many small
artisan shops and the relocation of their proprietors and employees in
plants designated by the military authorities. It is estimated that by 1917
one-third of all handicrafts shops had been closed, either because the
proprietor had been drafted or because of forced shutdowns.’'

Pressed by big business and its powerful associations on the one hand,
shopkeepers and independent artisans were also confronted by the in-
creasingly influential forces of organized labor. The small business move-
ment had always been hostile to Social Democracy and the unions associ-
ated with it, but as the war lengthened, the military authorities seemed to
place a much higher premium on maintaining a smooth production
schedule than on protecting traditional entrepreneurial rights. Thus,
union demands for recognition of collective bargaining, for higher wages,
a reduced work week, and a greater role in the training and certification
of apprentices seemed particularly threatening to the divided and poorly
organized representatives of small business. No longer able to count on
government intervention for protection, the artisans and shopkeepers of
the old middle class felt increasingly isolated, convinced that their once
securely sheltered position in society was being steadily eroded by the
conflicting, yet powerful, currents of big business and big labor.*

A similar mood of resentment and alienation also surfaced in the farm
population during the war, greatly intensifying long-standing tensions
between town and country. The decades following the agricultural de-
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pression of 1875 and 1898 had been years of mounting prosperity and
productivity for German agriculture. In that period prices for livestock
and dairy products as well as grain had climbed steadily, spurred by the
rising demand of an expanding urban population and sheltered by a sys-
tem of protective tariffs on agricultural imports. Although the grain-
producing estate owners of East Elbia drew the most extensive and direct
benefits from this system, the peasant proprietors of small and medium-
sized farms in central, western, and southern Germany also shared in the
general recovery of the last prewar decades.*

The war brought that period of prosperity to an abrupt end. Despite
improvements in production after 1898, the Reich was by no means agri-
culturally self-sufficient. In 1914 Germany still imported approximately
20 percent of its food, and it was apparent that if the war were to drag
on, German farmers simply could not meet the nation’s food needs.*
Thus, as the war machine bogged down in the fall of 1914 and the Allied
blockade tightened around Central Europe, the government faced the
distressing prospect of severe food shortages. Anxious to avoid social
unrest, especially in the urban areas where war production was con-
centrated, the regime introduced—in piecemeal fashion—a series of
compulsory regulations designed to bring agricultural production and
distribution under government control. Under this compulsory system
(the Zwangswirtschaft), controls on crop and livestock production as
well as price ceilings on all agricultural goods were introduced, and an
extensive network of rural inspectors was established to assure com-
pliance with the new regulations.*

From the very outset these government measures provoked a mood of
sullen resentment in the countryside, where farmers found themselves
periodically subjected to unannounced audits, midnight inspections, and
government seizures. Moreover, while the large estates could adjust their
production to cope effectively with the government’s pricing and ration-
ing policies, the smaller farms—Iike the small businesses of the towns
and cities—had far less flexibility. By 1915 small farmers were already
bitterly complaining about the very real shortages of feed, fertilizer, fuel,
equipment, manpower, credit, and draft animals, and the escalating at-
tempts of both civilian and military authorities to regulate agricultural
production greatly intensified their sense of frustration. Indeed, farmers
were increasingly convinced that the authorities had sided with powerful
industrial producers and urban consumers—meaning above all the blue-
collar working class—against the Landwirtschaft. Prices for industrial
goods (farm equipment) they pointed out, were maintained at high levels
and credit was more readily available to industrial concerns, while the
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regime’s “fear of the street,” the BdL charged, kept prices for agricultural
products at the lowest possible ebb.*

Efforts to circumvent government regulation, especially on the black
market, were extensive and, from the regime’s point of view, maddeningly
successful. However, as farmers turned increasingly to the black market
in 1915—16, they provoked not only redoubled government attempts at
control but acrimonious Social Democratic charges of hoarding and
price gouging. This mutual resentment between town and countryside
reached crisis proportions during the bitter “turnip winter” of 1916—17,
when severe food shortages led to widespread hunger riots in cities across
the Reich. While the Social Democrats spoke of “crimes against the
working class” by avaricious farmers, and peasants complained of “state
socialism,” the government’s response was to tighten controls on the
agricultural sector and crack down on black-market activities. These
policies merely deepened the already prevailing mood of bitterness and
isolation in the countryside. By the end of the war, German farmers, es-
pecially the proprietors of modest family farms, were convinced that they
had borne a disproportionately heavy burden in the government’s war-
time controlled economy and that their pleas for understanding and sup-
port had been ignored.”’

The war also brought economic hardship to the civil servants and
white-collar employees of the new middle class. For the Angestellten-
schaft, in particular, economic developments during the war threw into
vivid relief the social and economic divide that separated it from the en-
trepreneurial Mittelstand, while reducing the gap that had set it apart
from the blue-collar working class. Indeed, just as the war intensified en-
trepreneurial mistrust of organized labor, it greatly facilitated the transi-
tion of the white-collar movement from a collection of loose professional
associations to a set of politically and socially self-conscious unions de-
termined to use the traditional weapons of organized labor to deal with
management. Before the war, such tactics were widely considered “im-
proper for the Stand” (Nicht standesgemiiss), but by 1918 even the most
conservative, antisocialist white-collar unions had embraced collective
bargaining and the strike.*

White-collar labor felt that it had been driven to adopt such methods
because of its steadily deteriorating economic position during the war.
Between 1914 and 1917 the cost of living rose by approximately 185
percent, but, as one union survey disclosed, white-collar salaries had
climbed only 18 percent. In addition to this decline in real income, white-
collar salaries had fallen in relation to blue-collar pay across the econ-
omy. In contrast to the small nominal gains registered by white-collar em-
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ployees, blue-collar wages had jumped by 100 percent in the war-related
industries and by 40 percent in other sectors. On the average, white-
collar salaries still exceeded blue-collar wages, but the gap was rapidly
closing.”

Contributing to this situation, white-collar leaders felt, was the under-
standably great demand for blue-collar labor and a substantial influx of
women into the white-collar job market. The number of women holding
white-collar positions had risen steadily in the prewar years, but the
enormous military demands for manpower after 1914 greatly accelerated
that trend. Drawing on a virtually limitless pool of cheap female labor,
white-collar leaders feared, would allow management not only to depress
salaries further but to replace recalcitrant male employees at whim.*

These growing concerns did not, however, produce any lasting unity
within the white-collar movement. By 1917 the socialist-oriented unions
had established their own Arbeitsgemeinschaft freier Angestelltenver-
biande (AfA) which drew white-collar employees from all sectors of the
economy into one large organization. Their pleas for collaboration with
the representatives of the blue-collar working class were, however, re-
buffed by the nonsocialist Verbinde, which maintained a loose alliance
until the end of the war. That cooperative relationship, in turn, did not
survive the revolution and the founding of the republic. In early 1919 the
liberal, prorepublican unions withdrew to form their own Gewerk-
schaftsbund der Angestellten (GdA), leaving the conservative associa-
tions together in the Gewerkschaftsbund deutscher Angestelltenverbinde
(Gedag). Thus, at the very outset of the republic, the white-collar labor
movement was divided among three major unions, each with a definite
political orientation.”

The Berufsbeamtentum also suffered a serious economic decline dur-
ing the war, but despite ominous rumblings of discontent, especially
from the middle and lower ranks, the civil servants did not follow the
organizational course pursued by their white-collar counterparts in the
private sector. Perhaps more than any other occupational group, civil ser-
vants, living on fixed incomes, struggled under the impact of the wartime
inflation. Salary scales for public officials had not been particularly high
before the war, but between 1914 and 1917 real income for civil servants
sank dramatically, falling by 57 percent in the higher grades, 51 percent
in the middle echelons, and 46 percent in the lower ranks. Although civil
servants certainly continued to enjoy job security and considerable social
prestige, this drastic loss of purchasing power put enormous strains on
their traditional style of life, reducing many to an absolutely proletarian
level of existence. Reports from the regional military commands on the
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morale in the local population increasingly stressed the sagging economic
position of public officials, noting, as one not uncommon assessment did
in 1916, that “the mounting inflation is making it impossible for many
civil servants to provide adequate food and clothing for themselves and
their families.” +

The deteriorating economic position of the Berufsbeamtentum did
produce efforts to organize civil servants, leading in 1916 to the estab-
lishment of the Interessengemeinschaft deutscher Reichs- und Staats-
beamtenverbinde. This organization ultimately became the German Civil
Servants’ League in 1918, but even this potentially powerful association
found it difficult to assume the overtly political character of the white-
collar unions or to display the wide range of political views found in
those Angestelltenverbdande.” Although civil servants from the various
ranks hardly constituted a homogeneous, undifferentiated monolith, the
traditions of government service, which united the local postman with
the Staatsekretir in Berlin, provided a powerful integrative ethos that was
not to be found within the deeply divided Angestelltenschaft or among
the entrepreneurs of the old middle class. The war strained this unity and
the revolution, with its promise to “democratize the civil service,” jolted
the castelike status of the Berufsbeamtentum, but neither was capable of
dissolving the fundamentally antidemocratic, authoritarian, and elitist
core of that ethos which survived to plague the new republic.*

Across the great social divide, the war imposed severe economic
burdens on the blue-collar working class while bringing substantial gains
to organized labor. Although blue-collar wages certainly rose in relation
to white-collar and civil-service salaries, these gains, beginning from a
relatively modest prewar base, hardly kept pace with the wartime rate of
inflation. Indeed, the spectacular increase in nominal wages, especially in
war-related industries, did not prevent a steady decline in the standard of
living for most blue-collar families. Food shortages, chronic after 1916,
were exacerbated by shortages in coal, clothing, and housing, especially
acute in the great industrial centers, while low pay and long hours gener-
ated a rising tide of working-class discontent. During the severe turnip
winter of 1916—17, the first great wave of strikes washed over the Reich,
and sporadic storms of labor unrest continued into the revolutionary up-
risings in the fall of 1918.%

Yet, even as conditions steadily worsened for blue-collar workers, the
war greatly enhanced the position of organized labor. The exigencies of
war production early convinced the ruling military authorities of the ne-
cessity of finding some accommodation with the representatives of both
industry and labor. The Hindenburg Program, therefore, resulted in an
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uneasy collaboration between army, industry, and labor from which in-
dustry drew tremendous economic benefits and through which organized
labor ultimately won a number of long sought-after concessions. Anxious
to avoid labor strife that might hamper production, the military worked
closely with the unions, and in the process extended to them de facto rec-
ognition as the legitimate representatives of labor. The army also encour-
aged management to deal in a cooperative way with the unions, whose
reform-oriented leaders hardly seemed a threat to the existing order.
Management, however, was hardly willing to accept the standard union
demands for recognition, for collective bargaining, for parity between
management and labor in contract negotiations, or for the eight-hour
day. Only when the socialist revolution loomed on the near horizon in
the fall of 1918 did management reluctantly turn to the union leadership,
offering to accept some of these demands and to establish a “social part-
nership” to steer the economy through the perilous revolutionary shoals
just ahead. For its part, the union leadership had long preferred the at-
tainment of immediate economic benefits to the official revolutionary
stance of the SPD and was particularly concerned that political and eco-
nomic chaos would destroy their organizations and negate labor’s hard-
won gains. Thus, in an extraordinary agreement, reached in November
1918, management acceded, with some significant qualifications, to the
major union demands, while the unions promised to work for the “main-
tenance of the economy,” meaning essentially that they would act to re-
strain labor radicals and to prevent the long-promised socialization of in-
dustry. By entering this compact with the representatives of management,
the union leadership acknowledged its desire for the continuation of the
existing economic structure at the very moment when the leaders of the
SPD were declaring the long-awaited socialist revolution.*

The willingness of the unions to join forces with management against
the threat of socialist revolution was, in fact, symptomatic of the widen-
ing rifts within working-class politics. Despite the dramatic rise of the
SPD after 1890, the party had been increasingly plagued by internal dis-
sension concerning both its ideological posture and its political strategy.
The Social Democrats had adopted a Marxist program at Erfurt in 1891,
formally committing the party to the destruction of capitalism and the
creation of a socialist economy, but in the following years both the party
and the unions became actively engaged in securing immediate reforms
of the current system that would benefit their working-class clientele. The
political corollary to this revisionist economic orientation was the party’s
growing faith in electoral politics and the inevitability of a Social Demo-
cratic majority. Although revisionism was never formally incorporated
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into the party’s platform, Social Democratic strategy throughout the
Wilhelmine era was dominated by a policy of democratic reformism
cloaked in orthodox Marxist rhetoric.*’

The unity of the party, already strained by this ambivalent posture, did
not survive the war. The factions of the SPD’s left wing, disappointed in
the leadership’s enthusiastic endorsement of the war effort and its accep-
tance of Biirgfrieden, broke with the party in 1916, refusing to vote fi-
nancial credits for the war. While the “Majority Socialists” (MSPD) had
evolved into a reformist, democratic party desiring gradual political, so-
cial, and economic reform, the “Independent SPD” (Unabhingige Sozial-
demokratische Partei Deutschlands—USPD) and the “Spartacus League,”
as the two rebellious factions were labeled, viewed the war as the last
great crisis of capitalism and espoused a more traditional view of Marxist
revolution.*

Electoral Change
in the Early Weimar Republic

The differences within the socialist movement quickly came
to a head when the kaiser abdicated in November 1918 and power was
vested in a cabinet headed by the Majority Socialists. Shortly thereafter
the MSPD reluctantly declared the establishment of a republic, accepted
the armistice terms demanded by the Allies, and created a Council of Peo-
ple’s Representatives, composed of Majority and Independent Socialists,
to preside over the new provisional government. Within the Council, dis-
agreement over the shape and substance of the future German state
quickly emerged. Under the leadership of Friedrich Ebert, the MSPD vig-
orously advocated the formation of a democratic republic that would, de-
spite some economic and social reforms, maintain the existing economic
system. To realize this goal, the party pressed for immediate elections to a
national assembly, which would then draft a constitution for this new
German republic. The USPD, however, was opposed to this course of
action, preferring instead to see power reside in the revolutionary coun-
cils (Rdte) that had sprung up across the Reich, at least until the power
bases of the traditional conservative elites, especially in the army and
civil service, had been purged and the seeds of a new socialist economic
order had been sown.*

Confrontation between these uneasy coalition partners was at last oc-
casioned by the dramatic Spartacist uprising in early January. When the
Spartacus League staged massive riots in Berlin to prevent the planned
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elections, the MSPD, fearing a descent into anarchy, a Bolshevist revolu-
tion, and a possible Allied invasion, turned to the army and the newly
formed paramilitary organizations, the Free Corps (Freikorps), to sup-
press the coup and restore order. Qutraged that Ebert had employed the
hated military and the right-wing Freikorps against rioting workers, the
USPD broke with the government, and hopes for the restoration of pro-
letarian unity in the new republic dissolved.*

The extent of the divisions within the socialist camp were amply dis-
played in the campaign for the constituent assembly in January 1919. For
the first time voters could choose between two socialist parties, the
MSPD and USPD, or boycott the election in protest, as the German Com-
munist party (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands—KPD), founded on
New Year’s Day by the Spartacists, suggested. On the far left, the KPD
demanded the replacement of all political organs and authorities of the
previous regime by representatives of the Workers’ and Soldiers’ Coun-
cils, who, in turn, would secure “the confiscation of all dynastic assets
and incomes, . . . the expropriation of all middle-sized and large-scale
farms, and the nationalization of the banks, mines, and all large concerns
in industry and commerce.”*' While sharing the radical left’s impatience
with the ruling Majority Socialists, the USPD offered a more moderate
socialist alternative. The Independents railed against the MSPD’s war-
time collaboration, labeling it a “capitulation to imperialism,” and at-
tacked the party for its failure to proceed with the long-promised social-
ization of the economy. These policies, the USPD charged, constituted a
failure to “fulfill the duties demanded by the class interests of the pro-
letariat.” In contrast to the stalling of the MSPD, the Independent Social-
ists therefore demanded “the immediate initiation of socialization so that
the conditions of capitalist domination can be broken.” Goading their
former coalition partners, they called for “the quickest possible transfor-
mation of the capitalist class state into a socialist society.” > The MSPD,
however, refused to be budged from its commitment to parliamentary
democracy and evolutionary economic change. The party agreed with its
socialist rivals that “conditions of economic dependence, as they have
been created by modern Grosskapitalismus, vitiate the essence of democ-
racy,” conceding that “political equality remains a dead letter so long as
crass economic inequity exists.” Thus, the MSPD joined the calls for “the
transformation of the private capitalist economy into a socialist one.” At
the same time, however, the party warned that the gains of the revolution
were endangered by “the terrorism of a small minority.” Spartacist radi-
calism would only revive the forces of reaction and result in “chaos and
anarchy.” In the same vein, the party condemned “wild experiments”
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that, “given the current weakened state of our economy, would com-
pletely exhaust the economic organism,” reducing Germany to “a rubble
heap.” The economic and political demands of the radical left would
not bring the working class closer to its goal, the MSPD maintained.
They would, instead, “not only destroy democracy but the possibility of
socialism.”*

Yet, in spite of this internecine strife, the socialist parties scored im-
pressive gains in 1919. With almost 38 percent of the vote, the MSPD
alone had surpassed Social Democracy’s best prewar performance, and
together with the USPD’s 7 percent, the two working-class parties had
taken a major step toward attaining a socialist majority. Moreover, the
MSPD, backed by the Zentrum and the Deutsche Demokratische Partei
(DDP), was able to form a majority coalition and begin the task of draft-
ing a constitution for the new republic.

The gap between the socialist parties, however, did not diminish in the
aftermath of the elections. Fresh from its greatest electoral triumph, So-
cial Democracy was confronted by the grim realities of the postwar
world. Severe shortages of food, coal, and housing persisted, despite the
termination of hostilities, and were greatly aggravated by the dislocation
of demobilization. In this grim situation, the MSPD was caught between
the conservative union leadership, determined to insure economic sta-
bility and therefore strongly inclined to continue its collaboration with
management, and the demands of the party’s rank and file for genuine
revolutionary change. Specifically, the leaders of the Allgemeiner
Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund (ADGB) saw the revolutionary workers’
councils as a radical challenge to their position as the legitimate represen-
tatives of labor and feared that plans for nationalization of industry ad-
vanced by the USPD and supported by the Rdite would lead to economic
ruin. These views were widely shared within the MSPD leadership,
which, having committed itself to parliamentary democracy, had to con-
sider the position of its Democratic and Zentrum coalition partners,
neither of whom was prepared to follow a radical political or economic
course.’

As it became increasingly apparent in 1919 that the MSPD had little
intention of proceeding with the nationalization of industry or expand-
ing the council system, the government was challgnged by a series of vio-
lent general strikes in Berlin, in the Ruhr, and in Saxony. Determined to
maintain order and prevent a slide into “Bolshevist conditions,” the
Majority Socialists repeatedly turned to the military to suppress labor
unrest. It was, therefore, symptomatic of the MSPD’s predicament that it
could cooperate with the unions and the rank and file to foil the right-
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wing Kapp Putsch in March 1920 and yet immediately squander that
nascent sense of solidarity by unleashing the army once again on striking
Communist workers in the Ruhr.”

By 1920, worker disaffection with the MSPD was widespread, and the
party’s belated agreement to a vastly diluted form of workers’ councils in
industry hardly disguised the fact that the revolution, with the Majority
Socialists at the helm, had run aground far short of the socialist promised
land. The extent of working-class disappointment with the party was re-
flected in the Reichstag election held in June. While the MSPD suffered a
major setback, its vote plummeting from 37.9 percent to 21.6 percent,
the left greatly expanded its constituency. The USPD, which only a year
carlier had attracted just over 7 percent of the vote, collected 18 per-
cent, while the Communists (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands—
KPD), participating in their first campaign, added another 2 percent. (See
Table 1.3.)

A substantial realignment of forces had occurred within the socialist
camp, leaving working-class electoral sympathies sharply divided. Yet, in
spite of that fragmentation, the working-class parties still maintained a
solid constituency, representing approximately 40 percent of the electo-
rate. Like the liberal and conservative movements before it, Social De-
mocracy had experienced a deep and bitter schism, but war and revolu-
tion had not diminished the most fundamental cleavage of German
electoral politics. The Marxist parties, despite some desultory efforts by
the MSPD to attract a middle-class constituency, remained overwhelm-
ingly parties of the blue-collar working class. Their campaign literature
and their efforts at membership recruitment remained directed at the
various elements of the Arbeiterklasse in the cities and the countryside,
and the sociopolitical chasm that separated them from the parties of the
bourgeois center and right remained the most prominent in the shifting
topography of the German party system.

Equally important for the shape of Weimar politics, the sociopolitical
dislocations of the war and its aftermath, while greatly increasing
tensions within both liberal and conservative camps, failed to alter the
class-based nature of their electoral orientation. Thus, although the liber-
als entered the campaign for the National Assembly as divided as before,
they continued to compete for an essentially urban middle-class vote.
During the war, the National Liberals had repeatedly voiced their enthu-
siastic support for annexationist war aims, while the Progressives, along
with the Social Democrats and Zentrum, had persistently advocated a
more moderate course. In an adumbration of what in 1919 became “the
Weimar Coalition,” these three parties provided the principal support for
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Table 1.3. The Elections of the Early Weimar Era (percentage of vote)

Lib.+
Year Lib. Cons. Cons. Conf. Soc.* Other
1919 23.0 10.3 33.3 19.7 45.5 1.5
1920 22.2 14.9 37.1 18.0 41.6 3.3

* Includes USPD, KPD, MSPD.

the ill-fated Reichstag peace resolution of 1917 and had steadily inten-
sified pressure on the regime to abolish the archaic three-class suffrage
system in Prussia. By November 1918, the enmity between the two liberat
parties had grown so intense that even the threat of a Bolshevist Germany
could not produce a merger between the two. Consequently, after per-
functory attempts to find a formula for cooperation, most National Lib-
erals entered the campaign for the National Assembly under the banner
of the newly formed German People’s party (Deutsche Volkspartei—
DVP), while the Progressives, joined by some members of the National
Liberal left, founded the German Democratic party (Deutsche Demo-
kratische Partei—DDP). The latter immediately proclaimed its allegiance
to the new republic, but the DVP publicly favored the establishment of a
constitutional monarchy. In addition, the DDP laid considerable stress on
the necessity of social reconciliation between the classes, possessed rela-
tively few ties to organized industrial and commercial interests, and con-
tinued the 1912 Progressive strategy of limited cooperation with the So-
cial Democrats. The DVP, on the other hand, retained the close National
Liberal association with big business and emphasized its commitment to
private enterprise.*®

Yet, while the two liberal parties followed divergent political paths,
their electoral appeals, as in the Empire, were still directed almost exclu-
sively at a middle-class constituency. The DVP’s platform, published in
November 1918, left little doubt about the social locus of its targeted
constituency. Labeling itself “the party of the Mittelstand,” the DVP
pledged its unswerving support for the “preservation and strengthening
of a broad middle class in industry, commerce, and handicrafts.” It also
expressed its desire for the “strengthening and multiplication of the free
peasantry” and the “safeguarding of civil servants, officers, and teach-
ers.”*” Perhaps because of its cooperation with the Social Democrats, the
DDP also sought to assure the nervous middle-class electorate of its com-
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mitment to “the maintenance of private property.” The party, as its pro-
gram of December 1918 was at pains to emphasize, “condemns the trans-
fer of all means of production to public hands, as demanded by Social
Democracy.” Moreover, the Democrats stressed that “in contrast to the
Social Democratic program, we are convinced of the value and necessity
of handicrafts and small retail trade.”**

The elections of 1919 were held in the immediate aftermath of the rev-
olution and the Spartacist uprising, and left liberalism, with its promise
of social reconciliation and its espousal of moderate social and political
reform, found considerable resonance in a middle-class electorate fearful
of Social Democracy and Marxist economic experiments. In this tense
and politically fluid situation, the DDP appeared as the most responsible
restraining influence on the powerful Social Democratic rulers of the pro-
visional government and emerged from the January campaign with al-
most 19 percent of the vote. The DVP, reluctant to accept the new repub-
lican government, claimed only 4 percent.”

If support for the DDP had been surprisingly broad in 1919, it also
proved to be remarkably shallow. When voters were called to the polls
eighteen months later in the first Reichstag campaign, the danger of
Marxist revolution had faded, while the problems confronting the repub-
lican government had multiplied. The inflation, inherited from the im-
perial regime, continued, exacerbated by the demobilization of millions
of troops, mounting social obligations, and Allied reparations demands.
Political violence was widespread as bands of paramilitary organizations
roamed the streets and the wave of political assassinations that had be-
gun to rise in 1919 was rapidly approaching its crest. In addition, the
government had reluctantly accepted the universally hated Diktat of Ver-
sailles in June 1919, calling down on the Weimar Coalition the wrath of
every opposition party from the Communist left to the newly constituted
conservative right. Thus, after almost a year and a half of cabinet respon-
sibility, the DDP, like its MSPD partner, suffered a jarring setback in June
1920. The Democratic electoral edifice, so imposing a year earlier, simply
collapsed, the DDP vote crumbling from 18.6 percent to 8.3 percent.
These Democratic losses were, however, almost entirely matched by DVP
gains. The DVP, under the leadership of Gustav Stresemann, had main-
tained an ambivalent attitude toward the republic, blasted the Treaty of
Versailles, and was not saddled with government responsibility. It, there-
fore, emerged in 1920 as a credible alternative for dissatisfied liberal
voters. With almost 14 percent of the vote, the DVP had registered im-
pressive gains over its 1919 (4.4 percent) performance. Thus, despite the
precipitous decline in Democratic popularity, the liberal share of the vote
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remained relatively stable. Though still sharply divided between a na-
tionalist, business-oriented right and a republican, progressive left, lib-
eral voters in 1920 still constituted approximately 22 percent of the Ger-
man electorate.*

Unlike the liberals, the conservatives emerged from the ruins of the
Hohenzollern monarchy shaken but united for the first time in decades.
In November 1918 the DKP and a number of other small conservative
parties merged to form the antirepublican, monarchist German Nation-
alist People’s party (Deutschnationale Volkspartei—DNVP). Yet, having
joined forces, the conservatives still faced the same electoral dilemma
that had puzzled them throughout the Wilhelmine era. While providing
the new party with adequate funding and influential supporters, the tra-
ditional conservative interest structure of agrarians, civil servants, mili-
tary personnel, and some representatives of heavy industry offered little
potential for an expansion of the DNVP’s electoral constituency. In fact,
the conservative share of the vote had dwindled steadily during the Wil-
helmine era, declining from 25 percent in 1887 to a mere 12 percent in
the last prewar election. Efforts to broaden the party’s appeal by embrac-
ing the anti-Semitism that flourished in the 1890s and by courting the
anticapitalist, antisocialist Mittelstandsbewegung had not paid signifi-
cant electoral dividends.®'

In the postwar political environment, the conservatives were deter-
mined to expand beyond the traditional core of their constituency. Con-
sequently, the newly formed DNVP not only renewed the conservative
commitment to agriculture and the civil service/military establishments,
it intensified the conservative campaign to become the spearhead of
middle-class protest. Its electoral platform in 1918~19 contained the
obligatory defense of private property “against Bolshevist intrigues” but
went on to assail “the abuses of internationally oriented big capitalism”
as well. In addition, the Nationalists insisted that “the Mittelstand, so
seriously weakened by the war,” required “state support for its recovery,”
while civil servants, teachers, and others in “intellectual professions”
were “to be protected from the danger of proletarianization.”

In 1919 this strategy failed to halt the seemingly ineluctable erosion of
conservatism’s electoral appeal. With only 1o percent of the vote, the Na-
tionalists had clearly been unable to transcend the traditional conserva-
tive constituency of Bawmern und Beamten. The political and economic
disappointments of the following months, however, proved extremely
beneficial to the DNVP. In this period of mounting public disaffection
with the new regime, the party skillfully maneuvered to become the most
prominent spokesman of the antirepublican right. On the domestic front,
the Nationalists blasted the republic’s continued regulation of the agri-
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cultural sector (Zwangswirtschaft) and its unceremonious termination of
the Empire’s special protective legislation for the handicrafts and small
retail trade. To guarantee the restoration of small business and farm influ-
ence, the party called for the establishment of a corporatist “economic
parliament based on occupation.”** At the same time, the DNVP firmly
established its nationalist credentials by leading the assault on the Dikzat
of Versailles. Assiduously cultivating the “stab-in-the-back” legend, the
Nationalists brutally attacked the government parties for their “betrayal
of the German people.” The responsibility for this “treaty of shame,” in-
deed, for the loss of the war, was attributed exclusively to the parties of
the Weimar Coalition, the Marxist Social Democrats, the Jewish left-
Liberals, and the Catholic Zentrum.*

Finally, the DNVP sought to win votes from the numerous vélkisch
and anti-Semitic groups that had resurfaced in 1919. Although the adop-
tion of an anti-Semitic plank in the conservative platform of 1892 had
not produced the desired electoral surge its framers had anticipated, the
party had never renounced anti-Semitism, and after 1918 it assumed a
prominent place in conservative political literature. Calling for a return
to “Christian values and German family life,” the DNVP, especially in its
appeals to farmers, warned voters in 1920 about the “ominous Jewish
predominance in the government and public life that has increased stead-
ily since the revolution.” ¢

In the confusing vortex of military defeat and socialist insurrection in
1918—19, this amalgam of antirepublican, nationalist, monarchist, and
anti-Semitic rhetoric had failed to attract the attention of the voting pub-
lic. In the altered circumstances of 1920, however, it struck a highly re-
sponsive chord. With just over 15 percent of the vote, the DNVP halted a
thirty-five-year conservative decline and scored an unexpected electoral
triumph. Though still widely associated with the elites of the old Empire,
especially in the civil service and big, grain-producing agriculture, the
DNVP had succeeded in presenting itself as a biirgerliche Partei. Indeed,
in 1920, the DNVP surpassed both the DDP and DVP to become the
largest party of the bourgeois center and right.

Just as the basic social cleavage of German electoral politics had sur-
vived war and revolution, the confessional divisions of the Empire also
remained intact. The Catholic Zentrum entered the republican era with
its organizational and electoral orientation virtually unchanged. Al-
though the party’s liberal wing, led by Matthias Erzberger, had assumed
leadership of the Zentrum during the war, the party’s appeal remained
solidly based on religious affiliation. As a bow to the new age of mass
politics, the party did alter its official name, becoming, in addition to the
Center, the Christian People’s party, but its policy of political modera-
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tion, social conciliation, and religious toleration did not change.* The
party had cooperated with the SPD during the war, pressing for electoral
reform in Prussia and a nonannexationist peace, but the Zentrum re-
mained firm in its rejection of socialism. Its platform of r918 spurned the
idea of a socialist state and demanded instead the establishment of a
“democratic republic” that would guarantee “the preservation and
strengthening of the Christian cultural and educational ideal in the life of
the people.”’

Although the territorial losses dictated by the Treaty of Versailles
meant a decline of the Catholic population, the Zentrum’s constituency
remained both strong and stable. Even after the defection of the party’s
Bavarian wing in 1920, the Zentrum could still count on a solid 13 per-
cent of the vote. Contributing greatly to this stability was the entry of
women into the electorate as mandated by the Weimar constitution. As
the elections of 1919 and 1920 quickly demonstrated, women tended to
cast their ballots in disproportionate numbers for parties with a strong
religious orientation. This was particularly true of Catholic women, who
during the Weimar Republic became the backbone of the Zentrum’s con-
stituency.® With its confessionally based and remarkably stable elector-
ate, the Zentrum became an indispensable participant in Weimar coali-
tion politics, taking part, regardless of shifting economic and political
conditions, in every cabinet until the fall of the Brining government in
the summer of 1932.

Another electoral reform introduced by the Weimar constitution had a
direct, if somewhat delayed, impact on the third traditional cleavage of
the German party system. Under the Empire’s system of single-member
districts, regional parties had accounted for between 5 and 1o percent of
the national vote. The new republican constitution, however, introduced
a system of proportional representation that guaranteed a party one par-
liamentary mandate for every sixty thousand votes within a given dis-
trict, while any additional votes were credited to the party’s national
slate. Under this system, small splinter parties were under little compul-
sion to compromise with their larger rivals before or during the cam-
paign. In many cases, a party with less than 1 percent of the national vote
could count on representation in the Reichstag. Given this arrangement,
the number of seats in that body fluctuated from election to election, de-
pending on the extent of voter turnout. Thus, in the campaign for the
National Assembly, twenty-nine parties vied for a legislative mandate, in-
cluding the German-Hannoverian party, the Brunswick Electoral League,
the Mecklenburg Village League, the Schleswig-Holstein Peasants’ and
Agricultural Workers’ Democracy, the Bavarian Peasants’ League, and
other regional parties.*®
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In addition to these explicitly regional parties, proportional represen-
tation also encouraged the proliferation of the special interest parties that
had first attained prominence in the 1890s. These parties, while usually
possessing a circumscribed regional base, sought their constituencies by
appealing to shared economic or occupational interests. While claiming
to be nonideological (often even unpolitical!), most of these parties, such
as the German Civil Servants’ White Collar Employees’ and Middle Class
party, or the Democratic Middle Class party, appealed almost exclusively
to elements of the German Mittelstand, were rabidly opposed to social-
ism, and tended to be strongly nationalistic in orientation.”

These parties were also joined by a third set of small splinter groups
striking a highly ideological posture. Like most of the regional and
special interest parties, they were overwhelmingly middle class in com-
position, though a number of them advanced doctrines of social integra-
tion that would, they maintained, end class conflict. Some, like the Chris-
tian-Social People’s party, were religious in orientation, while others, like
the German Socialist party and later the German Racialist (Volkisch)
Freedom party (Deutschvolkische Freiheitspartei—DVFP), espoused a
radical anti-Semitic, anti-Marxist, nationalist people’s community
(Volksgemeinschaft).”!

In the ideologically polarized atmosphere of 1919 and 1920, these re-
gional, special interest, and radical fringe parties had little impact on na-
tional electoral politics. In the elections to the National Assembly they
collectively won approximately 130,000 votes, or 2 percent of the na-
tional vote. In the following year, their totals increased by 100,000 votes,
but their share of the electorate, at 3 percent, remained quite small. De-
spite some significant shifts of electoral sentiment, the major liberal, con-
servative, socialist, and confessional blocs had maintained an apparently
firm grip on their constituencies through the shocks of war, defeat, and
revolution. Yet, it was from this as yet insignificant fringe of the party
system that Anton Drexler’s German Workers’ party, founded in 1919
and transformed in the following year into the National Socialist Ger-
man Workers’ party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiter Partei—
NSDAP), would begin its dramatic assault on the Weimar Republic.

The NSDAP in the Weimar Party
System, 1919—192.3

The early history of the NSDAP is by now a familiar story
to students of German history. Founded as the German Workers’ party
(Deutsche Arbeiterpartei—DAP) in Munich during January 1919, it was
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merely one of a number of v6lkisch parties that clustered along the periph-
ery of German politics in the immediate postwar period. At the outset
hardly more than a debating society, the party would undoubtedly have
languished in obscurity had it not been for the extraordinary organiza-
tional and propagandistic talents of Adolf Hitler, who joined the party,
as member number thirty, in September 1919. Yet, although it was Hit-
ler’s remarkable energy, political acumen, and oratorical magnetism that
thrust the party first into the local Munich limelight and ultimately cata-
pulted the movement into national prominence in 1923, the ideological
foundations of National Socialism were already laid when the Fiihrer ar-
rived on the scene as a political investigator from the Reichswehr.”

From its very inception, National Socialism refused to accept the basic
cleavages of German politics. Like other vélkisch parties, the DAP was
bellicosely nationalistic, opposed to Jewish influence in the state and so-
ciety, and vehemently anti-Marxist. Yet, unlike the others, the DAP was
determined to win working-class support for these causes. Thus, in its
earliest programmatic statements in January 1919, the party emphasized
its commitment to the “enoblement of the German worker,” describing
itself as ““a socialistic organization of all people’s comrades (Volks-
genossen) engaged in mental and physical work.” The German Workers’
party, however, rejected Marxist socialism, claiming that the socializa-
tion of private property would “signal the collapse of the German econ-
omy.” Instead, the DAP advanced a “form of profit sharing” and the crea-
tion of “labor cooperatives in the cities . . . and the countryside.” There
would be “no dictatorship of the proletariat,” the party’s basic principles
explained, and “no rule by bayonnets.” There would, instead, be “equal
justice for all,” and everyone would “feel himself to be a free German.””

While the party claimed to be advancing the cause of the German
worker, it also pledged to fight “against all those who create no values,
who make high profits without any mental or physical work.” These, the
party maintained, “are mostly Jews. They live the good life, reaping
where they have not sown. They control and rule us with their money.”
The Jews were a foreign element in Germany, the DAP charged, govern-
ing the country “in their own interests.” Germans, the party declared,
should “be governed only by Germans.”™

When the party’s platform was rewritten in the following year and the
famous Twenty-five Points were drafted, these promises to the working
class were retained and even slightly expanded. Not only did the party
renew its pledge to “profit sharing in big business” and “the confiscation
of all war profits,” it demanded the nationalization of all (previously) in-
corporated companies (trusts). In addition, the party also proposed to
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“break interest slavery” by abolishing “income unearned by labor or
effort.” ™

While these demands, often couched in a vocabulary borrowed from
the Marxist parties, lent the DAP a vaguely leftist patina, the Twenty-five
Points offered a distinct shift in emphasis from the 1919 program. That
program had clearly isolated the worker as its primary audience. The
Twenty-five Points, however, reflected the party’s desire to broaden the
social spectrum of its support. In particular, the party, which in 1920
officially changed its name to the National Socialist German Workers’
party, began its cultivation of a middle-class constituency. Calling for the
“creation and maintenance of a sound Mittelstand,” the NSDAP de-
manded “the immediate communalization of the big department stores
and their leasing to small shopkeepers at low rents.” Aware of the great
dissatisfaction of small business during the war, the party also promised
“the most favorable consideration to small businessmen in all govern-
ment purchases and contracts, whether on the national, state, or local
level.” Finally, in a bow to an oft-stated desire of the Mittelstands-
bewegung, the party advocated the establishment of corporatist “cham-
bers, based on occupation and profession” to execute Reich policy in the
states.”

While attempting to broaden its social base, the party also stepped up
its nationalistic and anti-Semitic campaigns. The NSDAP, of course, de-
nounced Versailles, calling for the abrogation of the treaty. Invoking the
right of self-determination, the party demanded “the union of all Ger-
mans . . . in a Greater Germany” and went on to demand additional ter-
ritory “for the nourishment of our people and for the settlement of our
excess population.” At the same time the Nazis advocated the termina-
tion of all non-German immigration to the Reich and the expulsion of
those non-Germans who had arrived after 2 August 1914. Moreover,
German citizenship, the Nazis made abundantly clear, was a matter of
blood. According to the National Socialist formula, only people “of Ger-
man blood” could become “people’s comrades,” and only people’s com-
rades could become citizens of the Reich. As Point Four of the program
concluded: “No Jew, therefore, can become a Volksgenosse.” Jews and
other “non-Germans” were thus to be excluded from the rights of citi-
zenship and expelled from all public offices at every level of government.”

These ideas, drawn from the pens of Alfred Rosenberg, Dietrich
Eckart, Gottfried Feder, Hitler, and other leading figures of the young
National Socialist movement, were neither particularly new nor the pri-
vate political property of the NSDAP. A number of nineteenth-century
political theorists and organizers had advocated a synthesis of national-
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ism and socialism and some had given their conceptions an anti-Semitic
volkisch twist. Moreover, several parties, particularly the German V6l-
kisch Freedom party (DVFP), had advanced similar themes, though with
significant differences in emphasis, after 1919.”* What did distinguish the
NSDAP from the others was the skill and the tenacity with which the
party’s views were packaged and presented to the public, and this was in
large part the work of Adolf Hitler.

From the very moment of his entry into the tiny DAP, Hitler was deter-
mined to transform the party into a mass political organization. Al-
though he encountered tenacious resistance from members of the party’s
executive committee, whose organizational practices he relentlessly crit-
icized, his own tireless activity (he was unemployed) and his surprising
success as a political orator quickly made him indispensable to the party.
By the end of the year, Hitler had become both propaganda chief and a
member of the party’s executive committee.”

During 1920 Hitler’s reputation as a fiery and effective speaker con-
tinued to grow, attracting increasingly larger audiences to his carefully
orchestrated and often tumultuous public appearances. Hitler was, of
course, aware of his mounting importance to the NSDAP and skillfully
used his position to expand his influence within the party. Not only did
he develop a considerable following within the local NSDAP, he multi-
plied his contacts with party leaders outside Munich, many of whom
were just founding their own organizations and needed speakers for their
meetings and rallies. Moreover, when the party acquired its own official
newspaper, the Viélkischer Beobachter (VB), it came under Hitler’s direc-
tion, offering him another opportunity for public exposure.®

By 1921, when the NSDAP held its first national congress, the National
Socialists, largely as a consequence of Hitler’s activities, had become
familiar figures on the vélkisch right of Bavarian politics. Although the
NSDAP was still largely confined to Bavaria and southern Germany, its
membership had climbed to over three thousand, and the VB’s circula-
tion in January 1921 reached eleven thousand. The rapid growth of the
NSDAP, of course, pleased the old party leadership, but the concomitant
rise of Hitler’s popularity within the party was a source of considerable
misgiving. In an attempt to curb Hitler’s mounting influence, the execu-
tive committee in July 1921 announced its intention to merge the NSDAP
with another volkisch party and to relocate the organization’s headquar-
ters in Berlin. Sensing an opportunity for a confrontation with the foot-
dragging old guard, Hitler resigned in protest. Suddenly faced with the
loss of the party’s strongest attraction, the executive committee imme-
diately crumbled, hastily accepting Hitler’s conditions for his return to
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the party. According to a letter addressed to the executive committee, a
special National Socialist congress was to be convened to elect Hitler
party chairman and to vest in him dictatorial power over all party affairs.
This special party congress, held in late July, overwhelmingly endorsed
Hitler’s plan, breaking the power of the old leadership and formalizing
Hitler’s control over the party’s organization. Within weeks his followers
had assumed the major administrative posts in the party, and the core of
a permanent party bureaucracy had been formed.*!

Having solidified his grip on the party apparatus in Munich, Hitler
moved to extend his control over the National Socialist locals throughout
Bavaria. During the following months, local leaders were coaxed, ca-
joled, and threatened, and at the party’s second national congress in
January 1922 Hitler succeeded in winning formal recognition of the
NSDAP’s new leadership. Thereafter, political propaganda would ema-
nate from party headquarters in Munich, and local leaders were forbid-
den to form alliances with other vélkisch parties. Despite periodic
clashes with recalcitrant local leaders, Hitler, by the end of the year, had
firmly institutionalized his role as leader of the party and had begun to
craft a centralized bureaucratic structure to organize and control the ex-
panding activities of the NSDAP.*

During this period of internal consolidation, Hitler had steadfastly re-
fused cooperation with other vélkisch organizations, fearing that any al-
liance or merger would merely dillute the NSDAP’s influence and weaken
his own control over the movement. By early 1923, however, Hitler was
in firm command of the party and ready to test the broader political
waters. Having ruled out participation in electoral politics, Hitler was
convinced that the republic must be toppled by revolution, and in early
1923, the Weimar government seemed particularly vulnerable.®

Since the elections in 1920, the parties of the Weimar Coalition had
been unable to form a majority government, and six short-lived minority
cabinets had followed in rapid succession. The political fragility of the
government, vividly reflected in the lingering plague of political as-
sassination and threats of insurrection from both the left and the righe,
was greatly exacerbated by economic developments. With its legitimacy
already called into question by its acceptance of the armistice and the
Treaty of Versailles, the weak republican government was determined to
avoid a postwar recession and mass unemployment among the millions
of demobilized veterans. To prevent this and to meet the enormous social
costs of the lost war—pensions to millions of disabled veterans, widows,
and other surviving dependents of the war dead—the Weimar govern-
ments continued the inflationary policy inherited from the imperial re-
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gime.* The result was a dramatic deterioration of the mark’s value. In
January 1919 a dollar brought 8.20 RM; by December 1922, 7,589.27
RM. While this policy did, indeed, permit a revival of industrial produc-
tion between 1919 and 1923,% it also had a severe impact on large sec-
tions of the German population and contributed directly to a major in-
ternational confrontation with the victorious states. After accepting,
with great protest, the principle of reparations embodied in the Versailles
settlement, the Weimar governments repeatedly refused to accept specific
Allied plans to fulfill Germany’s obligations. The Allies, on the other
hand, were equally adamant in their refusal to permit payment offered in
devalued German currency. Negotiations reached an impasse in 1922 and
in January of the following year, French and Belgian troops occupied the
Ruhr.* A broad political and economic crisis rapidly developed in Ger-
many, with rampant inflation, separatist uprisings in the Rhineland, a
Communist coup in Hamburg, and a mobilization of rightist forces cen-
tered in Bavaria.

It was in this atmosphere of political and economic crisis that Hitler
enlisted the NSDAP in a conspiratorial alliance with a number of other
volkisch and right-wing groups to overthrow first the Bavarian and ulti-
mately the Reich governments. Having established connections with
rightist leaders throughout the Reich, Hitler was selected as the political
leader of this Kampfbund in the spring of 1923 and threw himself into
preparations for the Putsch. Absorbed by these plans in the following
months, Hitler paid less and less attention to his own party, even permit-
ting the NSDAP’s military street organization, the Sturmabteilung (SA),
to be merged with Free Corps units not under his own command. Hitler
was clearly the driving force behind the coup, despite the participation of
men of far greater national reputation such as General Erich Ludendorff,
but having committed himself to an alliance, Hitler was forced to rely on
persons over whom he had no real control. This proved particularly crit-
ical, since differences on tactics and timing developed between the con-
spirators, and when at last the Putsch was launched from the Biirgerbriu
beer hall on November 9, 1923, it was a fiasco. The conspiracy was im-
mediately crushed, Hitler was arrested, and the NSDAP was banned
throughout the Reich.”’

The NSDAP, however, did not disappear as so many splinter parties
had done. With the revolutionary path to power now apparently blocked,
the remnants of the party quickly regrouped and, with Hitler’s grudging
approval, began preparations for an entry onto the stage of Weimar elec-
toral politics. But what position would the NSDAP assume in the Ger-
man party system? Where would National Socialism establish itself along
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the well-defined lines of social, confessional, and regional cleavage? From
what groups would the party draw the support that within less than ten
years would make it the largest political party in Germany? The answers
to these questions are to be found in the National Socialist electoral cam-
paigns of the Weimar period, and the first of those came less than six
months after the humiliation of the Beer Hall Putsch.



IT
Inflation and Stabilization:
The Elections of 1924

In January 1923, French and Belgian troops marched
into the Ruhr in retaliation for alleged German failure to fulfill its repara-
tions obligations. Although German domestic politics had been in a state
of considerable turmoil since the establishment of the republic, the inva-
sion of the Ruhr precipitated a series of interrelated political and eco-
nomic crises which, in large part, shaped the contours of German elec-
toral developments in the following year. The minority cabinet, headed
by Wilhelm Cuno, responded to the invasion by halting reparations pay-
ments and adopting a policy of passive resistance in the occupied areas.
In order to support inactive workers, the government was compelled to
initiate a massive subsidy program for the Ruhr. This project, however,
greatly exacerbated inflationary pressures on the mark, which had been
steadily mounting since the beginning of the World War. As government
demands for currency rose, the Reichsbank allowed the presses to roll. In
January 1923, a dollar brought 17,972 RM on the Berlin market; by
August, shortly before passive resistance was halted, the exchange rate
had reached an astronomical 109,996.15 RM to the dollar.

Although the value of the mark had deteriorated drastically since the
last quarter of 1922, economic life in Germany during the autumn of
1923 acquired an almost surrealistic quality.? In August, a streetcar ticket
in Berlin sold for 100,000 RM. One month later the same ticket cost
4,500,000 RM and by November 150 million RM. A Berlin Hausfrau
could purchase a kilo of potatoes for 20 RM in January. By October she
needed 9o billion RM. Bread was even more than five times as expensive
as potatoes (467 billion RM per kilo in early December), and the price of
beef, at 4 trillion RM per kilo, simply defied imagination. Between June
and November the price of fifty kilos of heating coal soared from 1,865
RM to 1,370 billion RM, an increase of 134,508,445 times.> Nor was
Berlin an exceptional case. The cost of living and the rate of inflation
were even higher in many other German towns and cities.* “Life,” one
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German glumly declared, “was madness, nightmare, desperation, and
chaos.”*

At the height of the crisis in August, as a wave of strikes swept over the
country, Gustav Stresemann persuaded the Social Democrats to join the
DVP, DDP, and Zentrum in Weimar’s first Great Coalition. Shortly after
its formation, the Stresemann government formally terminated the policy
of passive resistance and quickly sought means of arresting the continu-
ing deterioration of the mark. Under the circumstances, drastic measures
seemed necessary. Despite serious differences between the DVP and SPD
over several major issues, the tenuous coalition managed to acquire par-
liamentary sanction to issue emergency decrees for the stabilization of
the currency. Armed with this authority, the government moved to estab-
lish fiscal responsibility.® A temporary currency, pegged to the price of
gold and backed by the mortgage value of all national assets, private as
well as public, was introduced and a new bank was established to issue it.
On 15 November, one week after the unsuccessful Beer Hall Putsch, the
so-called Rentenmark was placed in circulation, and public response to
the new currency was encouraging.’

Yet, before the effects of these fiscal reforms could be felt, the Great
Coalition was shaken by a series of political tremors that threatened to
destroy the fragile foundations of the republic. The end of passive resis-
tance in the Ruhr was seized upon by separatist elements in the Rhine-
land as a propitious moment to sever ties with Berlin and establish an
independent Rhenish state. Separatist demonstrations erupted in Bonn,
Diisseldorf, and other Rhenish cities, and in late October, independent
Rhenish republics were proclaimed in Aachen and Koblenz. Although en-
joying only marginal indigenous support, the Rhenish separatist move-
ment remained a grave threat to the unity of the German state and con-
tributed significantly to the atmosphere of crisis pervading the embattled
republic throughout the last turbulent months of 1923.*

Nor was the Rhineland the only region to pose a threat to the political
integrity of the republic. The inclusion of the Social Democrats in the
Stresemann cabinet and the government’s termination of passive resistance
had precipitated a storm of protest from rightist forces, especially in
Bavaria. In Munich, where radical rightist organizations flourished, the
reactionary government responded by refusing to implement directives
from Berlin and by implicitly encouraging Bavarian separatist forces.
Even the declaration of a state of emergency by the Reich government in
September failed to silence the inflammatory rhetoric of the Bavarian
authorities or to curb the conspiratorial activities of the radical Webrver-
bande clustered within Bavaria’s frontiers.’

Meanwhile, members of the KPD were taken into Social Democratic
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governments in Saxony and Thuringia, and rumors of an imminent Com-
munist coup supported by the party’s secret paramilitary organizations
were widely circulated.' The Munich government thereupon severed re-
lations with Saxony and Thuringia, an action in itself symptomatic of the
growing centrifugal tendencies astir in 1923, and rightist formations
throughout Bavaria were reported ready to march not only on Dresden
and Erfurt, but on “red Berlin” as well.

At last provoked by an abortive Communist uprising in Hamburg in
late October and fearful of mass violence in the South, Reich military au-
thorities acted swiftly to purge the Saxon and Thuringian governments of
their Communist members.! Yet, to the dismay of the Social Democrats,
the provocative actions of the rightist Bavarian cabinet were treated with
considerable forbearance. Increasingly disenchanted with the economic
and social initiatives of its DVP coalition partners, the SPD withdrew
from the national cabinet on z November, citing the government’s eager-
ness to act against the left in contrast to its leniency toward right-wing
extremism. The Reichstag’s anticipated vote of no confidence, however,
was delayed when the Hitler Putsch of 9 November forced postponement
of the crucial parliamentary session. Although the coup in Munich was
quickly stifled by local military authorities, the Stresemann cabinet did
not survive until the new year. Having borne the fury of the Rhenish,
Saxon, and Bavarian tempests, the government finally collapsed in late
November, toppled by Social Democratic and Nationalist votes.'?

With the suppression of the Munich Putsch, a year of political and eco-
nomic trauma for the republic drew to an uneasy close. By the turn of the
new year, the currency reform of the Great Coalition showed tangible
signs of halting the deterioration of the mark, and the emergency decrees
of Stresemann’s successor promised to bring a measure of stability to the
ravaged economy. The parliamentary system, too, had survived, but only
by recourse to temporary rule by emergency decree. Shortly after the fall
of the Stresemann government, a new minority cabinet under Zentrum
leader Wilhelm Marx was formed, and the Reichstag once again enacted
legislation enabling the government to execute emergency measures with-
out parliamentary approval until 15 February 1924.

Utilizing this authority, the Marx government introduced a series of
stringent deflationary measures that contributed to the immediate stabil-
ization of the economy. They also entailed the de facto suspension of the
eight-hour workday, a massive and unprecedented dismissal of civil ser-
vants and public employees, a severe restriction of credit, and a startling
rise in unemployment. In addition, the government’s Third Emergency
Tax Decree, which revalued debts and mortgages at only 15 percent of
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their original value, ignited a fire storm of protest from creditor circles.
The inflation crisis of 1923 was quickly giving way to the stabilization
crisis of early 1924."

Under these circumstances, the Marx government survived the termi-
nation of the Enabling Act in mid-February by less than a month. With
vociferous opposition to the government’s austerity program voiced by
both the right and the left, establishment of a viable parliamentary coali-
tion proved just as elusive as it had four months earlier. Thus, before the
government’s Third Emergency Tax Decree could be formally reviewed
by the Reichstag, Reich President Ebert was persuaded to dissolve the
chamber and call for new elections on 4 May.

The Reichstag campaign in the spring of 1924 was the first in which
the National Socialists participated. Although the failure of the Munich
Putsch had hurled the already fractious v6lkisch movement into disarray,
a modicum of order had been restored in the first months of the follow-
ing year. Shortly after the abortive coup, Hitler had entrusted the leader-
ship of the party to Alfred Rosenberg, a man with little organizational
experience and little personal authority in the party—qualifications that
may have highly recommended him to Hitler. With its leader arrested and
its organization banned throughout Germany, the NSDAP floundered.
During the months preceding the Putsch, Hitler had given little thought
to organizational matters or contingency plans should the plot miscarry.
As a result, the party waivered on the brink of disintegration in the after-
math of the coup.”

Sensing an opportunity to assume the leadership of the vélkisch move-
ment, Alfred von Graefe, leader of the DVFP, began negotiations with
Rosenberg and other Nazi leaders for an amalgamation of the two or-
ganizations. Cooperation between the DVFP and NSDAP was stren-
uously endorsed by the Nazi leadership in northern Germany, where
Gregor Strasser hoped to exploit the DVFP connection to strengthen Na-
tional Socialist influence. At a meeting with von Graefe in Salzburg,
Rosenberg steadfastly refused to accept a merger of the two parties but
agreed to the formation of an electoral alliance. The country would be
divided on a proportional basis and policy would be determined by con-
sultation between the leadership of the two parties.'* Although tensions
remained, not only between the DVFP and the NSDAP but within the
Nazi regional organizations as well, the vélkisch coalition approached
the Reichstag elections of May 1924 with a surprising degree of outward
unity.

This show of solidarity, however, masked sizable rifts within the move-
ment. Many National Socialists not only objected to collaboration with
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the DVFP but also opposed on principle any participation in parliamen-
tary elections. During the early spring this opposition was frequently ex-
pressed in party gatherings throughout Germany, prompting numerous
explanations of National Socialist electoral strategy. In Hessen, for exam-
ple, the local branch of the Nazi-vélkisch coalition, the Volkisch-Soziale
Block (VSB), exhorted those “who stand behind Ludendorff, Hitler, and
Graefe” to prepare for the upcoming elections. National Socialists all
over Germany were “fighting shoulder to shoulder beside the Vélkischen
against the parliamentary system.” The party press left its readers in little
doubt about the coalition’s ultimate objective: “The VSB enters the par-
liament as the deadly foe of the parliamentary system, not to build up the
November republic but to destroy it.” "

The Nazi-vélkisch coalition had hoped to approach the campaign by
focusing on the highly unpopular stabilization policies of the Marx gov-
ernment. That strategy, however, was quickly linked to the sharply divi-
sive debate on German reparations policy that reemerged in the spring of
1924. The reparations question—how much and in what form Germany
was to pay—had not been settled at Versailles or at subsequent interna-
tional conferences, and the debate was revived in early 1924 when an in-
ternational committee of economic experts, appointed by the Repara-
tions Commission and chaired by Charles Dawes of the United States,
formulated a new scheme of payment to be presented to the German gov-
ernment. This committee had been working since January to establish
Germany’s capacity to meet its reparations obligations, and in early
April, with the German campaign in full swing, the committee presented
its recommendations to the commission. These recommendations,
quickly dubbed the Dawes Plan, called for a graduated schedule of pay-
ments, beginning with approximately one billion marks in 192526 and
increasing to a normal annual payment of 2.5 billion by 1928 -29. It did
not, however, define total German liability. Taxes and duties levied by the
Reich government, as well as payment of dividends issued by a number of
industrial corporations and the Reichsbahn—now to be organized as a
private company—were to be sources of needed revenue. Since a stable
currency and a balanced budget were viewed as prerequisites for German
recovery, the functions of the Reichsbank were to be supervised by an
internationally composed general council, and the transfer of payments,
to be made in German currency, was to be effected by a reparations agent
stationed in Berlin. Although not formally a part of the plan, evacuation
of the Ruhr within one year was anticipated in exchange for German ac-
ceptance of the report.'®

Despite the restrictions on German sovereignty implicit in these pro-
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posals, the Marx government was convinced that acceptance of the plan
offered the best guarantee for the continued recovery of the economy, and
on 16 April, the cabinet announced its intention to comply. Since imple-
mentation of the agreement required legislative approval by a two-thirds
majority, the composition of the soon-to-be-elected Reichstag assumed
an even greater significance. Acceptance of the plan rapidly emerged as
the central controversy of the campaign, inextricably linking domestic
and foreign policy issues.

The experts’ report was immediately denounced by the DNVP and the
volkisch coalition as a “second Versailles” and by the Communists as “a
plan for the colonization of Germany.” " Yet, having absorbed months of
abuse from both extremes for the unpopular deflationary policies intro-
duced by emergency decree, the government parties were determined to
stand their ground on foreign policy issues. While conceding that the
position of the middle parties on domestic questions was “uncommonly
difficult,” one Zentrum deputy stated frankly that foreign affairs offered
the most promising terrain for a credible “self-defense” against the on-
slaught from the extremes. After all, he reasoned, Germany’s domestic
problems were largely determined by international developments, and a
campaign strategy that treated the Reich’s economic and social situation
as the unavoidable product of the lost war might substantially reduce the
“odium of responsibility” ascribed to the embattled coalition parties.
Such a strategy would shed a more positive light on the difficult role of
the middle parties and at last allow “the attacked to become the attacker
and accuser.”?°

As the spring campaign developed, the government parties therefore
attempted a shift from the troubled defense of domestic policy to an as-
sault on extremist, especially Nationalist and vélkisch, opposition to the
Dawes Plan. Indeed, the “primacy of foreign policy” became a leitmotiv
of their electoral literature during both campaigns of 1924. Attempts by
the right, especially the more established DNVP, to undermine the gov-
ernment’s position in negotiations concerning the experts’ report were
roundly condemned as obstructionist and provocative. Such efforts, the
Democratic Berliner Tageblatt charged, not only encouraged the na-
tionalist elements in France but “prove how frightfully concerned the
DNVP is that the Reich government could achieve success . .. by its
policy of liberation through sacrifice and how determined it is to place
partisan goals above every foreign policy achievement.”* Continued eco-
nomic recovery and the final evacuation of the Ruhr depended on Ger-
many’s acceptance of the experts’ report, the governing coalition main-
tained. A victory for the right would only end in financial ruin and war.
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Anton Erkelenz of the DDP spoke for all the government parties when he
declared that the election had become “a referendum on Germany’s for-
eign policy.” May fourth would be a day of decision, he argued. “It is
either mobilize with [the DNVP’s Helfferich] for a new war or with
Stresemann for payment. A middle course, a compromise, a gray area be-
tween them does not exist,” 2

In response, the DNVP acknowledged that foreign policy would play a
major role in the campaign, and strident opposition to the unconditional
acceptance of the experts’ report became a touchstone of the right’s elec-
toral strategy. While the coalition parties, supported on this issue by the
SPD, emphasized the dangers of a Nationalist victory, citing the un-
favorable reaction to be expected in Western capitals,” the right re-
sponded by accusing the government parties, including the Social Demo-
crats, of complicity in a Western attempt to enslave the Reich. “The
Western powers,” one conservative paper maintained, “support the gov-
ernment parties because a Marx-Stresemann victory would be a confes-
sion of German weakness . . . and would insure the inability of Germany
to pursue a policy of strength. It would guarantee the continuation of
that futile policy of reconciliation {Verstiandigungspolitik), which has
driven Germany deeper and deeper into slavish dependence on France
and more and more under the oppression of the Treaty of Versailles.” >

Yet because the right also hoped to convert the widespread un-
popularity of the government’s deflationary program into electoral capi-
tal, the DNVP and the vélkisch coalition assailed the government parties
for their efforts to reduce the election to a referendum on the Dawes
Plan. “It is absurd,” the conservative Der Tag asserted, “to maintain that
‘whoever is for the experts’ report must support the old cabinet and who-
ever is against it must vote for the right.” On the contrary, the report is

.. in its entirety burdensome, oppressive, and repugnant to us. How-
ever, if we allow the weak parties of the left to take the helm, if we allow
them to implement the experts’ report, we will slide ever deeper into the
mesh of the enemy net.”

While the government parties argued that domestic economic progress
could be achieved only by acceptance of the report, the right viewed this
as a ploy to dilute voter dissatisfaction with the government’s own emer-
gency economic program. One rightist publication typically charged that
the coalition parties hoped to convince middle-class voters “that accep-
tance of the report is an absolute necessity . . . if they don’t want to
starve.” The DDP and SPD, in particular, were accused of leading the
German people into such misery and despair that a desperate Volk might
indeed acquiesce in the “slavery” offered by the experts in exchange for
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the bare minimum of existence. The continued decline of the German
economy could be expected if these parties were permitted to influence
the formulation of policy.?

While the reparations and stabilization controversies dominated the
political literature of the parties, the spring campaign was launched
under the lingering impact of the tumultuous political developments of
the previous winter. The smoldering separatist movement in the Rhine-
land was not extinguished until February, and sporadic flashes of vio-
lence continued into the early spring. Moreover, the Reichstag campaign
had just begun when the Hitler-Ludendorff trial swept the NSDAP to the
forefront of national political consciousness. The trial began in Munich
in late February, and for a full month the dramatic courtroom proceed-
ings dominated the front pages of the national press. Ingloriously de-
feated in his efforts to unseat the republic by violent means, Hitler turned
the trial into a major triumph of National Socialist propaganda. In his
closing statement on 27 March, Hitler sounded the themes that would
dominate Nazi electoral literature in the campaigns of 1924. Asserting
flatly that he was “resolved to be the destroyer of Marxism,” Hitler went
on to explain that in the November Putsch the National Socialists had

wanted to create in Germany the precondition that alone will make
it possible for the iron grip of our enemies to be removed from us.
We wanted to create order in the state, throw out the drones, take
up the fight against international stock exchange slavery, against
our whole economy being cornered by trusts, against the politiciz-
ing of the trade unions, and above all, for the highest honorable
duty which we, as Germans, know should be once more intro-
duced—the duty of bearing arms, military service. And now I ask
you: Is what we wanted high treason??

With these unsettling tremors of the previous year still reverberating
across the political landscape, German voters went to the polls on 4 May
1924, and the extent of public disaffection with the political and eco-
nomic dislocations of the postwar years was clearly reflected in the start-
ling surge of the radical, antirepublican parties. Together the KPD,
DVFP, and DNVP polled an ominous 38.6 percent of the vote and con-
trolled 42 percent of the seats in the newly constituted Reichstag. Most
impressive were the gains of the DNVP, which became the second most
powerful party in Germany. In 1920 the party had attracted 14.9 percent
of the national electorate; in May 1924, 19.5 percent. Since the elections
to the constituent assembly in January 1919, the Nationalists had at-
tracted over two million new voters. (See Table 2.1.)
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Table 2.1. The Election of 4 May 1924 (percentage of vote)

Volkisch
(NSDAP) DNVP DVP Zentrum DDP SPD KPD Other

6.5 19.5 9.5 16.6 5.7 21.6 126 8.3

The success of the DNVP had been anticipated by political observers,
but the strong showing of the vélkisch coalition produced something of a
mild surprise. Despite organizational difficulties and internecine disputes,
the National Socialists and their allies collected almost two million votes.
With 6.5 percent of the national total, the Nazis not only surpassed each
of the small special interest and regional parties but the well-established
DDP as well. Moreover, while Nazi support was centered in southern
Germany, particularly in Bavaria, the vélkisch coalition’s ability to win
votes in the north served notice that the appeal of National Socialism was
hardly a regional phenomenon.?

Equally portentous, though often ignored, the small special interest
and regional parties such as the Business party, the Tenants’ party, and
the Bavarian Peasants’ and Middle-Class party, made substantial gains.
Such parties, whose appeal was directed almost exclusively at different
elements of the middle-class electorate, had been active on the electoral
scene since the early days of the German party system in the late nine-
teenth century but had played only a marginal role in the first two na-
tional campaigns of the Weimar era. Together they had failed to win even
4 percent of the national vote in the elections of both 1919 and 1920. In
May 1924, however, these parties emerged with a surprisingly strong 1o
percent of the vote. Along with the impressive performance of the véi-
kisch coalition, the showing of the special interest and regional parties
provided a clear signal that an increasing number of voters, and particu-
larly middle-class voters, had begun to seek alternatives to their tradi-
tional political options. Indeed, in the wake of the inflation and stabiliza-
tion crises, those parties associated with government responsibility
suffered potentially damaging setbacks. The DVP, DDP, and Zentrum to-
gether lost over 2 million votes, while the SPD also stumbled. Voter dis-
satisfaction, however, seemed particularly pronounced with the liberal
parties. The DVP, which in 1920 had won almost 14 percent of the vote,
lost over a million votes and claimed just over 9 percent of the electorate,
while the DDP constituency fell from 8.3 percent to 5.6 percent in the
same period. Liberal crossovers may have found their way into.one of the
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special interest parties or selected a more radical alternative, but regard-
less of their ultimate destination, the liberal middle had suffered a serious
loss.

Because of the surprising thrust of the radical parties and the per-
sistence of divisions between the republican forces, especially the DVP
and SPD, efforts to form a viable government were again confronted with
all but insurmountable obstacles. Repetition of the government insta-
bility of the previous year seemed inevitable. Attempts by Stresemann to
entice the DNVP into a coalition with the DVP, DDP, and Zentrum failed
in August when the Nationalists demanded that Count Westarp, their
party chairman, be named chancellor and the DNVP be admitted into the
Prussian cabinet. The Nationalists also attempted to link a conditional
acceptance of the Dawes legislation with their entry into the coalition,
but this strategy also misfired. In fact, during the crucial Reichstag debate
in August, the party divided, with just enough Nationalist deputies vot-
ing for acceptance of the Dawes Plan to ensure its passage. Following the
vote, Stresemann once again pressed for Nationalist participation in a
Reich cabinet, and the DNVP, now anxious to enter the government,
dropped its earlier demands. The Zentrum, however, made its support
for the Nationalist entry into the government contingent on the DDP’s
agreement, and the Democrats, after considerable equivocation, finally
balked. An impasse having been reached, the Reichstag was dissolved in
late October and new elections were called for December.?

These partisan negotiations had been given prominent coverage in the
press, and efforts to form an antisocialist coalition government provided
the central focus for the year’s second national campaign. The DNVP and
DV?P were determined to establish a Reich government that would not
only reduce Social Democratic influence but would exclude the DDP as
well. Although the formation of this Biirgerblock was acrimoniously de-
bated throughout the fall, the sense of impending crisis that had domi-
nated the spring campaign was noticeably absent. Indeed, the political
and economic environment had undergone a considerable transforma-
tion in the eight months since the May election. Although the establish-
ment of a stable majority government remained problematic, the threats
of Rhenish and Bavarian separatism as well as armed insurrections by
the political extremes had greatly diminished. On the international scene
tensions had subsided, and negotiations for French withdrawal from the
Ruhr appeared to encourage cautious optimism. Moreover, if the incho-
ate signs of economic revival had only been partially discernible in the
spring, declining unemployment and rising real wages throughout the
summer and fall signaled the unequivocal improvement of the economic
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situation. A massive influx of foreign capital, especially from the United
States, had begun following German acceptance of the Dawes Plan, and
these funds acted as a catalyst to economic revival. The effects of these
positive trends were unevenly distributed across the economy, and the re-
vitalization of some sectors lagged behind the general pace of recovery.
However, the desperate pall of economic crisis that had lingered through-
out the spring had clearly begun to lift before the fall campaign was
launched.*

The domestic political situation had also undergone substantial change
since the spring. While prospects for Nationalist participation in a center-
right cabinet had increased during summer and fall, the threat from
the vélkisch right had clearly subsided. Following their surprisingly effec-
tive cooperation during the spring campaign, the National Socialists and
Vélkischen soon proved unable to bridge the steadily widening rifts in
their coalition. Although an amalgamation of the NSDAP and DVFP
was, in fact, accomplished in late August, this show of v6lkisch unity was
short-lived. Strasser and Rosenberg, who joined Ludendorff and Graefe
in founding the new National Socialist Freedom Movement (Nation-
sozialistische Freiheitsbewegung—NSFB), were unable to assert their
leadership over the various Nazi factions, and almost immediately wide-
spread and highly prominent defections from the new party began. In
Bavaria, for example, Julius Streicher and Hermann Esser bolted the new
national party, establishing their own rival organization. The volkisch
movement, it seemed, was neither anti-Semitic nor radical enough to suit
Streicher’s tastes. The NSFB was roundly condemned as bourgeois and
Bavarian National Socialists were publicly urged to boycott the ap-
proaching elections.*

The delicate fabric of vélkisch unity had begun to unravel in northern
Germany as well. Many Nazi leaders there shared Streicher’s aversion to
electoral participation and particularly disliked formal association with
Graefe’s party. Disturbed by the bourgeois character of the v6lkisch cam-
paign literature and the upper-middle-class background of its leadership,
Adalbert Volck and Ludolf Haase formed a North German Directorate
to preserve the “revolutionary” principles of National Socialism. The Di-
rectorate openly advocated total abstention from the new campaign and
even encouraged those Nazis who did vote to cast Nationalist ballots.*

The NSFB, therefore, entered the fall campaign in disarray. Lacking a
cohesive national platform, a national organization, or adequate financial
support, the vélkisch movement lost over half its constituency in the De-
cember election. With a bare 3 percent of the vote, the radical vélkisch
right had assumed a position on the fringes of German electoral politics,
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Table 2.2. The Election of 7 December 1924 (percentage of vote)

Volkisch
(NSDAP) DNVP DVP Zentrum DDP SPD  KPD Other

3.0 20.5 10.1 17.3 6.3 26.0 9.0 7.8

which it would occupy until the onset of the Great Depression in 1929.
(See Table 2.2.)

While the liberals continued to flounder and the special interest parties
slipped as well, the DNVP consolidated its grip on the dissatisfied electo-
rate that it claimed in May. Undoubtedly benefiting from crossovers from
the disintegrating volkisch constituency, the Nationalists added over a
half million votes to their earlier total, giving the party 20.5 percent of
the national electorate. Although some Nationalist deputies, under ex-
treme pressure from agrarian and industrial interests close to the party,
had aided in passing the controversial Dawes legislation, the DNVP
nonetheless continued its condemnation of the plan in the subsequent
campaign. Despite this equivocation, the appeal of the party may have
been significantly enhanced by its apparent readiness to participate at last
in a strong Biirgerblock government.

The DNVP’s rising popularity, despite the obvious inconsistencies of
its approach to the Dawes Plan, was indicative of the nature of German
electoral politics. The specifics of particular issues, no matter how vehe-
mently debated on the Reichstag floor, assumed a secondary position in
the campaign strategies of the Weimar parties, each of which was deter-
mined above all else to establish its position on the traditional lines of
class and/or confessional cleavage. Thus, even the hotly debated Dawes
legislation was framed in the traditional ideological language of class
politics. The underlying conflict, as one Nationalist editorial explained,
“isn’t a matter of political issues of the day, nor is it merely a question of
whether the Dawes Plan can be implemented or whether the German Na-
tionalists enter the cabinet. It is a matter of the fundamental nature of the
state.” The choice confronting the electorate in December, the DNVP ar-
gued, was “Bijrgerblock or socialism,” and the Nationalist goal was to
achieve “the concentration of all bourgeois elements against Social
Democracy.”*

In spite of the DNVP’s espousal of a classless Volksgemeinschaft and
an occasional nod to the German worker,* the party’s call for the coales-
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cence of all bourgeois forces in a united antisocialist Biirgerblock repre-
sented an unequivocal appeal for class voting. Indeed, one Nationalist
spokesman commented that nothing was more characteristic of “the
domestic condition of the German people” than its division into “two
camps,” one socialist and one rightist. Those parties that sought to
bridge the gap between these two camps, the DDP and the Zentrum,
were, therefore, vilified as saboteurs of bourgeois unity. DNVP campaign
literature charged that the Democrats, in particular, had “divided the
Biirgertum” and “proven themselves the representatives of Social Demo-
cratic interests.” Voters were, therefore, urged to desert the DDP and in
doing so, “show the DVP . . . and Zentrum the way to the right, isolating
the Social Democrats.”* Polarization of the German electorate along
class lines was the essence of the Nationalist campaign strategy in both
elections of 1924,

While avoiding the inflammatory rhetoric of the DNVP, the campaigns
of the German People’s party were no less sharply focused on an exclu-
sively middle-calss constituency. Social Democracy, therefore, served as
the main target of DVP campaign strategy. The party repeatedly con-
demned the SPD as a signatory to the Treaty of Versailles and as a threat
to the revitalization of the German economy. “The foundations that we
have laid [for recovery] will be destroyed again,” the DVP warned, “if
radicalism and socialism rise to power. The left bloc will turn back the
wheel of progress and once again drive the Volk into class conflict. . . .
The German People’s party decisively opposes these moves and, by its re-
jection of all attempts at socialization, will fight for a continuation of its
policy of construction and recovery.”

The DVP certainly reproached the Nationalists for their obstructionist
tactics in foreign affairs, but Stresemann’s party clearly preferred an ex-
tension of the government toward the right over a return to cooperation
with the SPD. Reflecting this rightward reorientation, the DVP enthu-
siastically championed the cause of bourgeois unity during the fall
campaign. Concerned about the appeal of middle-class special interest
parties, the DVP repeatedly assailed single-issue politics for “bringing
confusion into the bourgeois camp.”* A vote for special interest or re-
gional parties, the DVP warned, “merely strengthens Social Democracy
and weakens the national cause.”** The consolidation of Germany’s for-
eign and domestic position, the DVP contended, could be attained “only
by a true victory of the bourgeois parties, with the exclusion of the Dem-
ocrats, whose recent behavior can no longer be considered biirgerlich.” *
Thus, while urging moderation in foreign affairs and condemning the
Marxist concept of class conflict on the domestic scene, the campaigns of
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the DVP in 1924 were not designed to minimize existing sociopolitical
divisions within the Weimar state but to extract maximum electoral value
from them.

No less dependent on an essentially middle-class constituency than the
DNVP and DVP, the German Democratic party nevertheless refused to
adopt the socially divisive electoral strategy employed by its bourgeois
rivals. “The raison d’étre of our party,” one prominent Democrat ex-
plained, “is to prevent the disintegration of our people into two great
groups. We feel it our responsibility to build bridges between segments of
the people that otherwise threaten to split apart.”* Although the DDP
unequivocally rejected socialism and directed its campaign almost exclu-
sively at elements of the middle-class electorate, it objected vehemently to
the “Biirgerblock or socialism” dichotomy propounded by the DNVP
and DVP.* “Nothing can be more ruinous,” Hans Delbriick wrote in a
campaign letter addressed to independent voters, “than the schism of the
Volk into Biirgerblock and proletariat.” In order to develop Germany’s
great potential, he concluded, “parties are demanded that strive to medi-
ate between natural social conflicts.” *

In response to the charges of sabotaging bourgeois unity, the Demo-
crats countered that “by splitting the Volk into two camps,” the DNVP
and DVP “want to mobilize the bourgeoisie against the other strata of
society.” * This Birgerblock, the DDP contended, did not even represent
the legitimate interests of the middle class but instead advanced the de-
mands of a “supercapitalism” dominated by big business and big agri-
culture. “The Biirgerblock,” the Democratic Berliner Tageblatt main-
tained, “is ultimately nothing more than an attempt to stabilize this
egotistical supercapitalism by parliamentary means. It is the bloc for pro-
tective tariffs, the bloc against the eight-hour workday, the bloc for
shifting the burdens of reparations payments onto the masses, the bloc to
prepare for the restoration, the reaction, and the old system.” *

The DDP thus rejected the divisive vocabulary of class conflict, but,
like its DNVP and DVP rivals, the German Democratic party was well
aware of the social sources of its electoral support. Its campaigns were,
therefore, addressed almost exclusively to self-employed proprietors,
white-collar employees, and civil servants. Yet whereas the DNVP and
DVP sought to emphasize social divisions, the campaigns of the DDP in
1924 aimed at educating its middle-class constituents in the ways of so-
cial conciliation and cooperation.

The Mittelstand to which these appeals were addressed was not, of
course, a socioeconomic monolith. The strains and conflicts within that
variegated class were perceived quite clearly by the parties of the bour-
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geois center and right, which competed vigorously for the vote of its vari-
ous elements. Although emphasis varied predictably along ideological
lines, these parties sought to address the specific interests and concerns of
the Mittelstand’s major social and occupational groups. Campaign ap-
peals were, therefore, directed specifically at the shopkeepers and crafts-
men of the old middle class and the white-collar employees and civil
servants of the new. While each party stressed issues of common middle-
class concern, especially the fear of social and economic leveling popu-
larly associated with the policies of the left, social differentiation accord-
ing to occupational status characterized the campaigns of the bourgeois
parties throughout the Weimar period. Correlations between party vote
and occupational categories based on these contemporary distinctions
are, therefore, crucial if the important variants of middle-class voting be-
havior are to be isolated.

The Old Middle Class

The vote of the old middle class can be most effectively ana-
lyzed by examining the three economic sectors in which self-employed
proprietors were most heavily represented: handicrafts, commerce, and
agriculture.* Having lost the benefits of the Empire’s protective legisla-
tion, which had attempted to cushion the shocks of rapid industrializa-
tion by preserving the small shop and even the archaic guild system,
handicrafts and commercial organizations viewed the Weimar system
with antipathy almost from its inception. Small business interests were
particularly outraged at what they considered to be systematic govern-
ment discrimination against the small merchant and artisan both during
and after the war. The republic’s continuation of regulatory measures to
curb prices and prevent profiteering, they maintained, had been applied
almost exclusively to the small businessman whose swollen prices merely
reflected his own spiraling overhead. Because of the rapidly rising cost of
supplies, shopkeepers could never be sure of replenishing their stocks, re-
gardless of the retail prices they charged. Factories were reluctant to sell
to the domestic market for paper marks, and foreign goods could rarely
be obtained. Under these circumstances, an extension of credit to cus-
tomers, a common practice of small retailers before the war, was hardly
feasible. “Shopkeepers,” one consumer noted, “treated their customers
almost as enemies—they deprived them of stock that could not be re-
placed.”* Continuation of the wartime Zwangswirtschaft, merchants
therefore complained, left the small shopkeeper exposed to government
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harassment and consumer hostility while big business and big labor re-
ceived preferential treatment,

This grim litany of Mittelstand grievances was repeated with mounting
shrillness as the postwar inflation escalated into hyperinflation in 1922 —
23. The savings of the small merchant and artisan had been lost and re-
tirement funds depleted, handicrafts publications contended, while oper-
ating costs rose and sources of credit dwindled drastically. Moreover,
while the republican regime ignored the plight of the small shopkeeper,
large department stores and consumer cooperatives were claiming an
ever-increasing share of the retail market. As a result, small shops, one
typical artisan journal lamented, were being forced “to close and their
proprietors compelled to seek work as day laborers in factories.” **

The stabilization of the economy in late 1923 did not bring the relief
demanded by artisan and retail interests. In fact, the onset of stabilization
greatly exacerbated the already precarious position of small business. On
7 April 1924, the Reichsbank announced a policy of restricted credit,
and its effects were almost immediately apparent. The number of bank-
ruptcy petitions soared, rising by 160 percent from the final quarter of
192.3 through the first quarter of 1924, and the trend continued unabated
into the following year. Indeed, more bankruptcies were filed in 1924 than
in the five previous years combined, and more than half of these reflected
failures of small businesses or private persons, primarily in the commer-
cial sector. During 1923 fewer than two hundred bankruptcies had been
recorded in commerce, whereas in 1924 the total reached almost four
thousand.” “Countless craftsmen have lost their independence,” the
State Commission of Saxon Handicrafts glumly reported, “and many
more are on the verge of collapse. If this trend is not halted, the commer-
cial middle class will vanish in the foreseeable future as a stratum of con-
ciliation in the life of our people and state.”*°

The resentment of these small shopkeepers and craftsmen was perhaps
best expressed by the owner of a small organ-making shop, who in his
disaffection with the Weimar government turned to National Socialism:

With a great deal of work I succeeded in getting a few contracts,
but all my hopes were in vain. The inflation put an abrupt end to
all my efforts. I could no longer pay my people and my assets dis-
solved. Hunger and deprivation moved in with us. I cursed a re-
gime that permitted such misery, for 1 had the feeling that an infla-
tion of these dimensions was not necessary. . . . But the objective
was attained. The Mittelstand that was still modestly prosper-

ous was wiped out—that middle class that was still the enemy
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of Marxism, even though it hadn’t the faintest chance of fighting
successfully.”!

This hostility toward the Weimar system was loudly amplified by
handicrafts and commercial organizations representing small business.
Although their antipathy was clearly inspired by immediate and very real
economic hardship, it found its most programmatic political expression
in an anticapitalist, antisocialist, corporatist critique that not only con-
demned prevailing economic conditions but assaulted the very founda-
tions of the republic’s economic and political order. Formulated in a tra-
ditional corporatist vocabulary that tirelessly emphasized the role of the
corporate estate (Stand) and called for political representation on an oc-
cupational basis, this critique of the Weimar system pervaded the litera-
ture of the major artisan and small business organizations throughout
the Weimar era. While staunchly opposed to the socialist influences in the
modern economy and in the new state, these groups were also outspoken
in their condemnation of Weimar’s supercapitalism. Many viewed the
reorganization of the political and economic system along corporatist
lines as the only effective means of reasserting the rights of small mer-
chants while reducing the exorbitant influence of both big business and
big labor.’? The goal, as one prominent spokesman for the handicrafts
movement put it, was “to establish . . . a liberated and ordered economic
system in place of the brutal, egotistical free economy and in place of
class struggle.”

More than any other party, the National Socialists forcefully articu-
lated these middle-class resentments during the campaigns of 192.4. Their
electoral appeals, stated in a variety of forms, consistently stressed the
necessity of protecting the interests of the small shopkeeper and self-
employed artisan against the perils of both Marxist socialism and finance
capitalism. Like the traditional parties of the bourgeois center and right,
the DVFP/NSFB prominently condemned Social Democracy and de-
manded Germany’s “emancipation from Marxism and bolshevism with
their un-German class hatred.”** Yet unlike the liberal and conservative
parties, the Nazis directed their main assault not against the Marxist left
but on the “pernicious threat” posed by the influence of “finance capi-
tal.” The rapidly deteriorating condition of the old middle class was, in
fact, seen by the vdlkisch coalition as a symptom of a greater malaise
infecting German society. The German people, the Nazis contended,
were being divided into hostile camps by the machinations of interna-
tional finance capital. The proletarianization of the Mittelstand and the
resultant class antagonisms were the direct result of the “domination of
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international Jewry and stock-market capital” over postwar Germany.
“The social question,” Nazi propaganda argued, had “reached its present
divisive and disastrous sharpness primarily through the work of interna-
tional Grosskapital.”*

In this deplorable situation, the other parties were unable to help small
business because the parties to which the Mittelstand had traditionally
turned were “capitalist-oriented” and therefore did “not even think of
going after the trouble at its root.”*¢ The artisan and merchant could be
“liberated from big capital” only by “breaking interest slavery.” But, the
Nazis complained, “all the so-called bourgeois parties—the Democrats,
the DVP, the DNVP—refuse to abolish capitalism. . . . They are all sup-
porters of big capitalism and their leaders are inextricably tied to this sys-
tem.” As a result, these traditional parties could “never solve the social
problem and eradicate class hatred.” The end of class conflict would
arrive only with the establishment of a true Volksgemeinschaft in which
social divisions would dissolve and all Germans, regardless of their for-
mer class, would “feel bound to the fate of the Volk.”*” However, this
people’s community, the Nazis warned, would necessitate the implemen-
tation of “fundamental, earthshaking economic reforms.” Ultimately,
the principle of Gemeinnutz vor Eigennutz (“the common good before
the individual good”) would prevail in the vélkisch state and “the
profit economy” would be replaced by “an economy based on need”
(Bedarfswirtschaft).*®

Perhaps to allay the fears provoked by this vague radical rhetoric, the
volkisch coalition prominently endorsed the principle of private prop-
erty, praising it as the “foundation of culture.” Yet even this pledge of
support was qualified. “Cartels, syndicates, and trusts,” the DVFP’s elec-
toral platform declared, “will be fought as unsocial.”** Similarly, Nazi
propaganda sought to distinguish between “creative” and “parasitic”
capital, the former being the product of “honest labor” and hence Ger-
man, whereas the latter was the fruit of unproductive interest and there-
fore Jewish. While parasitic capital would be fought ruthlessly, capital
“that generates values,” the Nazis rather opaquely explained, would be
protected in the future vélkisch state. To break the deadly hold of inter-
national Jewish finance capital, the DVFP platform demanded the aboli-
tion of all income derived without work, the closing of all stock ex-
changes, an end to speculation, and the nationalization of the banks.®

Yet while maintaining this unrelenting assault on the capitalist system
of the new republic, the thrust of Nazi propaganda was usually directed
quite carefully at the influence of “Jewish,” “international,” or “interest”
capital. Indeed, economic anti-Semitism was perhaps the most salient
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feature of National Socialist anticapitalism in 1924. In Nazi appeals to
artisans and merchants, Jews were identified with those aspects of mod-
ern capitalism most repugnant to the old middle class—Dbig business, the
banks, and of course, the department stores. “Today,” the Nazis charged,
“the greatest economic power resides in the hands of the Jews who pos-
sess a strong worldwide network. Since the war all Jews have become
rich.”®" According to vdlkisch campaign literature, the German Mittel-
stand, in particular, had suffered as a result of this Jewish conspiracy.
“The Jews are the beneficiaries of our misery,” one typical National So-
cialist pamphlet declared. “They stuff their pockets with gigantic profits
from swindles in paper currency. With the aid of their banks they exploit
us shamelessly through the most contemptible interest usury of all times.
They destroy industry, commerce, and agriculture, create horrible un-
employment, confiscate apartments and houses, and laugh at the stu-
pidity of the Germans who repeatedly allow themselves to be divided po-
litically into different parties.” © Moreover, the other parties were merely
fronts for this conspiracy, the Nazis charged, since “from the German
Nationalists to the most radical leftists” the political parties of the
Weimar Republic were either “led by Jews” or were “dependent on inter-
national Jewish finance capital.”

The volkisch coalition, on the other hand, was committed to com-
bating this alleged threat, and as a result, the Nazis asserted, it had
already attracted the support of “masses of artisans and merchants.”
This outpouring of middle-class support for National Socialism, the
party maintained, was not only because of “the feeling that the vélkisch
movement . . . is fighting with all its might against the proletarianization
of the Mittelstand but also because of the practical objectives that it has
articulated for the recovery of these strata.”

What were these practical objectives? First, and most prominently, the
party attacked the department stores and the presumed threat they posed
to traditional small businesses. “Department stores,” the Nazis declared,
had “already robbed many honest merchants of their livelihood,” and
should be dissolved without delay.** In addition, the vélkisch coalition
demanded that government be compelled to diversify its spending, as-
suring small business of a larger share of public contracts. The party’s
platform also called for the revocation of the .government’s “unsocial”
profiteering ordinances which, the Nazis charged, “always hit the small
shop but leave big business untouched.” The party also condemned the
existing tax structure, especially the sales and profits taxes which, they
maintained, “strangle handicrafts and commerce.” Government tax pol-
icy represented nothing short of “tax bolshevism,” leading to the sys-
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tematic impoverishment of the German Mittelstand. Finally, the DVFP
promised to abolish the existing structure of parliamentary representa-
tion, “which has no interest in small business,” and to replace it with a
corporative system based on representation by occupation. Under this
new vélkisch system, the Nazis insisted, “the once-flourishing . . . guilds
and traditional corporations” would be reestablished in “a healthy en-
vironment” and would “flourish once again.”

In their appeals to the old middle class, the major bourgeois parties
sounded similar themes, though predictably in less radical terms. The
Nationalists, for example, employed a rhetorical vocabulary similar to
that of the Nazis, claiming that by voting DNVP, “German craftsmen can
be certain they will not be led between the crushing millstones of inter-
national Grosskapital or Jewish socialism.”¢” Similarly, the DDP con-
demned “the excesses of the cartels and syndicates,” while the DVP de-
nounced the eight-hour day, called for an end to emergency profiteering
ordinances, and advocated a program to revive activity in the construc-
tion trades.®® Yet in spite of these appeals, the vélkisch coalition made
significant inroads into the middle-class constituencies of the liberal and
conservative parties.

When multivariate regression techniques are used to examine the
1920—24 elections in the urban communities of the sample,® a strong,
positive relationship clearly emerges between liberal voting and the old
middle class. The figures of both the DVP and DDP are even stronger
when the old middle class in handicrafts and retail trade is isolated.
Though lower than the liberal figures, the DNVP-handicrafts/retail co-
efficients are also strong for the 1920 election, reflecting a significant
liberal-conservative cleavage in the first Reichstag campaign of the re-
public. Between 1920 and 1924, however, the relationship between both
liberal and conservative voting and the old middle class in handicrafts
and retail trade deteriorates sharply, while the National Socialist coeffi-
cients for the May election are quite high. Indeed, of the various socio-
occupational variables considered in the urban sample, the old middle
class in handicrafts and retail trade proves to be the most powerful pre-
dictor of the Nazi vote in 1924. As the figures of Table 2.3 reveal, that
relationship weakens for the December election, but while the liberal fig-
ures rebound strongly, the conservative coefficients significantly do not.
Indeed, in this urban sample, the liberal-conservative cleavage of 1920
had been replaced by a liberal-vélkisch division in 1924.

Integrating these statistical indicators with the other evidence consid-
ered above, it seems that both the DVP and DDP possessed a relatively
solid base of support within the urban old middle class in 1920. In the
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Table 2.3. Party Vote and the Old Middle Class (OMC), 1920—1924

Protestant (N=152)

Catholic (N=64)

1920 19242  1924b 1920 19242 1924b
NSDAP NA 421 —.569% NA —-.723  —.351
DNVP 210 —.612  —.3I9 —1.09 —I1.41 —1.64
DVP .386 281 .392 .838 725 853
DDP 417 315§ .236 1.01I .540 627
V4 106 % ar2” 066" —.290% 775 .209
SPD —.16% 212" —.639 —.435 —.266  —.427
KPD —.255  —.455 —.346 —.908 —.357 —.261
Other —.119% —.128 —.240 —.754 I17 —.269

OMC in Handicrafts®
Protestant (N=152) Catholic (N=64)

1920 19242  1924b 1920 1924a 1924b
NSDAP NA .927 .368 NA -—1.15 —.389
DNVP 554 —.591  —.616 —2.16 —2.26 —2.80
DVP .292 .247 459 —.102% 967 1.2.2
DDP .589 472 424 1.89 1.03 .52
Z 218" 234" 190" ~.491% 1.79 753
SPD —1.3§ —.577  —.469 —.425 —1.26 —.682
KPD —.§I§ —.451 —.199 —1.29 —2.§3 —I1.85§
Other —.899 —.400% .310%  —1.01 d17F =277

OMC in Commerce*®
Protestant (N=152) Catholic (N=64)

1920 19242 1924b 1920 1924a 1924b
NSDAP NA 1.66 204 NA 454 2.44
DNVP —1.21 —1.24 —.557 —2.33 —2.96 —1.85§
DVP 206 —.154% L1297 441 —.922 —.261
DDP —.634 —.762 —.267 .503  —.624 —.755§
Z —.232% —.286% =.359 —1.49 —2.14 —3.56
SPD -3.84 —2.80 —2.25% —.261 —.158 —.206"%
KPD —.674 —1.71 —1.81 —I.I§ —-.781  —.885
Other .310% —.507% 807 —1.01 —.453 —.759
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OMC in Agriculture*®

Protestant (N=121)

Catholic (N=125)

1920 19242  1924b 1920 1924a  1924b
NSDAP NA 519 136 NA 811 .362
DNVP 417 .861 372 —.976  —.222  —.IYI
DVP 388 —.125 1067 166 .600 .468
DDP .386 .164 .220 .168 .929 .656
V4 aI2® Igr ¥ X417 1.43 1.85 .907
SPD —.292  —.359  —.82§ —.469 —.230 —.537
KPD —.278 —.193 —.216 —.106" —.454 —.191
Other .382 .346 .289 —1.66%  .146*  .201%

NOTE: The figures are unstandardized regression coefficients (b), controlling for new middle
class, Rentnermittelstand, blue-collar workers, religion, and urbanization (population size).
a. Presents coefficients for the OMC by economic sector, controlling for the OMC in all
other economic sectors in addition to those variables listed above.

b. Size of farm has also been controlled.

*These coefficients are not significant at the .05 level.

turbulent wake of the inflation and stabilization crises, the liberal parties,
compromised by their participation in the unpopular governments of the
period, suffered some crisis-related defections. The primary victim of
Nazi success within the urban old middle class, however, appears to have
been the conservative DNVP. In 1920, the Nationalists, like the DVP, had
benefited from small business discontent with the socialist-left-liberal
government and from more general antirepublican sentiments within ele-
ments of the old middle class. The DNVP, however, was still prominently
associated with agricultural interests, and hence high food prices for
urban dwellers. Thus, as the economic situation deteriorated in 1922—23
and competition from the National Socialists mounted, the DNVP was
unable to solidify its role as a rallying point for antirepublican protest
within the urban old middle class. Based on the figures in Table 2.3, it
therefore appears that during this period of acute economic distress, pro-
test voters from the troubled liberal electorate augmented the tradi-
tionally conservative, antirepublican irreconcilables within the old mid-
dle class to form the core of National Socialist electoral support in 1924.

A significant variation of this pattern emerges, however, when one
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turns from the city to the countryside. Like the artisans and shopkeepers
of the urban old middle class, farmers had been wary of the new republic
from the very outset. Although peasant councils had been established in
some areas during the revolution, farmers had played a relatively passive
role in the events of 1918 —19.” Traditionally hostile to Social Democ-
racy, peasant attitudes toward the new government were also shaped by
very pragmatic issues, by the republic’s handling of the postwar economy
and especially the decision to continue the hated wartime controls on
agriculture. Small-holding peasants and estate owners, who already felt
that their interests had been sacrificed in order to feed the urban con-
sumer during the war, were united in their contempt for the Zwangswirt-
schaft and were outraged by the republic’s insistence on maintaining it.
Although the first postwar Social Democratic governments were keenly
aware of this sentiment, the continuation of the Allied blockade until
mid-1919, the loss of approximately 15 percent of Germany’s agricul-
tural land in the Versailles settlement, and the disappointing harvests of
1918—19 meant that the end of hostilities had by no means brought an
end to Germany’s food problems. To the SPD-dominated cabinets of
1919—20, continued regulation seemed the only viable solution. Thus,
the audits, inspections, price ceilings, and seizures were perpetuated un-
der the new regime, poisoning relations between the Weimar authori-
ties—especially the SPD—and much of the rural population.”

Yet, while Germany’s farmers chafed under government regulation
until mid-1920 and were faced with continued levies on grain until 1923,
the inflationary policies of the new regime had beneficial effects on the
agricultural sector. In the first years of the inflation, those farmers with
any business acumen used the depreciation of the currency to pay off
mortgages in highly inflated paper marks and to liquidate other long-
standing debts. With easy credit and abundant cash on hand, many
proprietors undertook the modernization of their farms, purchasing ma-
chinery, introducing electrical power, and generally upgrading the physi-
cal condition of their holdings. These practical endeavors were often ac-
companied by extraordinary splurges on luxury items such as pianos, as
some farmers sought to improve their standard of living and to hedge
against inflation through a “flight into possessions.””

Still, the economic picture for German farmers was at best mixed as
the inflation gathered momentum during 192.2. Prices for agricultural
goods failed to keep pace with those of commercial and industrial
products, and while some farmers had invested wisely, many, especially
small farmers, had engaged in unprofitable stock-market speculation or
simply hoarded increasingly worthless paper marks. Moreover, while in-
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dustry and much of the commercial sector had begun converting all
transactions to gold values by early 1923, most agricultural business,
especially on small and medium-sized farms, was still done with paper
marks. Many farmers were, therefore, not only losing ground during the
hyperinflation, they were to be among the first serious victims of stabili-
zation in late 1923 and early 1924.

The first step toward stabilization of the currency was taken in the
summer of 1923 when the Reich government announced that henceforth
all income-tax payments were to be made according to gold values.
Farmers, still accepting paper marks for their goods, were, therefore,
caught short. Those who had already sold part of their harvests for in-
flated paper currency before stabilization were now forced to dump their
remaining goods at cut-rate prices in order to buy seed, fertilizer, and
other necessities for the coming year. Losses from such sales in paper
marks were estimated at 40 percent for the 1923 harvest.” This, however,
was only the first blow that stabilization would inflict. To generate ad-
ditional government revenue, the cabinet also altered the established
method of assessing real property, immediately raising the tax liability of
all landowners. In addition, a special financial charge on land was intro-
duced to back the government’s new stabilized currency, the Renten-
mark. This measure amounted to a forced remortgaging of land in short-
term, high-interest Rentenmark credits and was greatly resented by farm-
ers who felt that once again they were being singled out to bear a dis-
proportionately heavy burden in the government’s search for economic
and social stability. Nor was this dissatisfaction without foundation.
When the final tax legislation of the stabilization period had been en-
acted—under emergency decree—in early 1924, it was estimated that the
tax burden carried by the agricultural sector had tripled since 1913.”

As operating costs and tax obligations mounted for German farmers,
agricultural prices began to fall. Stabilization brought to an end the artifi-
cial protection of the domestic farm market that inflationary conditions
had created. As a result, agricultural imports rose sharply, leading to a
collapse of farm prices between November 1923 and the summer of
1924. At the same time, the government’s restriction of credit merely ex-
acerbated the mounting economic woes of the farm proprietor. Although
the Reichsbank did act to make special credits available to agriculture in
1924, these credits were inadequate to meet the pressing short-term
needs of German farmers. Inflation had eliminated the reserves of the ag-
ricultural credit cooperatives, the traditional source of loans to small
farmers before 1914, and with stabilization these organizations were
forced to turn to the central banks for funds. Given the risks inherent
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in agricultural production, interest rates for short-term loans lurched
suddenly upward, soaring to four times their prewar level. Nor did farm-
ers feel that these loans could be used to make capital improvements on
the land. Instead, they were needed to meet daily production costs, to pay
taxes, and to make interest payments on the loans themselves.” In this
rapidly deteriorating situation, some agricultural spokesmen were al-
ready warning of “a new agricultural crisis” when the Reichstag cam-
paign got underway in the spring.” ‘

As the battle for the farm vote unfolded in 1924, it became quickly
apparent that little of real significance separated the major nonsocial-
ist parties in their approach to the problems confronting the agricultural
sector. Between 1919 and 1924 all had pledged their commitment to
a “strong and healthy German peasantry”; had lambasted socialism in
all its forms; praised private enterprise; endorsed, without enthusiasm,
vague schemes for land reform and resettlement; deeply regretted the
continuation of the Zwangswirtschaft; promised relief from the crush-
ing burdens of taxation; and hoped to provide new credit to financially
strapped peasantry. Each sought ties with agricultural interest groups,
and each hoped to expand its constituency by systematically appealing to
the rural voter.” '

Yet, in this struggle, the DNVP enjoyed very real advantages. As heirs
to the agrarian, conservative heritage of the imperial era, the Nationalists
could point to a long tradition of pro-farm activity and could count on
the support of the most important of the postwar agricultural interest
organizations, the Reich Agrarian League (Reichslandbund—RLB). It
possessed a strong territorial base east of the Elba and, because of its
close association with the Lutheran Church, found additional support in
the countryside all across Protestant northern Germany. Perhaps most
important, however, the DNVP was not a “system party.” It had not par-
ticipated in any of the postwar governments that had extended agri-
cultural controls, and it had remained the most vocal advocate of tariff
protection for German farm products.”

Despite these advantages, the DNVP encountered a number of obsta-
cles on the path to the rural vote. The heritage of the old conservatives
was, after all, hardly an unmixed blessing. Although the party was deter-
mined to broaden its rural—and urban—base, the DNVP discovered
that it was hard to shake its inherited image as the party of big, grain-
producing agriculture. Moreover, the party could not count on the na-
tionwide grass-roots organizational work of the BdL, whose greatly di-
minished stature with the new republican authorities was apparent to all.
In the altered circumstances of republican Germany, the Bund, tradi-
tionally the most powerful advocate of agricultural interests, simply
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could not match the influence of either industry or labor, and in early
1921, it merged with a number of regional farm organizations to form
the RLB.* Although the leadership of this new organization remained
close to the DNVP and to east Elbian grain interests, its structure was
highly decentralized. Forced to compete with regional organizations such
as the Schleswig-Holstein Bauernverein and the Hessische Volksbund,
the Catholic Bauernvereine in the south and west, and the liberally ori-
ented German Peasants’ League (Deutscher Bauernbund—DBb), the
RLB did not prove to be the effective instrument of peasant mobilization
that the BdL had been before 1914.%

This rivalry between the various rural Interessenverbdnde closely par-
alleled the DNVP’s mounting difficulties with regional peasant parties
between 1919 and 1924, Some, such as the Bavarian Peasants’ party, had
roots in the Empire; others, such as the Mecklenburg Village League, had
been founded after the war. Regardless of origin, all emerged with con-
siderable vigor under the republic’s system of proportional representa-
tion, greatly complicating Nationalist rural strategy. It was in the coun-
tryside that regional parties enjoyed their greatest success, even those
without an explicitly agricultural orientation. Indeed, among no other
group in the electorate was regionalism a more potent political force than
among the peasantry.®

If these regional parties were obstacles to the antidemocratic DNVP,
they were hardly solid props of the Weimar system. Despite some dif-
ferences in emphasis, all were fanatically antisocialist, associating the
new parliamentary system with domination by the SPD and urban con-
sumer interests. Many were anti-Semitic, identifying Jews with the banks
and the nefarious “forces of international finance” that were presumably
behind the ruinous taxation and the mounting threat of foreclosure.
Although all had clamored for an end to the Zwangswirtschaft and a re-
turn to “free enterprise,” virtually all endorsed some form of corporatist
economic order that would revive the influence of agriculture in national
economic life and restore the traditionally honored position of the
Bauernstand in German society. These views were even shared to some
degree by the generally more moderate Catholic Bauernvereine, whose
staunch opposition to Marxism, reservations about parliamentary de-
mocracy, and interest in some form of corporatist economic order caused
serious tensions within the Zentrum.* A vote for a regional party was,
therefore, more than an endorsement of federalism or a political expres-
sion of Heimatliebe. By 1924 it represented a clear rejection of big labor,
big business, and the centralized state that secured the preeminence of

both.

Given these sentiments and the regional divisions of interest within the
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peasantry, it was hardly surprising that the DNVP chose to downplay
specific economic proposals and focus on precisely these “threats to the
German Bawuernstand” in its rural campaigns of 1924. The party, of
course, continued to demand tariff protection and tax reforms for farm-
ers, but the central thrust of its Wahlpropaganda was directed against the
Socialists, the banks, the Jews, and the urban liberals who cooperated
with all of them. “Whether estate owner or small peasant, both are
threatened by the antiagrarian policies of the black—red—vyellow par-
ties,” the DNVP charged in a typical appeal to farmers in 1924. “If you
don’t give your vote to the Nationalists, then you can’t be surprised if the
Jewish, consumer viewpoint wins the upper hand and leads to the ruin of
agriculture.”®

The two liberal parties, of course, could not indulge in this sort of in-
flammatory rhetoric. Both voiced their commitment to some form of tax
relief, to nebulous resettlement plans, and laid the blame for the hated
Zwangswirtschaft squarely on the SPD.* By 1924, however, both parties
had been coalition partners of the Social Democrats and both shared
some responsibility for the unpopular legislation of the inflation and
early stabilization periods. The DDP, in particular, suffered from its close
association with the Social Democrats, both in the Reich government and
in Prussia. Even the DVP warned rural voters that the Democrats had
“for ages viewed agriculture with distance and hostility,” and in a thinly
veiled reference to the DDP’s prominent connections to the Jewish com-
munity, reminded farmers of the “commercial standpoint” and “cos-
mopolitan character” of the pro-Democratic press ... the Berliner
Tageblatt and the Frankfurter Zeitung.* In 1920 less than § percent of
the DDP’s vote had come from towns with fewer than two thousand in-
habitants,*” and the party was acutely aware of its marginal appeal in the
countryside. Moreover, the DDP’s alliance with the moderate German
Farmers’ League (DBb), an organization representing small and medium-
sized farming in the west-northwest, had broken down by 1924, a casu-
alty of precisely these urban-rural tensions within the party’s interest
structure. The DDP, in short, was far too closely identified with urban
interests to sustain a major constituency in the countryside.*

While the DVP shared some of these same handicaps, the party none-
theless hoped to offer an alternative to those moderate rural voters for
whom the Democrats were too progressive and the Nationalists too reac-
tionary. It maintained ties to the DBb and to a number of regional affili-
ates of the RLB, primarily in north-central Germany.” In its appeals to
farmers in 1924, the party cited its support for the termination of the
Zwangswirtschaft in 1920, its opposition to Social Democratic efforts at
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socialization, and, ironically, its role in securing the Dawes Plan. While
the DNVP, the Nazis, and the various peasant parties attacked the plan,
seeing in its acceptance the specter of even greater taxation, the DVP pre-
sented it to rural voters as a solution to the agricultural credit crisis. Since
German industry absorbed so much domestic credit, squeezing agricul-
ture out of that market, foreign sources were needed. By providing for-
eign capital to German industry, the Dawes Plan would ease pressure on
domestic credit sources, freeing much-needed funds for agriculture.*
This line of argumentation, of course, only drew greater attention to the
DVP’s close association with industry, and the party felt it had to warn
farm voters against the dangers of narrow interest voting: “Agriculture
can only flourish in peaceful cooperation with other occupational estates
[ Berufsstiande]. Compromise is in the best interests of agriculture, which
needs the parliamentary support of other groups. A further escalation of
interest conflict within the Volk only raises the danger of a civil war, in
which the countryside would be particularly vulnerable.”*!

A somewhat similar image problem also haunted the National Social-
ists in their campaign for the rural electorate. The Nazis had long em-
braced the vélkisch view of the peasantry, idealizing its simple folk
virtues, its organic relationship with the soil, its faith in the Volk, and its
loyalty to the fatherland, but aside from a call for colonization in the east,
the party’s official program was remarkably silent about agriculture.*
Moreover, in the years between 1919 and 1924, the party had repeatedly
found it necessary to reassure peasants about its views on socialism and
private property. Farmers should not be concerned about the “socialism”
of the party, the NSDADP had typically explained in 1922. “You are think-
ing of the false Jewish socialism (Marxism) of the Sozis and Communists.
National Socialism expressly recognizes private property but demands
that every producer subordinate his private interests to the interests of the
German Volksgemeinschaft. For you, dear farmer, that means the follow-
ing: As long as you manage your holdings as a responsible [pflichttreue
Wirt] farmer, your holdings will remain untouched and in good standing.
But if you allow your farm to fall into waste and rot, then a better Ger-
man should take your place.””* To farmers who already felt harassed by
the Marxist left, the banks, and the government, this sort of rhetoric
could hardly have been reassuring.

If the vélkisch coalition had little to offer in practical terms, it did ad-
dress iteslf to the very real and pressing problems confronting agriculture
in 1924. In particular, the Nazis emphasized the harsh impact of stabili-
zation, especially the heavy tax burden imposed on farmers. The peasan-
try had been duped by the bourgeois parties responsible for stabilization,
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the Nazis argued. While the inflation had been bad, a criminal device
“used by Jews on the Berlin stock market to plunder all honest and hard-
working Stinde,” stabilization had been even worse. The very same bour-
geois parties that had promised relief from economic turmoil and had
“made so many fine speeches about a free peasant corporate estate
[Bauernstand]” were now ruining farmers with their policy of stabili-
zation and high taxes. “Last year everyone was clamoring for the stabiliza-
tion of the currency and even you, farmer, rejoiced when the Rentenmark
brought a temporary end to inflation. But at what price? . . . Gradually,
you are sensing that times have not gotten better. Instead, you feel the
prosperity you had attained over the past few years has suddenly
vanished.” Just ask yourself, the Nazis prodded their peasant audience,
“are you better off today than you were then?”*

Playing on the deep peasant resentment over the increased taxes and
dwindling sources of credit for agriculture, the Nazis predicted dire con-
sequences if farm indebtedness was allowed to climb. “It is obvious that
you can’t carry these burdens for long,” the Nazis commiserated with
farmers. “You receive much less for your products than the prewar prices
but have to pay double the earlier gold price for industrial goods. This is
unbearable, especially in conjunction with the tax burdens you have to
shoulder.”* Given the increased taxation and forced mortgages to sup-
port the Rentenbank, the specter of bankruptcy, foreclosure, and expro-
priation loomed on the horizon. “When at some point in the future you
can no longer get enough for livestock and grain to make a living and you
can’t pay your taxes,” the Nazis warned, “the mortgage Jews” will “come
. . . and take your farm for the bank.”*

Behind this systematic impoverishment of the Bauernstand, the Nazis
declared, were the forces of international Jewish capitalism and their
puppets in the German party system. Together they had swindled the
German people on a colossal scale during the inflation and in the ongoing
process of stabilization, but with the Dawes Plan, the Nazis charged, “in-
ternational Jewish capital is preparing to burden the German economy
with forced mortgages so immense that our present tax obligations will
seem like child’s play in comparison. What will remain of the farmer
when three fourths of his property belongs to international Jewry? Agri-
culture already stands in the midst of a monstrous crisis. If it collapses,
we will have a hunger revolution in which no farm is safe because the
reds recognize no law.”?’

The urban-rural tension, so obvious in the campaigns of the liberal
parties, was attributed in National Socialist propaganda to the Jews and
their representatives in the “Dawes parties.” According to the Nazis,
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“They are the same men and parties who stand behind Jewish whole-
salers and protect them.” These Jewish middlemen “don’t pay the peas-
ant anything [for his products] but take money out of the pockets of the
citydweller, turning each against the other.”** In National Socialist prop-
aganda anti-Semitism was, therefore, intended to bridge the yawning
urban-rural cleavage that plagued the other parties, allowing the NSDAP
to extend its constituency on both sides of that divide.

The figures of Table 2.3, however, strongly suggest that this Nazi effort
to woo disgruntled peasants had only marginal success. The Nazi/old-
middle-class coefficients are far lower in the rural counties than in the
urban sample, even for the May election. The conservative figures, on the
other hand, are predictably high in the countryside, registering substan-
tial gains over their 1920 levels. The DNVP/old-middle-class relationship
is, as suspected, far stronger in the rural Protestant sample than in the
cities. The liberal coefficients, however, drop in 1924, especially in May,
and remain low in December as well. Vélkisch gains in the countryside
may have resulted from the defection of disenchanted liberal voters or
former conservatives radicalized by the economic jolts of late 1923-24.
With the current state of statistical methodology, measuring crossovers in
a complex multiparty system is a hazardous proposition at best. How-
ever, given the pronounced slippage of the liberal/old-middle-class fig-
ures, the gains of the DNVP, and even the modest National Socialist
showing, it seems clear that the rural base of liberal support had seriously
eroded by 1924, as peasants moved to either the traditional right, a spe-
cial interest party, or the vélkisch fringes.

The elections of 1924, therefore, represent an important transitional
stage in the evolution of voting preferences in the old middle class. For
destabilization of electoral patterns within that group, traditionally asso-
ciated with the period from 1928 to 1933, had clearly begun well before
the severe economic contraction of the depression years. Although it
would be an oversimplification to suggest that artisans, retailers, and
peasants had been irrevocably radicalized by the dislocations of inflation
and stabilization, their identification with the traditional representatives
of bourgeois politics had been profoundly shaken. A comparison of the
May and December coefficients indicates that a shift from the vélkisch
movement toward its more moderate rivals was already underway before
the close of 1924, but voting patterns within the old middle class did not
revert to the traditional liberal-conservative cleavage so evident in r920.
Galvanized by the crises of 1923—24, disaffected elements of the old
middle class turned from the traditional parties of bourgeois center and
right toward new alternatives. The numerous splinter parties obviously
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attracted many of these discontented voters, but the fractious vélkisch
coalition was by far the most successful among them. Although the pop-
ularity of National Socialism sank as the year progressed, that dwindling
appeal did not redound to the benefit of the traditional representatives of
the Mittelstand, even in the ensuing period of economic recovery. As the
elections of 1928 would confirm, the disaffection with both liberal and
conservative options that surfaced within the old middle class in May
1924 was not merely the product of transient economic distress, but the
result of congenital dissatisfaction with the long-term structural trends in
the German economy.

The Rentnermittelstand

A similar breakdown of the 1920 socioelectoral pattern oc-
cured among the pensioners, widows, disabled veterans, small investors,
and others who depended on fixed incomes for their livelihood. Together
these groups formed what was commonly referred to as the Rentnermit-
telstand, a segment of the German middle class traditionally considered
to be the most salient victim of the inflation and stabilization crises.
While some propertyowners undoubtedly benefited from the nullification
of debts and some high-income entrepreneurs also profited from inflation
speculation, the dramatic depreciation of the currency reduced many
creditors, holders of fixed-interest securities, and recipients of insurance
payments from private companies to virtual poverty. As savings evapo-
rated, retirement funds dwindled, and government bonds were drained of
value, a groundswell of discontent mounted among the small investors,
the disabled, the elderly, and other pensioners suddenly deprived of their
economic security.”

Among those most drastically affected by the inflation were millions
of small investors and savers who had regularly set aside a significant
portion of their income in private savings, government and municipal
bonds, or other capital assets. With the disintegration of the currency in
1922—23, these investments, often representing the assiduous saving of a
lifetime, were reduced to a mere fraction of their anticipated value. The
enduring bitterness engendered by this situation was expressed by one
angry man—a convert to National Socialism—as he described how his
parents lost everything during the inflation: “Their savings at the bank,
all their money dissolved into nothing. In addition, their home of many
years went to strangers—sold for the price of a pound of butter—and
they were simply thrown out onto the street. The realization that they
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had lost everything my father had worked for in his whole life put my
parents in an early grave. It was absolutely inconceivable to the old peo-
ple that the bundles of bills in their hands were simply worthless.” '

As the situation deteriorated, a number of pressure groups were or-
ganized to prevent complete financial ruin and to bring pressure on gov-
ernment to protect the interests of creditors, savers, and investors. By the
close of 1922 these regionally organized groups had formed a national
organization, the Association of Mortagees and Savers, to prevent con-
tinued repayment of loans and mortgages in devalued currency and to
achieve a revalorization of those debts already liquidated in worthless
paper marks.'"

The Reich government, however, continued to insist that “a mark
equals a mark,” denying any distinction between the gold mark of pre-
war transactions and the inflated paper mark employed to liquidate cur-
rent financial obligations. In November 1923, the German Supreme
Court rejected this interpretation, arguing that the government’s policy
was in conflict with the principles of “Trust and Good Faith” found in
the German Civil Code. This decision forced the government’s hand.
Hoping to avoid massive legal proceedings that would have delayed eco-
nomic recovery, the Marx government began consideration of a law to
effect a revaluation settlement. The bill that emerged from these delibera-
tions limited revaluation of private paper mark debts to 15 percent of
their original gold mark value and exempted all government obligations
from any revaluation until after the reparations issue had been resolved.
Under this legislation, those debts that had already been settled were not
affected, and settlement of outstanding obligations was postponed until
January 1932. Realizing that this scheme would encounter considerable
opposition, the Marx government presented the bill to the public in the
Third Emergency Tax Decree of 24 February 1924. By incorporating it in
this emergency decree, the Reich government insured that the revalori-
zation settlement went into effect under the Enabling Act of 8 Decem-
ber 1923, which allowed its implementation without approval by the
Reichstag. '

Predictably, the Third Emergency Tax Decree outraged the pensioner
and small-investor interests that had been organizing for over a year.
During the spring campaign, leaders of the various regional organiza-
tions persistently courted the major bourgeois parties, seeking support
for a revocation of the decree. When, however, the newly elected
Reichstag failed to rescind the measure, the revalorization movement
hatched two fledgling political parties to campaign for creditor and saver
interests in the fall. While the influential Association of Mortgagees and
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Savers continued to function as a pressure group, hoping to work within
the existing party system, these new special interest parties were pre-
pared to challenge their established rivals on the battlefield of electoral
politics.'” The bourgeois parties, they contended, had become the pawns
of big business and big agriculture, promising much and delivering little.
Only a party unfettered by obligations to these entrenched interests could
represent the pensioners, savers, small investors, and other creditors dev-
astated by the inflation and stabilization crises.'™

Although these new parties alluded to the “betrayal of the inflation,”
both actually concentrated their electoral propaganda on the effects of
stabilization. Indeed, the targeted constituency of both parties consisted
of those creditors dissatisfied with the rate of revalorization specified in
the Third Emergency Tax Decree. This orientation was made vividly ex-
plicit in the names adopted by the two: the Revalorization and Construc-
tion party and the Revalorization and Reconstruction party. In both
cases, revocation of the decree served as the focal point of the campaign
platform. Calling on the Reich government to honor the Supreme Court’s
decision, which seemed to imply full revalorization, the creditor parties
blasted the Third Emergency Tax Decree as a “swindle without parallel
in world history.” With this irresponsible measure, the government had
“driven the great mass of the people into distress, misery, and even
despair.” According to both parties, the decree was to blame for the se-
vere contraction of capital and credit in 1924 and had ultimately de-
stroyed “the will to save” within the German people. It not only repre-
sented a grave injustice but had contributed mightily to the deepening
erosion of public confidence in government. The battle to abolish the de-
cree, the revalorization parties solemnly declared, was therefore “a moral
struggle for the reestablishment of morality and justice” in Germany.'%

During the fall campaign neither party adopted an explicitly ideologi-
cal posture, but both assailed the Weimar party system for its “divisive-
ness” and “incompetence.” They also condemned heavy government
spending, class struggle, and “all Bolshevist experiments,” while castigat-
ing the bourgeois parties for accepting “the modern half-capitalist, half-
communist economic system.” The liberals and conservatives, the re-
valorization parties charged, were willing to tolerate this state of affairs
“as long as things went well for a few big industrialists and big land-
owners.” The government’s claim that no funds were available for a full
revalorization was simply a ruse to protect these interests. “There is
money there,” one revalorization party claimed. “Big industry, the big
banks, and big agriculture are still available.” While the government
tarried, the assets of thousands of honest, hard-working Germans had
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“disappeared into the pockets . . . and accounts of big business.” “Like
wolves in the night, the agrarian and industrial magnates have fallen on
the savings of the people,” the party charged, “and many an immoral
man has shamelessly enriched himself.” °¢

The revalorization parties were poorly organized and poorly financed
and their immediate impact on national politics in 1924 was minimal.
However, the widespread creditor resentment they hoped to mobilize did
play a significant role in the campaigns of 1924, as more established
parties clamored to exploit that dissatistaction. The vélkisch coalition, in
particular, mounted a major campaign offensive to attract a constituency
among these disaffected pensioners and savers. Though remaining char-
acteristically vague on specifics, the DVFP demanded “a just revaloriza-
tion of medium and small savings accounts” as well as the immediate re-
vocation of the government’s decree. This “shameful law,” the coalition
bitterly asserted, had “robbed the entire middle class, workers, and civil
servants of all their savings,” while bringing “indescribable misery to mil-
lions of aging people.” The Third Emergency Tax Decree, the Nazis
claimed, had delivered the elderly to “hunger, despair, and death.” The
inflation had been a form of “finance bolshevism,” amounting to “the
most shamelessly and ruthlessly executed expropriation of all times,”
and the government’s revalorization policy had given this crime “the offi-
cial stamp of approval.” It meant the “breach of public promises” and
“annulled private obligations to creditors,” thus “unjustly dumping bil-
lions upon billions into the lap of debtors.” "

Nazi opposition to the government’s revalorization program also over-
lapped with the party’s assault on the republic’s treatment of the elderly,
disabled veterans, and the surviving dependents of those lost in the war.
Indeed, the first two demands of the party’s social platform called for “a
generous extension of government assistance for the elderly” and, sec-
ondly, pledged that “the highest duty of the vélkisch state would be to
provide for the “security of the war’s victims (welfare for disabled vet-
erans and surviving dependents of the war dead).” ' Disabled veterans,
the party claimed, belonged to “the poorest of the poor,” and had been
abused by the republican government. “What has happened to us dis-
abled veterans?” one widely distributed vélkisch pamphlet asked. “In-
stead of support and understanding,” the disabled veteran received
nothing but “scorn and ridicule.” The Nazis conceded that pensions had
been provided for in the Reich Welfare Law of May 1920, but main-
tained that when payments at last started to flow, they came in worthless
inflated currency. “Anyone not wishing to starve had to go begging. To
the disgrace and dishonor of revolutionary Germany, disabled veterans
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had to sit on the street and display their mutilated limbs like billboards in
order to get a few beggar’s pennies tossed at them by the parasites of the
revolution.” '

Other pensioners had suffered greatly under the impact of the infla-
tion, and the Reich government’s emergency legislation had only exacer-
bated the situation, the Nazis asserted. The Great Coalition had reduced
the pensions and benefits of public employees and civil servants, while
others living on fixed incomes, the Nazis scornfully noted, were receiving
“only a fraction” of their expected benefits.'"

To the pensioners, veterans, and small investors wounded by inflation
and enraged by the government’s stabilization measures, the Nazis con-
sistently maintained that the v6lkisch coalition alone had been steadfast
and forceful in representing their interests. The DVP, DDP, and Zentrum
were “notorious government parties incapable of offering serious opposi-
tion” to the revalorization policy they had helped formulate. Equally
suspect in Nazi estimation was the DNVP, especially during the summer
and fall of 1924 as the Nationalists maneuvered to establish a Biir-
gerblock government. “Can you dare to give your vote to a party that is
so unreliable on the important issues [a clear reference to the DNVP’s
split vote on the Dawes Plan} and that is ready to form a coalition with
the drafters of the Third Emergency Tax Decree? Never!” The vélkisch
movement, on the other hand, was pictured as “entering the campaign in
inner agreement with the program of the Association of Mortgagees and
Savers” and had, as Nazi pamphlet literature pointed out, named an in-
fluential member of that organization as a special adviser to its Reichstag
delegation and placed his name on a secure place in the party’s national
electoral list.'"!

Like the National Socialists, the DNVP also focused much of its cam-
paign propaganda on the plight of the pensioner and saver, and, like the
volkisch coalition, it placed prominent leaders of the revalorization
movement on its national ticket. Though never committing itself to a
definite figure, the DNVP vigorously championed a higher rate of re-
valuation. Hergt, the party’s national chairman, was even reported to
have promised that “within twenty-four hours after their entry into the
cabinet, the Nationalists will bring about a revaluation of roo per-
cent.” "> The DNVP repeatedly charged that the Reich government had
failed to recognize the material and psychological needs of the inflation’s
middle-class victims. The ruling coalition, Hergt declared, “has irrespon-
sibly neglected the moral obligations owed to owners of gilt-edged se-
curities, supposedly guaranteed by the state, to holders of war bonds . . .
the truest of the true in the hardest of times . . . to all those who sacri-
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ficed body and health in the war, and to the middle class, so severely
weakened by economic developments.” The DNVP, therefore, demanded
that the government eliminate this alleged inequitable treatment and en-
sure that “the Mittelstand alone” was not forced to “bear the costs of
war.” '

Although the Nationalists directed most of their rhetorical salvos at
the government parties in 1924, they occasionally trained their sights on
the volkisch coalition, especially during the fall campaign. Nationalist
electoral literature repeatedly stressed Nazi refusal to close ranks in the
antisocialist Biirgerblock, and Nazi unwillingness to consider participa-
tion in a Reich government may have diminished the movement’s attrac-
tiveness between May and December. “A vote for the National Socialists
will not lead to the right,” one conservative article explained, “since they
repeatedly declare that they do not want to participate in a cabinet. Votes
cast for them are, therefore, lost to the objective of the campaign: the
creation of a nationally oriented government . . . which will bring the era
of revolution to a close.”!** Similarly, the DNVP urged pensioners and
savers to ignore the new special interest parties, warning that a vote for
“such splinter parties pushes the Social Democrats into the saddle.” '* As
the DNVP forcefully pressed for the formation of a center-right coalition
to deal with the problems confronting the victims of the inflation and
stabilization, the Nationalists may have appeared as a more practical
choice at the polls than either the renegade National Socialists or the
newly formed revalorization parties.

Regardless of motivational factors, the disintegration of the liberal-
conservative cleavage, so prominent in 1920, had also begun in this im-
portant element of the electorate. The principal casualty, however, was
not the conservative DNVP but the liberal center. Forced on the defensive
by the relentless rightist assault and handicapped by their prominent role
in the cabinets of 1922—24, the two liberal parties were unable to estab-
lish a credible public position in the highly charged atmosphere of 1924.
The DVP strongly condemned Nazi and Nationalist promises to pen-
sioners and small investors as “vague” and “irresponsible” and, in the
summer of 1924, even endorsed an increase of the rate of revaluation,
indicating that 2§ percent might be acceptable. Still, Stresemann, speak-
ing for his party and the government, bitterly complained that the DVP
“cannot satisfy utopian hopes.” '*¢

The DDP also pointed out that the Third Emgergency Tax Decree need
not be the last word on the revalorization issue. Yet at the same time the
party appealed to the pensioners and small investors to keep the revalori-
zation problem in perspective. “It is fundamentally wrong for an im-
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poverished Rentner to orient his voting behavior according to whether
the [party] list contains men whose mouths are crammed with promises
of revaluation. . .. The decisive consideration,” the party plaintively
stressed, “must be the position on the great questions of domestic and
foreign policy and not on a single issue, no matter how painfully it
touches one’s personal life. You must decide if the listed candidates are
for the republic and peaceful development or for monarchy and new dis-
order, if they are for accommodation with the outside world or for a new
war. After all,” it concluded, “the fate of revalorization depends on all
these things.” !V’

These arguments, however, failed to impress the leaders of the revalua-
tion movement and the constituencies that they represented. The tension
between the liberal parties and the revalorization forces heightened
during the fall when representatives of the Association of Mortgagees
and Savers approached the leadership of the non-Marxist parties in an
effort to secure support of their demands for higher revalorization. While
the DNVP, NSFB, and Zentrum accepted the association’s recommenda-
tions, the liberals balked. As a result, the association pointedly refused to
endorse either the DVP or DDP in the December election.'” The failure
of these parties to attract significant support from the circles represented
by the association is strongly suggested by the figures of Table 2.4. While
the liberal vote in 1920 is correlated with the Rentner variable, that rela-
tionship disappears in 1924. The conservative figures, on the other hand,
surge in the May election and continue to hold strong in December.
Given the demographic composition of the Rentnermittelstand and the
aggressive Nationalist manipulation of the revalorization issue, it is pet-
haps not surprising that the DNVP’s coefficients remain high for both
elections in 1924. Certainly more remarkable are the Nazi figures, which
rank a surprisingly strong second, especially in May. For a “party of
youth,” the Nazis had spent a surprising amount of time and energy
courting voters from the Rentnermittelstand, and the figures of Table 2.4
show that their effort was not without effect. Although the vélkisch co-
efficients slump in December, there is no corresponding resurgence for
the liberals. Neither the DVP nor the DDP attain even their modest levels
of 1920. Indeed, the figures indicate that the liberal-conservative cleavage
of that initial Reichstag election had been replaced by a conservative-
volkisch split.

Measured by objective economic standards, the inflation may not have
had the long-term catastrophic effects on the Mittelstand so often at-
tributed to it. Evidence in recent studies indicates that many of the infla-
tion’s middle-class victims had managed to recoup their losses by 1928 at
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Table 2.4. Party Vote and the Rentnermittelstand, 1920—-1924

Protestant (N=152) Catholic (N=64)

1920 19242 1924b 1920 19244 1924b
NSDAP NA .485 I91 NA 1.23 .406
DNVP .598 .749 .876 1.18 611 817
DVP 421 —.371 —.128 .201%  —.492 —.318
DDP 52 —.138  —.177F —.343 —a7r¥  —173%
Z 317 .389 .236 ~.205§ —.984 .168
SPD —.582 —.170 —.396 —.449 —.525% —.712
KPD —.268 —-.557 —.388 .207% 252% .189*
Other —.203 —.925 .106% 425 352 .340

NOTE: The figures are unstandardized regression coefficients (b), controlling for old middle
class, new middle class, blue-collar workers, religion, and urbanization (population size).

*These coefficients are not significant at the .05 level.

the latest. However, the traumas of hyperinflation followed by the harsh
realities of stabilization must not be minimized.'"” The pronounced right-
ward shift of electoral sympathies within that sector of the middle class
dominated by small investors, pensioners, creditors, and others most sus-
ceptible to the pressures of inflation and dissatisfied with the govern-
ment’s revalorization policy clearly dates from the “inflation election” of
May 1924. Thereafter, despite stable economic conditions, this politi-
cally salient segment of the voting public refused to return from right-
wing or special interest fringes of German electoral politics, and was
essentially lost to the prorepublican parties of the liberal center.

The New Middle Class

Along with artisans, shopkeepers, pensioners, and small
investors, the salaried employees of the new middle class were also hard
hit by the economic crises of 1923 —24 and thus represented a potential
reservoir of antirepublican sentiment. Unemployment among white-
collar employees was widespread in late 1923 and remained high
throughout the spring of the following year. For clerical and sales per-
sonnel the situation was particularly grim. In January 1924, the ratio of
applicants to jobs available in sales stood at approximately eighteen to
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one. By early May, this gap had diminished but still remained at fifteen to
one, a ratio exceeded only by that of clerical employees. As joblessness
in other occupations declined significantly during the summer and fall,
unemployment among white-collar personnel persisted at dismally high
levels. As the December elections approached, approximately fourteen
applicants continued to be recorded for every available sales and clerical
post.'*

White-collar salaries were also depressed in 1924, lagging far below
prewar standards. Working a fifty-four-hour week, a high-level bank offi-
cial in Berlin received only about one-half the value of his 1913 salary.
Although low-ranking employees fared somewhat better, as salary dif-
ferentials between high- and low-level positions contracted throughout
the economy, the threat of layoffs loomed more threateningly for the
lower echelons. Moreover, while the wages of the average unskilled
worker rose by 20 percent between April and December 1924, white-
collar salaries registered only modest gains. A clerk employed in a Berlin
retail establishment who earned 143 RM per month in April saw his sal-
ary rise to 154 RM by December, an increase of only 8 percent. The in-
come of white-collar personnel still exceeded that of most unskilled
workers, but in 1924 the gap between white- and blue-collar pay seemed
to be rapidly diminishing.'*!

Dissatisfaction with these trends was consistently expressed by the ma-
jor white-collar unions, though with significant differences in emphasis.
The vélkisch, Christian-national DHV, for example, voiced its deep con-
cern over the plight of those public employees laid off at various levels of
government, noting that most did not possess adequate pensions or sev-
erance pay. “A great many, including sales personnel with valid contracts,
stand before a great void,” the union lamented, “and in these circles
misery and bitterness are understandably great.” > The DHV also com-
plained that the loss of savings resulting from the inflation, coupled with
the dwindling business opportunities produced by stabilization, meant
that white-collar aspirations for economic independence had been
crushed. The only hope for white-collar personnel, the DHV militantly
contended, was to be found in union representation, which alone could
frustrate the designs of “antisocial management.” '

The liberal Gewerkschaftsbund der Angestellten (GdA) expressed simi-
lar concerns, worrying that the Reich government, in its desire to revive
the economy, would give free reign to management. The GdA warned
that powerful interests wished to reverse “the democratization of the
economy” in order to restore the “economic freedom™ of management.
The GdA, therefore, demanded that the parties of the new Reichstag rec-
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ognize “the equality between management and labor in the state and the
economy as guaranteed by the constitution.” Indeed, the parties, the
GdA argued, should pledge to “protect the Weimar constitution” which
assured white-collar employees “equality and upward mobility.” >

The socialist Zentralverband der Angestellten (ZdA) concurred with
this endorsement of the republic but naturally offered a more aggressive
critique of existing economic conditions. “Under the hypocritical mask
of a “Volksgemeinschaft’ and a so-called ‘Biirgerblock,’” the capitalist
forces of big agriculture were attempting to “establish a regime of the
propertied classes,” the ZdA charged. “Capitalism wants to make you a
slave again,” the union warned white-collar employees, and all that could
prevent this was “a strong, united, and self-conscious Angestelltenschaft”
working shoulder to shoulder with its working-class brothers.'**

While the white-collar unions were in rough agreement on the need for
vigilance against the forces of management, their attitudes toward blue-
collar labor were sharply divided. Both the DHV and GdA were deter-
mined to maintain the social and economic distinctions between white-
and blue-collar status. Consequently, both endorsed the preservation of
separate social agencies for Germany’s white-collar employees. These or-
ganizations, such as the white-collar insurance and health administra-
tions, perpetuated the gap between manual and nonmanual labor and
were intended to do just that. In DHYV literature the white-collar popula-
tion was portrayed as an “estate” (Stand), a distinct social order with its
own unique spiritual and economic role to play in politics and society.
As such, it required its own social services and political organizations.
While the liberal GdA also supported the separation of white-collar from
working-class institutions, the socialist ZdA did not. It alone espoused
the view that white-collar employees were members of the working class,
and it alone urged a united social and political front with blue-collar la-
bor against management.'*

Given the high level of white-collar discontent in 1924, the Ange-
stelltenschaft would seem to have offered a natural target for National
Socialist electoral recruitment. The membership of the DHV seemed par-
ticularly receptive to National Socialist ideas. This v6lkisch union was
blatantly anti-Semitic and antifeminist, refusing membership to both
Jews and women; was antipacifist; endorsed an expansionist foreign pol-
icy, including the recovery of Germany’s colonial possessions; and was
vehemently anti-Marxist. It condemned the “socialist parties and unions
which seek class domination by the industrial workers” as well as “all
those who want to reestablish the state of the propertied classes.” Both
these alternatives were “outspokenly materialistic and Marxist, com-
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pletely oriented toward material interests” without an appreciation of
ideals or vélkisch questions, Between the two fronts of big capitalism and
Marxist socialism, the DHV argued, a great mass of people were waiting
for new political solutions.'”

Although these attitudes obviously suggest strong affinities with the
vélkisch movement, the Nationalists, much more than the Nazis, sought
to transform them into tangible electoral gains. The DHV was not
officially linked to any party, but it had established intimate ties with the
DNVP. Although differences remained between the two on a number of
economic and political issues,”* a fundamental harmony had developed
in the early years of the republic and extended into 1924. During both
campaigns of that year the Nationalists dwelt on the theme that only per-
sistent vigilance by the DNVP had thwarted Social Democratic efforts at
the “systematic destruction of all white-collar social institutions.” '** Na-
tionalist campaign literature complained that the SPD had relentlessly
“demanded ... the abolition of separate white-collar insurance and
health funds as well as the distinct job referral agency for white-collar
personnel.” #° Nationalist legislative initiatives to ease the plight of the
unemployed and underpaid white-collar employees were constantly em-
phasized, noting that politically conscious white-collar employees should
support the DNVP for “the protection of the middle class, for the con-
tinued education of his children, and against the proletarianization of his
estate [Stand).” ™

The DVP’s white-collar campaign also vigorously supported separate
social agencies for salaried employees. The party endorsed the separate
job referral agency and health insurance plans for white-collar em-
ployees, while excoriating Social Democratic initiatives to merge these
organizations with economy-wide agencies. In its strongly antisocialist
rhetoric, DVP campaign literature on this issue was virtually indis-
tinguishable from that of the DNVP.!*

Like other bourgeois parties, the DDP also supported the continuation
of the distinct white-collar social services, though its appeals to white-
collar employees were less stridently anti-Socialist. The party also at-
tempted to maintain good relations with the liberal GdA. Although that
organization refused to align itself officially with any political party in
1924, the GdA’s principal allegiance, as its program for that year empha-
sized, was to the republican constitution. The translation of the constitu-
tion’s social promise into concrete reality was defined as the GdA’s pri-
mary goal,’®® and, as the bourgeois party that had most vocally defended
the Weimar state, the DDP hoped to profit at the polis from the GdA’s
prorepublican orientation.
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Given the stiff competition for the white-collar vote, the absence of a
clearly articulated Nazi appeal to the Angestelltenschaft is quite remark-
able. In sharp contrast to the vigorous National Socialist efforts to culti-
vate a constituency within the old middle class, the Nazis in 1924 demon-
strated surprisingly little interest in formulating an appeal to white-collar
employees. The social programs of neither the DVFP in the spring nor the
NSFB in the fall dealt explicitly with white-collar concerns, and volkisch
pamphlet literature was virtually silent on the specifically white-collar
issues debated by the other parties.** Nazi appeals to white-collar per-
sonnel were either subsumed in more general appeals to middie-class
voters or added, almost as an afterthought, to campaign literature
addressed to civil servants.!®® At the same time, the party occasionally
treated white-collar employees as components of the Arbeitnehmerschaft
or as “workers of fist and brain,” an appeal that certainly implied com-
munity of interest between white-collar personnel and the working
class.”** Although in subsequent camaigns the Nazis grew more forceful
in their efforts to develop a white-collar constituency, the party’s ap-
proach to this highly heterogeneous group never really overcame a funda-
mental ambivalence concerning its proper social position.'*’

That ambivalence appears to have been reciprocated by the white-
collar electorate in 1924. As the figures of Table 2.5 suggest, the white-
collar vote split along traditional liberal-conservative lines, with the DVP
and DNVP exhibiting the most powerful coefficients. In marked contrast
to the strong and consistent figures of these parties, the National Socialist
coefficients begin and remain unexpectedly negative in May and De-
cember. Even when the white-collar variable is examined according to
individual economic sectors, no positive relationship between the Ange-
stelltenschaft and National Socialist voting emerges. White-collar discon-
tent in 1924, therefore, appears to have been contained within the frame-
work of the traditional parties. Lacking a clearly defined appeal and the
good relations with white-collar unions enjoyed by their bourgeois and
Social Democratic rivals,*** the National Socialists, it seems, were unable
to establish a significant constituency in this important segment of the
middle-class electorate.

Although traditionally more insulated from economic vicissitudes than
their counterparts in the private sector, civil servants could claim to be
victimized by the economic woes of the period. Certainly unprecedented
and extremely traumatic for civil servants were the austerity measures in-
troduced by the Reich government in 1923, which resulted in a mass
layoff of public officials. Forced into drastic budget slashing by the exi-
gencies of stabilization, the Reich dismissed one hundred and fifty thou-
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Table 2.5. Party Vote and the New Middle Class (NMC), 1920-1924

All NMC*
Protestant (N=152) Catholic (N=64)

1920 19242  1924b 1920 19242  1924b
NSDAP NA 217 —.656 NA —.268% —.357
DNVP —.555%  .212 .92.3 —.571 .309 .390
DVP 321 Ja59% 193 —.441 —.530 —.144°F
DDP .698 157 196 -.988 —.126* —.652
Z —.210 —.10§% —.216 —.389% 214 .209
SPD —.292 297%  —.158% 393 —.456 —.548
KPD ~.131 —.118% —.121% 203" 271% 169F
Other —.862 —.136 —.112% .402 .997 .587

White Collar™®
Protestant Subsample
Commerce Industry

1920 19242 1924b 1920 19242  1924b
NSDAP NA -.534 —.358 NA —.548 —.376
DNVP ~.403  —.353 2367 322 —.737 —.193
DVP .373 .606 571 .207 % .287 .296
DDP —.371 22T —.325§ 484 336 273
Z —. 196" —.252F —.247"% 194%  —.157 % —.122%
SPD 102 ¥ 244 161 % .068% —.463 —.201
KPD 264" 126 .243 .238% —.131 I61 %
Other —.308 —.448 —.540 —.162% 363% —.612

Catholic Subsample
Commerce Industry

1920 19242  1924b 1920 19242  1924b
NSDAP NA —3.34 —2.25 NA —.679 —.716
DNVP .494% —.626 —.832 .129%  —.992 —1.29
DVP —.257 1.52 1.06 —1.61 367 —.217
DDP 254 .306 .268 .310 921 2667
Z —I.21I —.747 1267 .310 795 .955§
SPD 1.0§ —.402 .I687 1.37 .549 1.04
KPD —.703 256 % .10§ ¥ —.100 —.898 .20§ %
Other —.184% 1.06 2107 —.882 .401*  ~ 3107
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Table 2.5. (continued)

Civil Service*®
Protestant Subsample

Prof. Service Transportation

1920 19242  1924b 1920 19242 1924b
NSDAP NA 372 173 NA .591 .808
DNVP 444 418 .550 198 % 211 237
DVP .106%  —.224  —.239 —.386 —.193 —.229
DDP —.258 —.213% —.5§5 .322 .I09% 995
Z 322 .590 .291 206% 203 216
SPD .204 —.290 .196 —~.200 —.I124% —.161
KPD —. 14T  —.447  —.407 —.273 —.381  —.3171
Other —-.815 —.178*%  .3027 —.182%  203% 550

Catholic Subsample
Prof. Service Transportation

1920 19242  1924b 1920 19242  1924b
NSDAP NA —.490 358 NA LI68%  —.239
DNVP —.102 631 802 228 ~—.921 2747
DVP 1.01 .506 415 —.653 —.518 —.551
DDP —-.810 —.571 —.829 .254 .306 .268
V4 1.67 1.52 1.75 —1.14 —.I90  —.422
SPD —1.03 —2.23 —2.39 .880 .826 922
KPD —.219 27§ 51§ 224 JI68% —113 %
Other a73% 0 223 133 339 .286%  214*

a. These figures are unstandardized regression coefficients (b), controlling for old mid-
dle class, Rentnermittelstand, blue-collar workers, religion, and urbanization (population
size).

b. Presents coefficients for each component of the NMC, controlling for all remaining ele-
ments of the white-collar/civil service population in addition to those variables listed above.

*These coefficients are not significant at the .o5 level.

sand public officials and government employees between November 1923
and April 1924. Moreover, state and local authorities were compelled to
take similar measures. It is estimated that nearly seven hundred and fifty
thousand public officials and civil employees lost their jobs as a conse-
quence of the government’s stabilization policy. Since civil servants en-
joyed special legal privileges (Beamtenrechte), among which was a posi-
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tion of permanent tenure, the emergency measures of 1923—24 were
viewed by the Reich’s civil-service associations as a direct challenge to
the unique legal and social status traditionally enjoyed by the German
Beamtentum .

Regardless of rank, dismissals came as a profound shock to civil ser-
vants presumably assured of job security. As one Reichsbank official put
it, he was fired “in spite of lifetime tenure, conscientious service, and re-
peated assurances from competent government authorities that the rights
of civil servants would not be infringed upon.” As a result of the govern-
ment’s austerity program, he was “forced into retirement and thrown out
onto the streets. If I had little faith in the regime up until then,” he re-
called, “a genuine hatred of the system set in at that moment.” '* More-
over, complaints were frequently voiced that the government had used
the austerity measures to purge the civil service of officials with conserva-
tive political sympathies. “Old experienced men are . . . forced into re-
tirement and replaced by politically reliable men, true to the system,”
another convert to National Socialism charged. “Qualification for a pub-
lic position is not years of training in state service but the party book,
pure and simple.” **!

The dismissals of 1923 ~24 also reinforced civil-service determination
to maintain the Berufsbeamtentum as a professional and social estate
clearly distinct from white-collar employees and other Arbeitnebhmer.
During the war, strains within the civil service had threatened its tradi-
tional ethos of social solidarity, and in the wake of revolution and the
republic’s efforts at “democratization” that homogeneity of political and
social identity seemed severely eroded. Symptomatically, the politically
neutral Civil Servants’ League (Deutscher Beamtenbund—DBB), though
still by far the largest public service union, suffered a steady hemorrhage
of support between 1919 and 1922 as more and more officials turned to
unions with explicit political orientations. Thus, the Social Democratic
Allgemeiner Deutscher Beamtenbund (ADB), its strength centered pri-
marily in the transportation sector, and the Christian-nationalist GDB
made significant gains in this period, signaling an apparent political frag-
mentation of the Berufsbeamtentum and its transformation from a so-
cially cohesive estate to a set of competing political and social interests.
The shock of the personnel dismissals of 1923~24 reversed that trend.*

As the debate over the government’s intention to reduce the size of the
civil bureaucracy gathered momentum in the summer of 1923, the DBB
took the lead in defending the traditional rights and privileges of the civil
service. It conceded that the public payroll had swollen greatly since the
war but was vehement in its position that professional civil servants
should be protected at the expense of other occupational groups who did



Inflation and Stabilization: 1924 - 95

not enjoy the Berufsbeamtentum’s well-established right to lifetime ten-
ure. If these extraordinary dismissals were, in fact, unavoidable, they
should affect first and foremost public employees (Angestellte and Arbei-
ter) without civil-service status. For the DBB there was no question of
social solidarity with other Arbeitnebmer to prevent the dismissals; the
threat of layoffs called for unity within the civil service and a united de-
fense of the Berufsbeamtentum at all costs,'"

The politically oriented unions, but especially the Social Democratic
ADB, found the issue far more problematic. The ADB was closedly linked
with the socialist white-collar unions and was, therefore, hardly in a
position to take an unequivocally pro-civil-service stance. Instead, it con-
tended that the dismissals were an attempt by the upper echelons (the
Ministerialbiirokratie) to purge the lower and middle grades of pro-
republican, progressive elements. The best protection of civil-service in-
terests, it argued, was in a united front of all Arbeitnebmer—civil ser-
vants, white-collar employees, and workers—against the government’s
policy. One socialist white-collar publication charged that “the behavior
of the DBB is reactionary and designed, as in the old authoritarian state
[Obrigskeitsstaat], to create a gap between civil servants and other Ar-
beitnehmer,” and it warned that such a strategy only aided the most con-
servative parties.'**

That critique was as accurate as it was ineffectual. While the DBB
staked out a narrow, pro-civil-service position, urging protection of the
Beamtentum on the basis of traditional rights, the ADB was asking civil
servants to forget that engrained elitism and join forces with other less
privileged groups now competing with them for a position on the govern-
ment payroll. In the highly charged atmosphere of 1923 —24, this call for
common action with such groups found little resonance with civil set-
vants threatened with imminent dismissal. Indeed, the debate over the
Beamtenabbau marked an important turning point in the fortunes of the
DBB and in the sociopolitical orientation of the German civil service. It
revived and greatly strengthened the long-standing but recently eroding
tendency toward social exclusivity and internal solidarity within the
Berufsbeamtentum, and it halted—if temporarily—its nascent political
fragmentation. Beginning with this debate, the DBB not only reversed its
declining popularity but began a period of sustained growth, while the
politically oriented unions, especially the ADB, went into a tailspin from
which they never recovered. In the period of relative stability that fol-
lowed, the “nonaligned” DBB dwarfed the other civil-service organiza-
tions, reasserting its position as the paramount representative of the
Berufsbeamtentum.'

Also contributing to the renewed sense of civil-service solidarity and to
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the rejuvenated leadership of the DBB in 1923-24 was the often bitter
public debate on civil-service salaries. Unlike white-collar employees and
workers, who collected their pay on a monthly or weekly basis, civil ser-
vants had traditionally received their salaries in prepaid quarterly install-
ments. During the protracted period of hyperinflation, these quarterly in-
stallments were supplemented periodically by additional payments that
were tied to the cost-of-living index. This meant that civil servants could
not only count on a considerable lump of expendable income that permit-
ted some form of financial planning but also expect favorable adjust-
ments of that income from time to time. This arrangement became a
matter of public debate during 1922—23, with some groups arguing that
this manner of prepayment and the supplemental adjustments consti-
tuted preferential treatment for civil servants and acted to fuel inflation.
Again the DBB took the lead in meeting these charges, denouncing the
“persecution of civil servants” and defending these pay arrangements as a
“well-deserved right.” When at last, in November 1923, the government
made civil-service salaries payable on a monthly basis—on the same day
and for the same period as white-collar pay—the civil-service associa-
tions, with the DBB in the lead, condemned this measure as a blatant as-
sault on the traditional rights of the Berufsbeamtentum.'*

Civil servants also complained of a decline in real income as inflation
gave way to stabilization in 1924. In the months before the spring elec-
tion, the salary of a low-ranking civil servant stationed in a major urban
area was even lower than that of a retail clerk, and job security, once a
unique advantage of the public sector, was no longer a certainty. Al-
though all ranks of the civil service suffered a decline in real income, the
highest echelons were hardest hit. Beginning with the wartime inflation,
officials in the top five grades had seen their real income shrink to be-
tween 27 and 35 percent of their prewar levels. This loss was considered
even more onerous since, as one civil-service observer noted, “the higher
officials were very poorly paid even before the war.” These civil servants
were also less able to rely on income from investments, since many had
placed their money in government bonds with fixed rates of interest.
Savings and investment income, often representing the crucial margin be-
tween proletarian and middle-class standards of living for status-
conscious civil servants, had been lost.!*” As one municipal official, at-
tracted by National Socialist propaganda, complained: “The inflation
robbed us Mittelstindler of the money saved from years of honest work.
At the end of the inflation all I could call my own were my furniture and a
small garden plot.” 48

Lower-level officials also experienced a contraction of real income,
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though to a lesser degree. During 1923 real incomes in the lower ranks
mounted to between 43 and 82 percent of the prewar standards. Many
schoolteachers and university instructors were forced to supplement their
incomes with manual labor. Responding to a questionnaire on standards
of living, many academics reported with considerable bitterness on their
“difficult struggle for existence” during the inflation. One instructor,
with an annual income of 190,000 RM in 1922, grumbled that he was
“working for the railroad during vacations for day wages.” Another com-
plained that his school salary of 150,000 RM “has not even approached
the minimum necessary to exist. I am forced to sell my personal belong-
ings from time to time.” At the German Natural Sciences Convention in
1922, another scholar voiced his fear that owing to the inflation, which at
that time had not yet approached the fantastic proportions of the follow-
ing year, “Germany’s cultured middle class” was “about to disappear.” '’

After the election in May, salaries for public officials were boosted con-
siderably, those of low-ranking civil servants climbing by about 28 per-
cent between April and December, those for the higher grades even
more.”® These salary hikes, approved by the Reichstag in mid-summer,
undoubtedly contributed to an improvement of civil-service morale, but
they did not compensate for the shock of the massive dismissals or the
loss of real income suffered particularly by the middle and upper eche-
lons. Moreover, strains within the Berufsbeamtentum produced by the
real income question tended to pale when civil servants were confronted
with a serious challenge from the outside. The dismissals and the debate
over civil-service salaries were symptomatic, many officials felt, of a
“Beamtenhetze,” and resentment remained rife within the Beamtentum
throughout the election year.'!

If the Nazis had little success in reaching the salaried employees of the
private sector, their efforts to attract a civil-service constituency were
considerably more forceful and more fruitful. In contrast to the indif-
ference that characterized the National Socialist approach to white-collar
employees, the party’s campaign for the civil-service vote was both
clearly articulated and highly aggressive. By stressing the low civil-service
pay scale and the threat of additional dismissals, the party sought to
manipulate civil-service anxiety over its diminishing economic security
and social status. “Civil servants have been thrown out on the street by
the hundreds of thousands, without consideration for family, war dis-
ability, or professional expertise,” the Nazis charged.”*? These layoffs
came in the middle and lower ranks, the Nazis claimed, “without plan-
ning and without saving the German people a single penny in taxes.”
With disdain the party noted that “salaries amount to at most 40 percent
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of their prewar value. ... Vacation has been shortened, and working
hours extended.” While “the inflation, brought about by Jewish stock-
market swindlers,” had “pauperized the civil servants, white-collar em-
ployees, and pensioners of Germany,” the Third Emergency Tax Decree
was “a brutal unjustifiable act of violence” against those already threat-
ened groups.'”

Among those public officials who had survived the dismissals, the vél-
kisch coalition attempted to exploit feelings of frustrated upward mobil-
ity. The party emphasized the republic’s policy of “democratizing the civil
service,” which allegedly resulted in the appointment of unqualified per-
sonnel through the patronage of the government parties. While honest,
well-trained civil servants were unceremoniously and unconstitutionally
fired, “the politically clever November official,” the Nazis contended,
“remains at the feeding trough.”'** The career advancement of civil ser-
vants had been “infinitely delayed by the appointment of unqualified per-
sonnel,” the vélkisch coalition claimed, adding that “young German
teachers have to make way for Jewish instructors.” In fact, the Nazis
maintained that the upper ranks of the civil service were “in ever greater
numbers being staffed by Jews.” !5

To rectify this situation, the vélkisch movement demanded the revoca-
tion of the emergency measures pertaining to personnel cutbacks and, in
addition, called for the replacement of all “revolution officials” by
“trained, professional civil servants.” The party also endorsed a more just
wage scale and a full schedule of pension benefits for retired civil servants.
Finally, the Nazis reminded the civil-service electorate that “preservation
of a professional Beamtentum”™ had been a plank of the original National
Socialist platform adopted in 1920.'%

The surprising emphasis on the plight of one of Germany’s traditional
social elites in Nazi campaign literature was, more predictably, dupli-
cated in Nationalist electoral strategy. The conservatives had long com-
manded a strong following within the Berufsbeamtentum, and during
both campaigns of 1924 the DNVP mounted major propaganda offen-
sives to secure that traditional constituency. Untainted by responsibility
for the emergency measures that had shocked the Beamtentum, the Na-
tionalists, like the Nazis, played on the twin themes of declining eco-
nomic fortunes and frustrated career ambitions. “Salary miseries and the
nightmare of dismissals weigh heavily on civil servants,” the DNVP de-
clared. “Their workday has been extended from eight to nine hours with-
out compelling justification and their vacation has been shortened. Like
the rest of the middle class, civil servants have been hard hit by the Third
Emergency Tax Decree which . . . robbed holders of war bonds of the
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hope of ever recovering a penny of the good money they lent the father-
land.” The party also complained that “years of loyal service, which the
old Obrigkeitsstaat rewarded with decorations, titles, badges of honor,
and promotions are recognized by the democratic republic with dismiss-
als.” Moreover, “it is an open secret,” one Nationalist journal charged,
that political considerations not infrequently have played a substantial
role in the dismissals in the Reich and provincial governments, especially
with regard to many rightist officials.” '’

While the DVFP and the DNVP pursued the civil-service vote with re-
markably similar appeals, significant differences in tone and emphasis
were also discernible. Like the Nazis, the Nationalists condemned the
personnel cutbacks and charged that political favoritism threatened to
ruin the traditions of professionalism and integrity within the Berufsbe-
amtentum. However, Nationalist appeals tended to be more explicitly
elitist in tone. The DNVP, for example, complained that “union secre-
taries, ironworkers, bricklayers, bartenders, and cigar makers” were
being appointed to high positions in municipal, state, and national gov-
ernment.'*® Similarly, while the National Socialists tended to emphasize
the effects of the cutbacks on the middle and lower ranks, the National-
ists were particularly solicitous of the higher echelons. Following the
Reichstag’s passage of legislation to raise civil-service salaries during the
summer of 1924, it was typical of the Nazis to argue that “since the high-
est ranking officials have been granted really fabulous salaries, it is imper-
ative that the lowest-ranking civil servants be given more than just the
bare essentials of life.”"”* The DNVP, on the other hand, charac-
teristically warned voters that civil servants, but “especially higher offi-
cials,” as members of Germany’s “intellectual and cultural aristocracy,”
simply could not be allowed to “decline socially in relation to other oc-
cupational groups.”!%

The DVP also sought to appeal to the elitist orientation of the civil-
service electorate, reminding officials that on the question of “democra-
tization” the German People’s party “stands in sharp opposition to the
Social Democrats, who want to treat civil servants . . . like every private
employee [Arbeitnehmer].” The DVP stood firmly against the “integra-
tion of civil servants into the great front of Arbeitnebmer,” which would
mean the loss of the public servant’s “privileged legal position, which
they derive from their education and responsibility in the life of the
state.” If the Social Democrats had their way, the DVP contended, “the
professional civil servant would hang suspended in constant danger of
expulsion by alien elements.”'s' The party’s campaign literature also
pointed to the DVP’s basic principles, drafted in 1919, which demanded
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“permanent lifelong appointment of officials solely according to objec-
tive criteria without consideration of party membership and religious
confession.” 12

Yet the DVP had maintained a high profile in the governments of
1923—24, and as a result, its appeals to white-collar and civil-service per-
sonnel possessed a palpable defensive quality. Referring to the unpopular
decrees of the Marx-Stresemann cabinets, the party press asked plain-
tively: “Can one forget that at the close of the last year the German Reich
stood before the imminent collapse of its finances and thus before hunger
and turmoil? At that time it was imperative to take all measures without
long deliberation that would balance the budget and protect the Renten-
mark from deterioration.”'*

The DVP also sought to shift the responsibility for the unpopular gov-
ernment actions to the SPD. “The mismanagement of government finan-
ces, the planned economy, and the policies of unconditional fulfillment
pursued by every government from Scheidemann to Wirth,” had created
a “swelling of the white-collar and civil-service body” and dictated “a
painful intervention.” The unavoidable reduction of government person-
nel “saved the Reich two hundred million gold marks,” the DVP ex-
plained. As a last line of defense, the party also claimed that “the dismiss-
als were unavoidable for reasons of foreign policy.” The Dawes Plan, the
DVP argued, “would not have been as favorable to us if it could be shown
that the smaller and impoverished Germany employed more civil ser-
vants and white-collar personnel than the larger, more prosperous Reich
of 1914.” Given these considerations, the DVP contended that civil ser-
vants should regard their party’s action as painful but patriotic. In one
pamphlet addressed explicitly to civil servants, the party stoutly but de-
fensively remarked that “the DVP has a clear conscience and confidently
submits its work for Volk und Vaterland to the consideration of the sensi-
ble voter.” 1%

The DDP also found itself on the defensive, owing to its role in cabinet
decisions in 192324, noting bitterly that “the question of civil-service
incomes and personnel cutbacks has been used by the Nationalists and
Vilkischen for ruthless agitation against the republic and the governing
parties.” In an attempt to explain the party’s position to civil servants,
one Democratic deputy maintained that the DDP had, in fact, “fought
the ruthless reductions in government personnel” and had sought “only
the release of superfluous officials. A reduction of such brutality,” he con-
ceded, “should never have been allowed.” When the parties of the right
assailed democratization of the civil service, the reduction of salaries,
and cutbacks in personnel, linking these with the Versailles settlement,
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the Dawes Plan, and even the republican form of government, the DDP
cautioned that “some shortsighted civil servants repeatedly forget that all
these developments have their origins in the lost war and its conse-
quences.” The Democrats, therefore, felt that it was “quite incomprehen-
sible that civil servants could be enthused for the rightist parties.” '** Na-
tionalist demands for higher civil-service salaries were dismissed in the
Democratic press as “grotesque” in view of the conservative support for
“an increase in grain tariffs, a reduction of the tax burdens for the prop-
ertied, and an immediate termination of rent control.” The Democrats
also prided themselves on their concern for the problems of middle- and
lower-ranking civil servants, advocating a decent minimum salary and a
more equitable distribution of the tax burden.!®¢

The figures of Table 2.5, however, strongly suggest that the liberals, im-
plicated in the formulation and implementation of the unpopular aus-
terity measures of 1923 —24, proved unable to rebuff the vigorous assault
of the conservative and radical right. The liberal/civil-service figures are
low in May and remain weak even in the improved political and economic
circumstances of the December election. The Nationalist coefficients, on
the other hand, not only rise considerably between 1920 and May 1924
but remain high for the fall campaign as well. The conservative figures
follow a steadily ascending curve through these first three Reichstag elec-
tions of the Weimar era. The conservative orientation of the German
Beamtentum was, of course, long established. The civil service had been
one of the traditional pillars of the Hohenzollern monarchy, and the
revolution of 1918—despite all the complaints about “democratiza-
tion”—had not been accompanied by a purge of rightist officials. More-
over, the restrictions on the size of the German military establishment by
the Treaty of Versailles resulted in the transfer of many military men to
other areas of public service. The reduction of civil-service personnel de-
manded by the government’s stabilization program, however, severely
curbed career opportunities for many ex-soldiers and graduating univer-
sity students. Careers in the military and public administration, tradi-
tional avenues of social advancement in prewar Germany, were no longer
readily accessible. In fact, unemployment among professionals—teach-
ers, lawyers, and others whose hopes for a civil-service career had
suffered a jarring setback—remained at gloomy levels throughout
1924." Social ambitions nurtured during the Empire were thus rudely
dashed in the crisis-ridden early years of the republic, driving many ex-
military men into the numerous paramilitary organizations and others
into less structured but no less vociferous opposition to the new “system.”
Perhaps no other group in German society was more directly affected by
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the loss of the war and the collapse of the Hohenzollern monarchy. In
addition to the profound cultural shock experienced by many veterans
and civil servants, especially of the older generation, the economic dis-
locations of the early postwar years produced, in Peter Merkl’s words, “a
whole crisis stratum in the military and public service.” ¢

The figures of Table 2.5 reflect the extent of that crisis mentality. In the
aftermath of inflation and stabilization, the growing discontent within
the civil-service population could not be contained by the forces of the
traditional right. The volkisch/civil-service coefficients are surprisingly
strong for the May election in both public service sectors. Thereafter, as
the political and economic crises abated, the vélkisch coefficients fade in
the professional services but remain strong in the smaller transportation
sector. Nevertheless, given the conventional wisdom concerning the
lower-middle-class origins of National Socialist support, it is noteworthy
that the Nazi/civil-service coefficients are far stronger than the Nazi/
white-collar figures. The National Socialists had made a major effort to
win adherents within this traditional elite in 1924, and although these
efforts met with only limited success, the party’s scrupulous cultivation of
this socially established and politially conservative element of the elector-
ate reflected the surprisingly broad sociopolitical potential of National
Socialism’s appeal.

The Working Class

Despite the heavy emphasis traditionally placed on the
plight of the Mittelstand in 1923 —24, blue-collar workers were certainly
among the biggest losers of the inflation, both individually and institu-
tionally. The occupation of the Ruhr and the policy of passive resistance
had cost thousands of workers their jobs, and the hyperinflation that fol-
lowed greatly exacerbated that situation. Unemployment, which had re-
mained relatively low in the early postwar years, began an irregular as-
cent in late 1922, reaching its apex in the bitter winter of 1923—24. In
December of 1922, job-referral agencies recorded two applicants for
every available position; twelve months later that ratio had jumped to
nine to one. In December 1923, over half of all organized workers were
either unemployed or working part-time.' Moreover, owing to the
structure of the tax system, those workers who did find jobs were forced
to bear a disproportionately heavy share of the government’s financial
burden. Unlike the self-employed, who paid their taxes in quarterly in-
stallments and hence in greatly inflated currency, blue-collar workers
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paid their taxes through withholdings from weekly pay.'” As a result, in-
flation gnawed steadily away at blue-collar income, while the specter of
unemployment loomed constantly in the not-so-distant background.

The inflation also severely weakened the institutional strength of the
working class. As unemployment mounted, unions suffered serious losses
in membership and in 1923 their funds evaporated in the heat of hyper-
inflation.”* The extent of labor weakness was vividly demonstrated in
December 1923, when a government ordinance eliminated one of the
most prized achievements of the November revolution. In an effort to sta-
bilize the economy and increase production, the Marx government—
with the acquiescence of the unions and the SPD—revoked the eight-
hour day. Thereafter, the work week for most laborers was extended to
forty-eight or, in some cases, fifty-four hours.'”

As the geneial economic recovery got under way in the spring of 1924,
its effects were quickly reflected in the levels of blue-collar employment
and wages. Although joblessness remained high in certain sectors, partic-
ularly in machine working, mining, and the chemical industry, unemploy-
ment among organized workers fell from approximately 27 percent in
January to 9 percent in May. Despite some fluctuations in late summer,
the rate remained stable for the remainder of the year, settling at 7 per-
cent just before the December election. Wages also followed the same
positive trends, as real wages for both skilled and unskilled labor rose
gradually throughout the year. Between January and May average weekly
real wages for skilled workers rose by approximately three marks (from
25.76 DM to 28.58 DM) and almost a mark and a half for unskilled
labor (from 21.39 DM to 22.88 DM). Though these increases were small,
both continued to improve during the summer and fall, with the gap be-
tween skilled and unskilled pay widening as the year progressed. After
the massive problems and uncertainties of hyperinflation, 1924 proved to
be a year of gradual recovery for the working class.'”

In 1924 the National Socialists had managed to make significant
though limited inroads into the constituencies of the major bourgeois
parties. Unlike those parties, however, the vélkisch coalition was not
content to confine its electoral efforts to the diverse elements of the frac-
tious Mittelstand. The vote of the blue-collar laborer was not seriously
pursued by either the liberals or conservatives, and the Zentrum’s
working-class electorate was restricted to areas of heavy Catholic con-
centration. The National Socialists, on the other hand, refused to con-
cede the blue-collar electorate to the Marxist left, and in both campaigns
of 1924 sought to cultivate a labor constituency.

The major battle for the blue-collar vote was, of course, waged be-
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tween the SPD and KPD, and although both directed some attention to
the Nazi challenge, their campaigns were focused primarily on each
other. In this bitter struggle, the Social Democrats developed two basic
themes: defense of the republic against the increasing threat from the
right, especially the DNVP, and the necessity of systematic legislative
activity to protect and advance the interests of the working class. Since
the Reichstag to be elected in 1924 would decide on issues such as “the
eight-hour day, wage contracts, unemployment insurance, the right to
organize, and distribution of the Reich’s fiscal burden through taxation,”
it was imperative, the party pointed out, for the proletariat to have capa-
ble representatives to face the capitalist challenge. Social Democratic
literature, therefore, repeatedly contrasted the “divisive agitation” of the
Communists with the constructive parliamentary work of the SPD. “In
this critical situation,” Vorwirts asked, “should the working class entrust
the representation of its interests . . . to the Communists . . . who must
be fundamentally opposed to all parliamentary endeavors?” 7

During 1923—24 the SPD had been dedicated to constructive legisla-
tive work aimed at improving the economic and political position of the
working class, Vérwarts maintained, while the KPD had engaged in
obstructionist tactics in the Reichstag and fomented unrest in the streets.
The great fundamental difference between the two parties, the SPD con-
tended, was that the Communists “desire the direst impoverishment of
the workers because they believe that only in this way can they attain
their objective”; the Social Democrats, on the other hand, “seek to pre-
vent this misery,” turning instead to “a moderate step-by-step improve-
ment” as “the only way to free the path to higher goals.” '

While the SPD presented itself as the only pragmatic and experienced
representative of working-class interests, the KPD launched a vigorous
assault on precisely this Social Democratic view of proletarian progress
through parliamentary activity. Cooperation with the bourgeoisie in a
bourgeois parliament, the KPD charged, had resulted merely in the coop-
tation of the SPD, a party “in which the majority of the German pro-
letariat had once placed its hopes.” Over the years the SPD had “become
a middle-class party,” the Rote Fahne maintained, “inextricably linked
with the bourgeoisie . .. Social Democracy has deliberately and sys-
tematically delivered the proletariat . . . to the great wolves of capital.” 17

Throughout both campaigns, the Communists ridiculed Social Demo-
cratic emphasis on its pro-labor parliamentary activity, dismissing it as “a
propagandistic swindle.” After all, the KPD reminded blue-collar voters,
the Social Democrats had supported the Dawes Plan, which meant “final
elimination of the eight-hour day . . . massive unemployment in industry,
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and a complete break with all labor protection and social welfare.”'”’

Furthermore, in discussion of economic recovery, the Rote Fabne noted,
“the Social Democrats no longer dare mention class struggle or national-
ization. Social Democracy is totally oriented toward the continued exis-
tence of capitalism.”'”* Liberation from this tyranny could obviously
never be achieved by the revisionist strategy of the tainted SPD, the Com-
munists charged. Only the destruction of Weimar’s capitalist system and
the establishment of a free state of soviets could accomplish that. Thus, in
1924 the KPD entered both campaigns under the antirepublican slogan:
“Down with the black-red-yellow!”'”

Despite the acrimonious conflict between the SPD and KPD, the Na-
tional Socialists professed to find little to distinguish between the two
parties of the Marxist left, both of which were assailed as frauds and
enemies of the working class. Both of these parties, the Nazis charged,
had pledged themselves for years to the eradication of capitalism but had
acquiesced meekly in the continued exploitation of the German worker.
The Marxists had bravely promised to abolish the capitalist system, but
four years after the revolution German workers were “one hundred times
more than ever before the slaves . . . of interest and dividend profiteers,
of the great international bank Jews,” the Nazis asserted. German work-
ers had supported the SPD and the KPD because they had believed the
Marxist promises of “the eight-hour day, international solidarity, free-
dom, equality, and fraternity.” '® But instead of the long-awaited work-
ers’ paradise, the “Marxist dominated republic” had allowed “capitalism
to crack its whip over the enslaved workers,” who “live in misery and
despair, while facing an even grimmer future.” What had happened to
these Marxist promises, Nazi campaign literature pointedly inquired.
“Why has the nationalization of the banks not begun? Why has the So-
cial Democratic leadership so openly protected this lifeline of capitalism
and why do these leaders ridicule us,” the Nazis asked, “when we . . .
strive to break interest slavery?”'®

Not only had the SPD failed to deliver on its promises, but the KPD,
the Nazis charged, was plotting to betray the German worker to interna-
tional bolshevism. The Communists ultimately wanted to reduce the Ger-
man worker to “the same fate as that of his counterpart in Russia. There
one works twelve hours a day, and the right to strike has been revoked.”
If the KPD had its way, the German working man, the Nazis concluded,
would find himself sentenced to the “very same prison state” that existed
in the Soviet Union.'®

The vélkisch movement therefore called upon working-class voters to
emancipate themselves from “Marxism and bolshevism, with their un-
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German class hatred and their Jewish deception about the ‘international
solidarity of the proletariat.’” Instead of preaching class struggle, the Na-
tional Socialists emphasized that their commitment was to the establish-
ment of a true “people’s community,” in which social distinctions and
class antagonisms would dissolve. “The curse of our Volk,” the DVFP’s
platform explained, “has been this senseless division of employers and
employees into antagonistic camps.” The “ultimate cause” of Germany’s
collapse in 1918 lay precisely in this “hate-filled divisiveness,” which had
been “systematically fostered by Jewish Marxism.” The creation of an
“inner conciliation” between these mutually antagonistic groups and
their integration into a “genuine Volksgemeinschaft” was, therefore,
prominently touted as “the highest goal” of the vélkisch movement in
1924. “Management and labor,” the Nazis stressed, must become aware
that they are “united by similar interests and by the common possession
of German blood.” '*

To forge this new alliance, Nazi campaign literature called upon Ger-
man voters to “leave all the small party squabbling behind. All decent
people,” they pleaded, “must stick together against the common enemy
who exploits us all.” The vélkisch movement was to serve as the rallying
point for the diverse social elements disgusted with the traditional divi-
sions of German electoral politics. The National Socialists were uniquely
qualified for this critical task because their movement “recognized no
class differences. All Stdnde [!] that keep body and soul together in an
honorable way belong with us,” the Nazis explained, “whether workers,
farmers, artisans, merchants, civil servants, factory owners—they all
have the same interest in seeing the return of order and justice.” ***

This enervating division between “left and right, Nationalist and so-
cialist,” the Nazis argued, was artificial and a creation of “the Jewish
press on both sides.” While the “right demands love of the fatherland
from the working people but wants to keep the treasures of the father-
land for itself, the left demands peace, freedom, and bread but hates
those who are ready to give their lives for the attainment of freedom, for
the maintenance of peace, and for the protection of our food supplies.
And behind both camps,” the Nazis warned, “the stock-market Jew sits
and manipulates the people.” **

For the National Socialists in 1924, “the resolution of the social prob-
lem” had “as its presupposition the resolution of the Jewish question.” 1%
Indeed, the linkage of Jews with both Marxism and capitalism consti-
tuted the ideological foundations of Nazi electoral strategy in 1924.
When addressing workers, this linkage permitted the party to attack
“Jewish international” or “interest capital” without necessarily demand-
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ing an end to the capitalist system. The workers had driven the kings
from their thrones in 1918, only to have them replaced by the “kings of
finance,” the Nazis typically charged. Following the great suffering of the
war, “international bank and stock-market capital” had “assumed abso-
lute power,” with the greatest financial clout resting “in the hands of
the Jews, who maintain a powerful network extending over the whole
world.” Like the Marxists and their doctrine of class struggle, the forces
of “international capitalism” were associated in National Socialist elec-
toral propaganda with “rootless Jewry.” The central issue confronting
not simply the working class but German society as a whole, the Nazis
warned, was not left or right, Nationalist or Socialist, but “for or against
the Jews.” '8

Both the Social Democrats and Communists, of course, dismissed
these Nazi appeals to blue-collar voters as hypocritical and self-evidently
fraudulent. To the SPD, the vélkisch coalition’s campaign appealed to the
worst in German political culture. The Nazis, like the Communists, were
not interested in the welfare of the working class, the SPD charged, but
were intent on destroying democratic government and throwing the
country into civil war.'"®™® The Communists agreed that Nazi efforts to
rouse a working-class following were nothing but “empty rhetoric and
demagoguery,” but the KPD was not above employing much of the same
vélkisch terminology in its own campaigns. Thus, while condemning the
Nazi assault on “Jewish capital,” the KPD argued that the goal of such
attacks was “to divert the working class from the struggle against the
entire Jewish and Aryan bourgeoisie.” The Nazi campaign against the
“Jewish Republic” was nothing but a big lie, the Communists charged.
The only plank in the vélkisch platform to be taken seriously was “not
the battle against Jewish capital nor the clamor against the stock market,
nor the ranting against parliamentarianism.” The only policy that
mattered to the Nazis, the KPD warned, was the “struggle against the
revolutionary workers and against bolshevism.” 1%°

These counterattacks by the two major proletarian parties proved
quite effective. The data of Table 2.6 would seem to indicate that Nazi
efforts to secure a beachhead on the embattled shores of working-class
politics were successfully thwarted by the Marxist parties. The Social
Democratic vote is strongly related to the industrial blue-collar variable
in both Protestant and Catholic samples, while registering mixed results
in mining. The Communist vote, on the other hand, is related to the blue-
collar variable in mining and metalworking, a sector where unemploy-
ment remained dismally high throughout the year,’ and to the industrial
variable in Protestant areas. In contrast, the National Socialist/blue-collar
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Table 2.6. Party Vote and the Blue-Collar Working Class (BC),
1920—1924

All BC
Protestant (N=152) Catholic (N=64)

1920 19242  1924b 1920 1924a  1924b
NSDAP NA 619  —.780 NA —.792. —.378
DNVP —.817 —.271 —.171 —.104 —.623 —.874
DvVP 2107 —.221 —.645 —.143 —.220"7 —.332
DDP .128% —.297  —.118 —.279  —.3§3  —.320
Z —.514 —.718 —.714 —.154" 214%  —.393
SPD 121 .370 217 210" —.144% —.988
KPD —~.254 356 .630 —.309 242 .169
Other —-.769 —.805  —.353 150 14T .140

BC in Industry®

Protestant (N=152) Catholic (N=64)

1920 19242 1924b 1920 19242 1924b
NSDAP NA .246% —.815 NA 4487 3627
DNVP .196%  —.334  —.193 —-.202  —.358 251"
DVP —.221% —.997 .129% —.520 —.367  —.247
DDP —.590 251" —.386 I01% —.156 —.147
Z —.100% —.101% —.982 —.964 217 —.333
SPD I2r .370 217 .363 418 .520
KPD 254 356 .630 —.385 212 % 184
Other —.341  —.663 —.372 —.243 —.296% —.x12"%

BC in Mining/Metalworking®

Protestant (N=152) Catholic (N=64)

1920 1924a  1924b 1920 1924a 1924b
NSDAP NA —.558 —.195% NA 301" —.329
DNVP —.486 —.267 —.133 —.269 —.472  —.283
DvVP 1997 X477 274 —.490  —.253  —.I43
DDP —-.554 —.514 —.1§1 —.791 —.891 —.569
V4 —.332 —.610 —.379 —.368 —.928 —.262
SPD ~.473 430 —.178 224 197 .366
KPD .502 217 .236 322 .297 .323

Other —.222  —.584 —.185 Jd26% 114* .186%
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Table 2.6. (continued)

BC in Handicrafts®

Protestant (N=152) Catholic (N=64)

1920 19242  1924b 1920 19242 1924b
NSDAP NA 667 .600 NA 1.18 .220
DNVP ~.317  —.371 —.318 —.678 —.810 —.45I
DvVP —.949 .190% 238 % —-.842 —.511 —.250
DDP —.508 —.709 —.1%50 742 .370% .400%
Z —.109 —.1I09 —.122 —.703 —.839 —1.32
SPD .128 213 124 852 1.24 1.76
KPD 104" .399 1147 —.455  —.414 —.73§
Other .128% —.533 —.180 —-.506 —.227% —.140%

BC in Agriculture®

Protestant (N=121) Catholic (N=125)

1920 19242  1924b 1920 19242  1924b
NSDAP NA —.138 —.283 NA 21T 483
DNVP d62%  —.104% 362 .138 JIS3 145§
DVP —.789 —.162  —.142 —-.540 —.975 —.686
DDP —.788 —.892 —.126 —.539 —.740 —.616
V4 —-.906 —.156 —.149 —I1.22 —.189 —1.1I
SPD .202 .130 .468 358 .404 418
KPD .194 .178 .148 .948 234 .10§
Other .J106*% —.210%  .166% —.610*% —.126% —.164%

NOTE: The figures are unstandardized regression coefficients (b), controlling for old middle
class, new middle class, Rentnermittelstand, religion, and urbanization (population size).
a. Presents coefficients for each component of the working class, controlling for all remain-
ing elements of the BC population in addition to those variables listed above.

* These coefficients are not significant at the .05 level.

coefficients for both major industrial sectors are either strongly negative
or insignificant in both elections.

Yet, in spite of these figures, the labor vote in 1924 was not the exclu-
sive preserve of the Marxist parties, for the vélkisch coalition also
appears to have attracted a significant blue-collar following. Working-
class support for National Socialism has been considerably underesti-
mated in the past, primarily because researchers have traditionally worked
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within the confines of the official census categories. If, however, these
rather amorphous categories are modified to differentiate between the
handicrafts and industrial sectors,' a significant pattern of blue-collar
support for National Socialism can be isolated. In both elections of 1924
the National Socialist vote is positively influenced by the blue-collar vari-
able in handicrafts and small-scale manufacturing. The Nazi coefficients
are strong and stable in the Protestant sample and surprisingly power-
ful—if less consistent—in the Catholic districts. Moreover, as develop-
ments after 1928 will indicate, these Nazi/blue-collar figures are both sig-
nificant and portentous.

Employed in small businesses and often without special occupational
skills, these workers represented the least organized elements of the blue-
collar population. They also made up approximately one-third of the
German working class. As assistants or journeymen in artisan shops,
many such workers wandered between the well-established social fronts,
belonging neither to the entrepreneurial Mittelstand nor the organized
working class. The bitter social resentment engendered by this “in-
between” status is vividly expressed by one such artisan worker who
turned to National Socialism:

I thought I would get ahead through honest labor, but when I real-
ized how Marxism and liberalism had taken the soul out of work,
how deceit, falsehood, and servility bring you material advantages,
I turned away in disgust. The struggle of a young person for recog-
nition and respect is greeted only with contemptuous smiles. He is
just a “proletarian,” a “worker.” He has no connections. He is just
“a number,” used to get the job done. . . . On the one side [the
worker encounters] the liberal entrepreneurs with their loot, for
whom dividends are everything, and on the other side the Marxist
workers and their representatives, for whom the pay envelope is
all-important. On one side contempt, on the other fraternal con-
flict. Things must change.”

The National Socialists attempted to reach those workers not only by
emphasizing their commitment to the establishment of a classless Volks-
gemeinschaft but by offering a number of proposals, most quite vague,
some surprisingly specific, for social and economic reform. Despite re-
gional variations in emphasis, the vélkisch coalition remained outspoken
in its support for the restoration of the eight-hour day, a position that
certainly distinguished it from the liberal and conservative parties while
linking it with Social Democracy. Similarly, the National Socialists es-
poused the establishment of Werkgemeinschaften in the plants, presum-
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ably giving labor a voice in the formulation and conduct of company pol-
icy as well as a profit-sharing scheme carrying the weight of law. The
party also favored action to prohibit the hiring of women and juveniles in
large plants. These demands, along with calls to “break interest slavery,”
to “nationalize the banks,” to “crush stock-market and international
capital,” and to realize the principle of “the common good before the in-
dividual good,” were always couched in a radical rhetoric that employed
much of the political vocabulary familiar to German workers.!*

Yet in spite of the efforts of the labor-oriented elements within the v6l-
kisch movement to place greater emphasis on the social revolutionary
aspects of the Nazi appeal, National Socialism in 1924 maintained an
ambivalent ideological posture. “Are we a workers’ party or an employ-
ers’ party?” one troubled member of the Stuttgart NSDAP had asked be-
fore the 1923 Putsch.' The campaigns of the following year did little to
resolve that question. The appeals of the DVFP and the NSFB were not
directed at a single social stratum or religious confession, and the social
contours of the vélkisch vote were not shaped by a single socioeconomic
or religious group. The result was to engender considerable confusion
concerning the appropriate position of the vélkisch movement along the
traditional lines of social and political cleavage. To the DNVP and its
conservative followers, the Nazis appeared “leftist,” and the movement
was condemned as “bolshevism in nationalist wrapping.” The Social
Democrats and Communists, on the other hand, felt compelled to warn
their blue-collar constituents against the counterfeit socialism of the
Nazis.'”?

With its radical social rhetoric and its equivocal view of the nature of
capitalism, the vélkisch coalition in 1924 sought to carve out a new posi-
tion between the well-notched columns of German electoral politics.
“The DVEFP is neither a right-wing party nor a left-wing party,” one volk-
isch leaflet explained. “It is not an extension of the German Nationalists
and has nothing to do with the Communists or any other existing party.
It stands above parties, because it wants to destroy the party men-
tality.” "¢ In a confidential memorandum dispatched to local party func-
tionaries in February 1924, the DVFP sketched the pose it would strike in
the forthcoming campaign: “The vdlkisch movement represents a new
political synthesis of seemingly contradictory and antagonistic currents.
On national issues it stands on the far right, on social issues on the far
left.” *” Although some variations in focus existed from region to region,
the essential image the party sought to project in 1924 was that of “a
great reform movement” determined to “fight the present economic sys-
tem, which stands under the yoke of international Jewish finance capi-
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tal.” ** As such, the party’s electoral strategy did not follow the predict-
able social lines of traditional German electioneering but aimed at the
disaffected, the frustrated, and the desperate, regardless of social or eco-
nomic background. As one National Socialist pamphlet made clear, the
party’s appeal was directed at:

those forced to sell or liquidate their property because of the infla-
tion; those mortgagees and creditors, holders of savings accounts
and insurance policies who have been swindled by bad legislation;
those businessmen, whether large or small, whose existence has
been threatened by the economic robbery of the government and
the machinations of the powerful department store companies;
those artisans whose economic floor has been ripped out from
under their feet; those pensioners who have been reduced to
charity cases and even to beggars; those disabled veterans before
whom the “thanks of the fatherland” were once dangled; those
civil servants and members of the free professions, workers, and
white-collar employees whose constitutional right to work and
bread has been taken from them by an inept economic policy.'”

Religion

Just as the vélkisch movement failed to conform to the
accepted pattern of class politics in 1924, the confessional composition
of its constituency also proved uncommonly diverse. The confessional
lines of German electoral politics had been sharply drawn since the emer-
gence of the party system in the nineteenth century, and voting in the new
republic conformed neatly to the established pattern. In 1924, as in the
past, the Zentrum, with rare exceptions, dominated the political stage in
areas of Catholic concentration. In the sample of predominately Catholic
communities, the party’s vote averaged 40 percent, more than double its
national figure. In the Protestant sample, on the other hand, the
Zentrum’s showing, with only 4 percent of the vote, was predictably
weak. Whereas the major nonconfessional parties, from the DNVP to the
SPD, found some support in Catholic areas, they fared much better with
the Protestant electorate. Of the major parties participating in the elec-
tions of 1924, only the National Socialists and the Communists lacked a
clearly definable confessional profile.*

In May, the DVFP scored its greatest victories in thoroughly Protestant
Mecklenburg and in Lower Bavaria, an overwhelmingly Catholic district.
Even in December, when the National Socialist vote plummeted, it is esti-
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Table 2.7. Party Vote and Religious Confession, 1920~1924 (N=458)

Protestant Catholic

1920 1924a  1924b 1920 19242 1924b
NSDAP NA .546 445 NA .540 419
DNVP .895 .889 821 —.686 —.710 —.658
DVP .620 51T .369 —.111 —.610 —.486
DDP 915 416 254 —.249 —.833 —.146%
V4 —-.896 —.845 —.864 943 912 919
SPD 856 610 .649 —.174 —.764 —.831
KPD A56%  —.401F —.402% I53% —.387% —.4o01*
Other 216 233 .2T0 —.224 —.289 —.246

NoTE: The figures are unstandardized regression coefficients (b), controlling for old middle
class, new middle class, Rentnermittelstand, blue-collar workers, and urbanization (popula-
tion size).

* These coefficients are not significant at the .05 level.

mated that almost 17 percent of the votes won by the NSFB were cast by
Catholics, ranking Nazi dependence on Catholic support second only to
that of the KPD among nonconfessional parties.?’! But just as the KPD’s
Catholic spirit was confined largely to the party’s coal mining constitu-
ency, Nazi success among Catholic voters was primarily a regional phe-
nomenon, restricted for the most part to the nonindustrial areas of
Bavaria where the party was best organized.** Still, the Nazi share of the
vote in these Catholic regions remained well above its national figure for
both elections in 1924.

In attempting to rebuff the Nazi challenge, the Zentrum consistently
warned its voters that National Socialism was an enemy of Christianity in
general and Catholicism in particular. The Nazis were driven by “a
fanatical hatred of Christians and Jews,” the Zentrum charged, and pre-
ferred “the old Wotan cult” to “Christian faith and Christian virtue.” 2
This vdlkisch assault on Christianity was particularly dangerous for Ger-
man Catholics, the party implied, since the Nazis seemed determined to
revive the old antagonisms between the confessions. If one had any
doubts about the Nazis’ anti-Catholic attitude, the Zentrum suggested
that he need only “read with what malice they repeatedly toss the old,
long buried Kulturkampf slogans of ‘ultramontanism,” ‘Jesuitism,” and
‘enemies of the Reich’ at German Catholics. If you want revolution,
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Kulturkampf, misery, and chaos,” the Zentrum concluded, “then vote
volkisch.” ™

Along with condemning National Socialism as a threat to organized
religion, the Zentrum attacked the party for its political radicalism and
its failure to develop constructive approaches to the social and cultural
problems confronting not only the Catholic population but the nation as
a whole. “No party can survive for long,” the Zentrum asserted, “solely
on a rejection of the present state.” Germania conceded that in May,
“when the elections were held under the impact of general dissatisfaction
and exasperation, the temptation to cast a radical vote was consider-
able.” In December, however, the overriding goal of the election was “the
establishment of a strong middle.” Indeed, advocacy of a “middle
course” between the extremes of right and left became the most promi-
nent theme of the Zentrum’s campaigns in 1924.2

Yet while advocating the politics of moderation and condemning the
nascent fascist movement, much of the Zentrum’s social and political
rhetoric sounded quite similar to that found in Nazi electoral propa-
ganda. Like National Socialism, the Zentrum sought to bridge the class
cleavages emphasized in the electoral strategy of the traditional noncon-
fessional parties, appealing with almost equal emphasis to farmers, shop-
keepers, salaried employees, and workers. Aside from the attainment of
specific confessional goals, the Zentrum’s primary social objective was
“not to divide the German people into first- and second-class citizens but
to lead them toward a true German Volksgemeinschaft!”>* The party
warned, however, that “no healthy people’s community” could develop
from class conflict, and, as in National Socialist propaganda, the
Zentrum urged the blue-collar electorate to desert communism and So-
cial Democracy. Similarly, the party dismissed liberalism, with its “mate-
rialistic Weltanschauung,” as bankrupt and condemned the DNVP for its
shortsighted foreign policy and its desire to “rule the people, not to serve
them.” 2%

Given these apparent sociopolitical similarities, the Nazis moved to re-
assure Catholics, and indeed all Christians, that the volkisch movement
was a friend of religion. Nazi electoral literature, especially those pamph-
lets and articles addressed to women, tirelessly pledged to “fight all
enemies of the Christian faiths as well as all things in the press, in litera-
ture, in the cinema, and on the stage” that were “harmful to culture and
religion.” The vélkisch movement desired “the healing of the Volk, the
establishment of a new fatherland, and the creation of a greater German
Volksgemeinschaft based on the Christian family.”*® Alluding to the
vexing question of confessional education, the Nazi platform of 1924 es-
poused a system of “public education on a Christian and v6lkisch basis,”
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while reiterating the movement’s commitment to “freedom of conscience
and the defense of the Christian religion.” > Nazi pamphleteers even de-
scribed National Socialism as “in its essence a religious movement,”
which recognized that “the German without religion is unthinkable.” 2

Above all, the Nazis strongly condemned the introduction of religion
into the political arena, a tactic, they charged, employed by the Zentrum
to frighten voters away from the v6lkisch movement. As a result, the Na-
tional Socialists promised to “fight against the mixing of religion with
Jewish . . . party politics.” The volkisch goal, as it was presented to the
voting public, was “to maintain the purity of religion by following
the example of the Lord, who drove the usurers and charlatans out of the
temple.” 2"

To reassure Catholic voters, the Nazis explained that the vélkisch
coalition had no quarrel with the Church at all but with “ultramonta-
nism” and “political Catholicism.” “The pope and the Church, as repre-
sentatives of the Holy Faith, are much too sacred to us to drag into the
dirt of everyday political debates,” the Nazis piously asserted. The party,
however, could only regret that the Zentrum and its Bavarian ally, the
Bavarian People’s party (Bayerische Volkspartei—BVP) had not left
“politics outside the Church.” If, as the Zentrum alleged, religion was in
danger, the responsibility lay with that party itself, the Nazis claimed,
and its support for the Social Democratic governments of the Weimar Re-
public. Indeed, the Zentrum’s endorsement of “Jewish parliamentarian-
ism and modern democracy,” the vélkisch press charged, had proven to
be a major factor in the erosion of religious values in Germany.?'?

National Socialist appeals to Protestant voters employed similar
themes and provoked somewhat similar responses. The DNVP, which
more than any other party viewed itself as the defender of traditional
Protestant values, shared National Socialism’s anti-Semitic orientation
but deplored volkisch attitudes toward Christianity. In particular, the
Nationalists were incensed at the Nazis’ association of Christianity with
Judaism. “The DVFP cries ‘away from Christianity, away from Christ,
for both are inseparable from Judentum,” the Nationalists charged, and
this attitude was simply indefensible. Such ideas, the DNVP lamented,
had led to the vélkisch movement’s deplorable departure from the path
of established Christianity. Some volkisch leaders had “gone so far as to
call for a return to the pagan cults of the old Germans. They reject the
Bible as ‘un-vélkisch® and speak of the heathen gods Wotan and Teut as
the true symbols of vélkisch cultural thought.” No responsible Protes-
tant, the DNVP concluded, could in good conscience cast his vote for
such an enemy of Christianity.*"

The Nazis responded to these charges by accusing the DNVP of an
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“outrageous abuse of religion.” By falsely claiming that National Social-
ism intended to destroy Christianity, the DNVP was simply “using
religion to mask its own political objectives.” The Nationalists were
actually guilty of engaging in the same sort of divisive confessional poli-
tics that they had traditionally condemned in the Zentrum, the Nazis
charged, and the vélkisch coalition again called on Protestant voters “to
protect [their] faith against party politics.” "

The ultimate aim of vélkisch religious policy, according to the Nazi
press, was to end confessional conflict in Germany and to bridge the
fissure that separated the two major wings of the Christian faith. Just as
the SPD had divided Germans into two classes and attempted to turn one
class against the other, so, too, the Kulturkampf between Protestants and
Catholics had turned Christian against Christian. While Protestants and
Catholics fought, the moral fiber of the nation had disintegrated as Jews
infiltrated German social, political, and cultural life. The Zentrum and
DNVP might endlessly debate the merits of confessional schools, but the
real danger to Christian values sprang from the expansion of Jewish in-
fluence in German society. Here lay the real issue confronting Germany,
the Nazis argued, and “unconditional peace between both Christian con-
fessions” was imperative if this Jewish threat was to be effectively
countered. Among the major political parties concerned with religious
issues, only the v6lkisch movement, the Nazis maintained, had identified
the critical problem. Ultimately, they concluded, “the real test of a party’s
Christianity is its stance on the Jewish question.”

The extent to which voters from the two Christian confessions found
these arguments convincing is, of course, difficult to ascertain in retro-
spect. An examination of the sexual composition of the Nazi electorate
does, however, provide a very useful clue. Appeals emphasizing religious
issues were almost invariably addressed explicitly to women voters.
Efforts of the nonsocialist parties to reach the female electorate centered
almost exclusively on religious, cultural, or educational issues, usually
stressing the need to instill proper Christian values in German youth. In a
typical Zentrum appeal to women, for example, the party reminded the
female voter that “as wife and mother, you ... are the protector of
Christian morality in the state and in the family. Your highest ideal—the
Christian education of youth—must, therefore, be secured at the ballot
box.”?'¢ The DNVP also emphasized the central role of women in the re-
ligious and moral upbringing of youth, but took the additional step of
linking the inculcation of Christian values with another educational
“mission” for women: “the perservation of German ways and German
customs.” The Nationalists welcomed women into the political arena, the
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DNVP declared, “because of their essentially conservative orientation,
which, by committing itself to the continuing organic development of the
traditional, turns away from all violent revolution.”?"

Although certainly less religiously oriented in their electoral strategy
than the Zentrum and DNVP, the two liberal parties also turned pri-
marily to religious, cultural, and educational themes when addressing
women voters. Neither the DVP nor DDP endorsed the confessional
school, so close to the hearts of the Zentrum and DNVP, but, as they
reassured women voters, both favored some form of religious instruction
in the public schools. Rather than dwelling on the potentially trouble-
some school issue, the DVP preferred to stress the larger dangers of
Marxism in German society. “Marriage, family, authority, religion, faith,
conscience, and love of fatherland are not outmoded ideas,” it declared in
one typical appeal to women, “They still constitute the meaning, content,
and value of life today.” It warned that “the exclusively materialistic
Lebensanschauung of socialism” had “already produced catastrophic
effects on our youth” and urged women in particular to join the struggle
against Marxist influences in German social and cultural life. “If we want
to be healthy again,” the party claimed, “socialism in our people must be
overcome. . . . It is a struggle . . . from which women must not shrink,”
the DVP declared, “since it is above all a battle not over material values
but over the future of the Christian, German culture.” #'®

Although the DDP did not share this heavy emphasis on religious
themes in its appeals to women, Democratic campaign literature targeted
for the female electorate did stress the same cultural and educational
issues. Its orientation toward those themes however, was decidedly secu-
lar, emphasizing, for example, the civic responsibilities of the educational
system in the new republic. “We must have a school for our children that
educates them to become loyal, upright republicans, true to the consti-
tution,” the DDP emphatically declared in an appeal to “wives and
mothers.” “Away with a faculty that calls itself Nationalist or volkisch,
meaning antirepublican, and fosters hate and dissension instead of love
and understanding in our youth.”?"”

This emphasis on educational and cultural affairs, particularly when
placed in a religious framework, proved quite effective for the bourgeois
parties in their efforts to recruit women voters, Although women, like
men, tended to vote along the same social and confessional lines that
dominated German electoral politics, two significant variations emerged
in the early Weimar years. Regardless of class, women tended to be un-
derrepresented in the constituencies of radical parties and overrepre-
sented in moderate parties, particularly those that had demonstrated a



118 - Inflation and Stabilization: 1924

strong interest in religious affairs. Thus, working-class women were more
inclined to vote Social Democratic than Communist, while among the
nonsocialist parties, women voters were disproportionately represented
in the DNVP, the Zentrum, or one of the small regional or special interest
parties with a pronounced religious orientation.””” Not surprisingly, the
volkisch constituency was dominated by male voters in 1924, the per-
centage of women in the Nazi electorate being smaller than any other
party’s except the Communists’.?*!

National Socialist efforts to defuse the religious issue, therefore, appear
to have failed. Still, if reservations about the movement’s religious orien-
tation cost the Nazis votes, the confessional composition of the v6lkisch
constituency was remarkably varied in 1924. While religious confession
played a very salient role in the electoral composition of the traditional
parties, it was not a significant factor in shaping the contours of the Na-
tional Socialist vote in either May or December. Just as the Nazis had
sought and won the backing of a surprisingly wide range of social groups,
the party’s success was not confined to either Protestant or Catholic Ger-
many. The vélkisch constituency that emerged in 1924 was marked by its
uncommonly diverse social and confessional composition. By actively
seeking and winning significant support from the frustrated and discon-
tented in virtually all walks of life, the volkisch coalition had become
something unique in German political culture, a catchall party of protest.



IIIL
Disintegration and Crisis:
The Elections of 1928
and 1930

On 15 January 1925, the Biirgerblock government
championed by the triumphant DNVP was at last established, and with
its formation, the Weimar Republic entered a period of relative pros-
perity and political stability. Just as the early postwar years had been
characterized by economic turmoil and political unrest, the years from
1924 to 1929 would be remembered as the Golden Twenties, a brief era
of social and political tranquillity wedged tenuously between the seismic
disruptions of the hyperinflation and the Great Depression. Economic re-
covery, based largely on a massive influx of short-term foreign loans, was
accompanied by an unusual calm in the political arena. The Reichstag
elected in December 1924 was able to serve virtually a full term, while
changes in government amounted to little more than minor shufflings of
the cabinet, never significantly altering its center-right orientation.' Even
the death of Reich President Ebert in 1925 was followed by a relatively
placid campaign, in which Paul von Hindenburg, the aging field marshal,
prevailed on the strength of the same center-right coalition.? Moreover,
as the traumas of the inflation and stabilization crises faded, the threat of
political radicalism also subsided. The Social Democrats, with their
strong showing in December 1924, seemed to have eclipsed the Commu-
nists, and the Nationalists (until 1924 the most vociferous opponents of
the republic) not only vanquished the vélkisch coalition but entered the
cabinet, sharing government responsibility for almost three years.

For the National Socialists, in particular, the return of stability pre-
sented serious strategic problems. After Hitler’s release from prison in
early 1925, the party broke away from the vélkisch coalition and an-
nounced a determination to pursue a path of legality to political power.
In practical terms, this meant a drive to expand the party’s membership
and successful participation in the electoral process. In both areas, the
party adopted what came to be known as “the urban strategy,” focusing
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its propagandistic efforts on labor-oriented, anticapitalist themes calcu-
lated to attract the support of the urban working class. This strategy was
naturally endorsed most enthusiastically by the National Socialists of
north Germany, whose leading spokesman, Gregor Strasser, served as the
party’s propaganda chief from September 1926 until the close of the fol-
lowing year.’ Yet even at the apex of the left’s ascendance, the NSDAP’s
sociopolitical orientation remained blurred. While the northern faction
continued to press for greater initiatives to woo the urban proletariat,
National Socialists in the south persisted in stressing the radical national-
ist and anti-Semitic themes characteristic of their stance in 1924. The
future of National Socialism, they contended, lay not in the cities, where
the Socialists and Communists held the allegiance of the working class,
but among the Mittelstinde of the towns and countryside.*

Throughout this period, Hitler’s own position in the party’s ideological
debates remained characteristically vague. After his release from Lands-
berg, Hitler was determined to reestablish and formalize his control over
the diverse National Socialist movement. His interests were primarily or-
ganizational, not doctrinal, and he was willing to tolerate considerable
internal controversy in ideological matters so long as the contestants rec-
ognized his ultimate power to determine party policy. Although he had
himself singled out “the mass of working people (Arbeitnehmer)” as the
“reservoir from which the movement should recruit its followers,” he pre-
ferred to refrain from direct intervention in doctrinal disputes unless his
own position as Fithrer seemed threatened.® Consequently, the debate be-
tween the party’s left and right wings persisted, and ideological opacity
continued to plague the NSDAP as it entered the vigorous regional cam-
paigns of the stabilization period.

Between 1925 and 1928 Hitler’s first priority was to create a broadly
based, centrally directed party organization necessary for the NSDAP’s
entry onto the stage of Weimar electoral politics. The party leadership
(Reichsleitung) was in broad agreement that the v6lkisch coalition’s con-
duct of the 1924 campaigns had been too disjointed, lacking clarity of
focus and central direction. With the reestablishment of the party in
1925, Hitler hoped to concentrate responsibility for conducting nation-
wide propaganda in the Reichsleitung in Munich. He was convinced that
if the newly reconstituted NSDAP was to compete effectively in electoral
politics, it needed a national grassroots organization capable of both re-
cruiting members and mobilizing voters. In the spring of 1926, the
NSDAP, therefore, took the first steps toward creating such an organiza-
tion. Its model, as a top secret communiqué of 20 March revealed, was
the propaganda apparatus of the Marxist parties. “When we take a
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closer look at the propaganda system of these parties,” the communiqué
explained, “we see a network of cells spreading across the entire Reich.”
That network was “fed [information and directives] by a central head-
quarters not only on a monthly but on a weekly basis . . .” and was ready
for mobilization when the leadership chose to employ it. The communi-
qué claimed that National Socialism had made great strides without such
an organization, but the party could hardly expect local leaders to con-
duct effective political agitation “without knowing the leadership’s posi-
tion and without the financial means of enlightening the public.” To rem-
edy this situation, a fundamental shift in the party’s approach to political
agitation was in order.°

The first step in this reform was to be taken at the grass-roots level. The
party leadership ordered every local party chapter (Ortsgruppe) to estab-
lish a propaganda cell by 26 March 1926. The cell was to serve as a com-
mittee on propaganda and political agitation and was to be staffed by
party members “infused with a fanatical, fiery spirit for our movement.”
In an effort to guarantee a broad social perspective within the cell, the
party explicitly warned against selecting persons from the same occupa-
tional background and dictated that one-third of the cell’s participants
should be women. Similarly, in an attempt to provide centralized direc-
tion for local activities, the party also insisted that the propaganda cells
bypass the regional leaders ( Gauleiter) and establish direct contact with
Munich. Specifically, they were instructed to report to the Propaganda
Division of the Volkischer Beobachter, which would be responsible for
providing leaflets, posters, and other information on the party’s propa-
ganda objectives.”

Although the creation of this network did get underway immediately,
neither the state of the NSDAP’s finances nor the level of the party’s
membership permitted the sort of national grass-roots activity that Hitler
envisioned. In fact, by the summer of 1926 an alternative strategy was
already being suggested by the ambitious executive secretary of the
party’s Ruhr Gau, Joseph Goebbels. Writing in Gregor Strasser’s Na-
tional-Sozialistische Briefe, Goebbels praised the NSDAP’s expanding or-
ganizational network, but he soberly warned that the party should have
no illusions about its strength. “This network is ready to break in some
places, in others is too finely spun, while here and there it is as delicate as
a spider’s web.” On the other hand, Goebbels pointed out, the party was
truly well organized in three or four areas, and rather than dispersing its
propagandistic energies over the entire country, the NSDAP should con-
centrate its resources in these places. Reflecting the party’s largely urban
orientation, Goebbels argued that “our objective in the coming winter
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must be to transform one, maybe two dozen large metropolitan areas
(Grossstddte) into unshakable bulwarks of the movement.” These cities
should be carefully selected, and then, only after the most exhaustive and
detailed preparation, subjected to an intensive propaganda barrage. Fol-
lowing centralized direction and uniform guidelines, these propaganda
offensives would saturate the selected cities with leaflets, pamphlets,
parades, rallies, and appearances by prominent National Socialist lead-
ers. If these methods were employed, Goebbels concluded, the party
could maximize its limited financial resources, make use of its very best
speakers, and devastate its opponents in these targeted cities. Having
secured such urban bulwarks, the NSDAP could then launch its assault
on the surrounding countryside.®

Although Goebbels’s strategy had much to recommend it to the fledg-
ling NSDAP, the plan was not implemented in 1926. Instead, Hitler opted
to continue the party’s emphasis on national grass-roots expansion and
to increase the central control over its burgeoning apparatus. That deci-
sion was formalized at the NSDAP’s first national congress at Nuremberg
in the following year, when Hitler officially clarified the chain of com-
mand within the party. The local party chapters were explicitly subordi-
nated to the Gauleiters, who were, in turn, appointed directly by Hitler.
Henceforth the Ortsgruppen were required to submit monthly reports on
their propaganda activities to their regional superiors. These reports
were processed at Gau headquarters and then passed on to the Propa-
ganda Division of the Reichsleitung in Munich, where they could be ana-
lyzed and used in the formulation of party propaganda and campaign
strategy. Using this institutional framework, the Propaganda Division,
administered between 1927 and 1930 by Heinrich Himmler, was well on
its way to establishing the national organizational network, grass-roots
expertise, and uniform propaganda procedures that would be used in the
national campaigns of subsequent years.’

The first opportunity for the NSDAP to test its national propaganda
apparatus arrived in the spring of 1928, when the Reichstag that was
elected four years earlier was dissolved and new elections set for 20 May.
From the outset the Reichsleitung was determined to conduct a centrally
directed campaign throughout the country. Following the party’s recently
established operational guidelines, the Reichsleitung was to determine
the substance and strategy of the campaign. It would define the themes to
be developed in the party’s propaganda and the content of its electoral
appeals. To guarantee that control, the Ortsgruppen were instructed to
order all campaign leaflets, posters, pamphlets, and other propaganda
materials direct from Munich. The Gauleiters, whose intermediary role
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between Reichsleitung and Ortsgruppen was extremely important, were
to monitor all campaign activities within their region, to provide coordi-
nation between local groups, and to supply detailed instructions on the
methods of electoral propaganda. Indeed, the Gauleiters focused their at-
tention almost exclusively on the techniques of grass-roots campaigning.
Communiqués from the Gau leadership to the Ortsgruppen offered a
steady stream of directives on when and how to stage parades, conduct
public meetings, arrange for the appearance of outside speakers, dis-
tribute leaflets, and post placards. The Gauleitung of the Ruhr, for exam-
ple, emphasized to its locals that it was useless to distribute leaflets at
polling places on election day since most voters would be weary of read-
ing such material by then and just throw them away. Instead, the
Ortsgruppen were instructed to distribute leaflets, on which the NSDAP
placed enormous empbhasis, steadily in the fourteen days before the elec-
tion and then not on the streets but at private residences where they
would be more likely to be read. Every Ortsgruppe was to see to it that its
leaflets were “passed out in individual homes and apartment houses,
starting on the top floor and working down.” The major push, of course,
was to come within the last days before the election."

In spite of the NSDAP’s obvious progress in establishing a centrally di-
rected national organization, the propaganda apparatus of the party was
still very much in a developmental stage when the 1928 campaign began.
Although the Gauleiters provided important instructions on campaign
techniques and the Reichsleitung offered the necessary printed matter,
the Ortsgruppen were expected to finance their own campaign activities
without aid from above. As a communiqué from the Brandenburg
Gauleitung reminded its locals: “We again point out that the [local]
groups cannot receive any funding from the Gau and must therefore
cover the costs of propaganda, placards, travel expenses for outside
speakers, and so on from admission fees, etc.” The NSDAP, as a Ruhr
Gau directive explained to financially strapped locals, “must make up for
its lack of funds with a smooth functioning organization.” That position
did not change in the following years; the Ortsgruppen of the NSDAP
were expected to develop election funds and to finance their own cam-
paigns. In 1928, with the party’s membership still low, its national repu-
tation still cloudy, and its organization rudimentary, that task proved dif-
ficult indeed."

In addition to financial problems, the party organization was beset
with other difficulties in 1928. Lines of communication between Munich,
the Gauleiters, and the locals were not always dependable, in spite of the
party’s new system of command. Indeed, to be sure of reaching the
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Orisgruppen at a critical stage of the campaign, the Reichsleitung felt
compelled to publish propaganda directives in the Vilkischer Beobach-
ter, to which all locals were required to subscribe.'? Moreover, despite the
party’s emphasis on the importance of leaflets, placards, and other printed
matter, the Nazis still relied on the locals to order them from Munich.
Efforts to synchronize their appearance on the streets with speeches on
particular themes or rallies spotlighting a specific social group—an im-
pressive tactic that would distinguish subsequent National Socialist cam-
paigns—was simply beyond the party’s grasp in 1928." Indeed, the
party’s organizational structure was still too loose to guarantee the
Reichsleitung the degree of control that it desired. Symptomatically, a di-
rective from Munich late in the campaign warned the NSDAP’s still small
regional party press that “Adolf Hitler has recently called attention to the
fact that the party line prescribed in the Volkischer Beobachter is to be
followed in all speeches and in the press of the movement. Deviations
from this line . . . will result in the offending paper’s loss of its status as
an official organ of the NSDAP.”’** In 1928, even one such loss would
have been significant, since the National Socialist press could count only
two dailies and a small number of regional weeklies.”

Relying on a campaign apparatus that was still far from the “smooth
functioning organization” that Hitler envisioned and unwilling to anchor
itself securely on the traditional lines of socio-political cleavage, the
NSDAP had drifted listlessly through the Golden Twenties, faring poorly
in each of the Landtag elections in which it participated. Indeed, the
party’s unimpressive performance in the December election of 1924
proved to be an adumbration of the coming years. The party did not par-
ticipate in the 1925 presidential elections, and in none of the ten provin-
cial campaigns between 1924 and 1928 could the NSDAP muster even 4
percent of the vote. In 1928, only six National Socialist deputies sat in
the 450-member Prussian legislature, while in the party’s traditional
Bavarian stronghold the NSDAP held only nine seats.'® The path of legal-
ity that the party had followed since the failure of the Munich Putsch had
led to a dead end. In the four years since their promising showing in the
“inflation election” of May 1924, the National Socialists had proven ex-
ceptionally maladroit in the democratic arts of electoral politics.

The national elections of May 1928 merely confirmed that verdict.
With less than 3 percent of the vote, the National Socialists saw them-
selves relegated to the status of a minor curiosity on the radical fringes of
German politics. Many analysts, using the performance of the NSDAP as
a yardstick, have even interpreted the elections of 1928 as a triumph of
Weimar democracy. The radical right had suffered a serious setback,
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Table 3.1. The Election of 2 May 1928 (percentage of vote)
NSDAP DNVP DVP Zentrum DDP  SPD KPD  Other

2.6 14.2 8.7 15.2 4.8 29.8 10.6 13.7

while the prorepublican SPD had registered substantial gains. For the
first time since 1923 a Social Democrat, Hermann Miiller, assumed the
chancellorship and was able to form a broadly based coalition govern-
ment extending from the SPD to Stresemann’s DVP. “The most signifi-
cant factor of the elections,” one observer typically noted, “was the reen-
dorsement of the republican form of government by a majority of the
German people.” "’

Yet in spite of these developments, signs of nascent destabilization
within the Weimar party system were also discernible in 1928. Examina-
tion of the returns from the regional elections of the mid-twenties reveals
that a substantial segment of the voting public, particularly those strata
that had traditionally formed the constituencies of the liberal parties, had
become dissatisfied with the established alternatives of bourgeois politics.
Whereas in 1924 much of this disaffection was reflected in defections to
the DNVP, the period following the inflation and stabilization crises wit-
nessed a phenomenal growth of special interest or single-issue parties
that flourished under the republic’s system of proportional representa-
tion. In the elections of 1919 and 1920, these small parties had ac-
counted for only 3 percent of the vote. By May 1924, however, they rep-
resented over 10 percent of the German electorate. Significantly, that
percentage did not decline during the period of relative political and eco-
nomic stability in the mid-twenties. In the Landtag elections held be-
tween 1924 and 1928, these marginal splinter parties consistently gained
ground while the liberals stumbled.*®

The rise of the special interest parties, therefore, became a major issue
of the 1928 Reichstag campaign. The liberals sought to prevent further
splintering of the middle-class vote, arguing that continued fragmenta-
tion would only weaken the Mittelstand and strengthen the position of
the Marxist parties. The DVP, for example, warned that support for the
special interest parties would alienate “the other Stdnde” and result in a
battle of “all against all.”"” Sounding a defensive note not uncommon in
liberal campaign literature, the party contended that “it is not true, though
often asserted, that the DVP has neglected the interests of the handicrafts
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and commercial middle class.” Artisans, shopkeepers, and other mer-
chants should not look to small special interest parties to represent their
views but a large national party capable of exerting influence in the gov-
ernment and in the economy. “Handicrafts and commerce can be helped
not by fragmentation but by consolidation,” the DVP contended, and the
party persistently underscored the ineffectiveness of the most prominent
special interest parties.2®

The DDP concurred with this assessment. “With their small number of
deputies,” the DDP argued, the regional or special interest parties were
“condemned to impotence” in the Reichstag. The Democrats warned
voters not to cast their ballots for “splinter parties, which may be moti-
vated by the best of intentions but have neither the power nor the capa-
bility to attain their goals.”*!

These pleas, however, went largely unheeded. The returns of the 1928
Reichstag election merely extended the trend that had developed in the
regional campaigns of the mid-twenties. While the liberal vote slipped
from its 1924 level of 16.4 percent to 13.5 percent, the special interest
parties continued to climb, winning 14 percent of all ballots cast. More-
over, while the political stock of German liberalism slumped in the rela-
tively prosperous Golden Twenties, the DNVP was unable to take advan-
tage of that decline. The conservative position also deteriorated
strikingly. Between 1924 and 1928 the Nationalists, like the liberals, suf-
fered surprising setbacks in a number of important regional elections.

Having assumed government responsibility for the first time in 1925,
the DNVP found itself increasingly besieged by a variety of groups disap-
pointed with its performance. The party offered a particularly vulnerable
target for those organizations representing creditor interests,?? and in the
Landtag elections after 1925 the DNVP was compelled to defend its own
cabinet record. Like the liberals, the Nationalists responded by condemn-
ing single-issue politics and demanding a united front against the dangers
of advancing socialism.” These standard campaign tactics, however,
failed to check the party’s faltering popularity, and in 1928 the DNVP
was staggered by the Reichstag returns. Four years earlier, Nationalist
candidates had captured 20 percent of the popular vote; in May 1928
only 14 percent.

The pattern that had emerged in the regional elections of the mid-
twenties was, therefore, thrown into vivid relief by the last national cam-
paign of the predepression era. In 1928 German voters were hardly
radicalized, but important groups within the electorate were turning
increasingly away from both liberalism and conservatism toward special
interest alternatives. Individually these splinter parties were small and
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insignificant, but together they had outpolled the two liberal parties and
almost matched the conservatives. The Real Estate and Homeowners
party, the Reich Association for Revalorization, the Tenants party, the
Reich Party of the Middle Class, and so on, certainly represented dif-
ferent sets of interests within the highly fragmented Mittelstand. None-
theless, these parties spoke for a sizable segment of the bourgeois electo-
rate which had been alienated by the traumas of the inflation and
stabilization period, and which thereafter drifted gradually away from
their traditional political moorings. Rather than an endorsement of the
Weimar Republic, the Reichstag election of 1928 reflected a fundamental
breakdown of voter identification with the traditional parties of the
bourgeois center and right. The Nazis, of course, did not profit imme-
diately from this fragmentation, but without the destabilization of tradi-
tional voting allegiances within the middle-class electorate, the spectacu-
lar rise of National Socialist fortunes after 1928 is hardly conceivable,?*

On the eve of the Great Depression the NSDAP was simply one of
a number of small parties jostling to inherit these troubled voters, and
its record in the regional campaigns of the mid-twenties had been noth-
ing short of abysmal. As a catchall movement of protest, National Social-
ism had been unable to maintain its appeal in a period of sustained eco-
nomic and political stability. A reorientation of its sociopolitical strategy
was clearly in order if the party were to make a breakthrough into the
mainstream of German political life. Thus, in the aftermath of the disas-
trous 1928 campaign, the party leadership began a reevaluation of the
NSDAP’s considerably muddled public image.

Especially dispiriting for Nazi strategists was the consistently poor Na-
tional Socialist performance in cities and towns. Despite years of intense
urban agitation, the party had made only marginal inroads into the
working-class electorate. The urban plan, with its vision of an industrial
working-class constituency, had clearly failed. In 1928, however, the
NSDAP had done surprisingly well in.a number of rural areas, notably
the farm communities of Schleswig-Holstein, Lower Saxony, Thuringia,
and Upper Bavaria. Almost immediately, influential party leaders re-
newed their calls for a greater cultivation of the rural electorate and a
sharper focus on the urban middle class. While the SPD and KPD
blocked the Nazi advance into the mainstream of working-class politics,
the declining popularity of the traditional liberal and conservative parties
seemed to offer a promising opportunity for a revitalized NSDAP, espe-
cially in the countryside. Evaluating the outcome of the election, the Vél-
kischer Beobachter of 31 May 1928, signaled the party’s new direction:
“The results in the countryside have shown that greater successes can be
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achieved with less expenditure of energy, money, and time than in the
large cities. National Socialist rallies with good speakers are real events in
small towns and villages and are talked about for weeks. In the large
cities, on the other hand, even rallies with three or four thousand people
disappear and are forgotten.”*

As a result of these considerations, a significant shift in the focus of
National Socialist propaganda gradually became apparent. Without in
the least reducing its efforts to attract a blue-collar constituency, the
NSDAP intensified and broadened its campaign to win support in both
the urban and rural middle class. Although the party’s program remained
essentially unaltered, the social revolutionary strategy advocated by the
Strasser wing of the party assumed an increasingly subordinate role in
Nazi policy. Hitler himself had actually presaged the party’s reorientation
by publicly reaffirming the NSDAP’s strong support for private property
during the 1928 campaign, broadly implying that Nazi demands for ex-
propriation applied only to alien or antisocial—that is, Jewish—busi-
nesses. Building on this foundation, the party gradually intensified its
vilification of the department stores and consumer cooperatives so re-
sented by small business and launched a major campaign to enhance its
appeal to the rural, landowning electorate. In addition to these propa-
gandistic offensives, the party also accelerated its efforts to infiltrate exist-
ing middle-class organizations as well as to sponsor occupational associa-
tions of its own. Between 1928 and 1930, when the first national election
of the depression era was held, the NSDAP organized formal Nazi associ-
ations for doctors, lawyers, and students, while creating the rudiments of
a National Socialist farm organization as well.** The NSDAP had not
abandoned its determination to become a party of mass integration,
bridging the traditional cleavages of German electoral politics. It had,
however, become increasingly clear that a solid base of support within
the fractious Mittelstand offered the most promising foundation from
which to construct that span.

Accompanying this shift in social focus was a significant alteration in
the party’s approach to political agitation. Recognizing the NSDAP’s very
limited resources and determined to attract maximum public attention,
the party adopted a variation of the plan first suggested by Goebbels two
years earlier. In a memorandum of 24 December 1928, the Propaganda
Division of the Reichsleitung announced its intention of conducting in-
tensive propaganda offensives “from time to time in every region of Ger-
many” that would “surpass . . . our previous agitational activities.” In
these carefully prepared and coordinated “propaganda actions” seventy
to two hundred rallies would be held in a single Gau within a period of
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seven to ten days. Motorized SA parades would be held, well-known
party dignitaries would make appearances, and thousands of leaflets
would be distributed in over a hundred villages, towns, and cities of the
Gau. An official list of the party’s most effective and popular speakers
would be made available to the locals along with instructions on how to
place requests for their favorites with the Gau and national headquarters.
The effect of such saturation, Himmler’s memorandum argued, would be
to focus tremendous attention on the party in a given locale, encourage
local Nazi activists, spark the growth of the party press, and stimulate
recruitment for the SA and other party organizations. Moreover, these
“propaganda actions” were not simply to be held during campaigns but
were intended to provide the NSDAP with a high public profile in the
fallow periods between elections. Propaganda actions were, in fact,
already planned in the Gaus Ostmark, Halle-Merseburg, and Saxony.”’

These propagandistic and organizational reforms coincided, of course,
with the first tremors of the oncoming depression, but in late 1928 and
early 1929 the NSDAP still desperately needed an issue that would thrust
the party back into the center of public attention. The revival of the
highly volatile reparations problem in 1929 offered the party precisely
the opportunity it needed. The Young Plan, like the Dawes Plan before it,
was an international attempt to settle the thorny question of Germany’s
reparations debt. Specifically, the new plan sought to establish what Ger-
many owed and to arrange a final schedule of payments. Drafted by an
international committee of economic experts under the chairmanship of
Owen Young, a final report was released on 9 June 1929, and called for
the republic to make payments over a period of fifty-nine years with an-
nuities mounting gradually to a maximum of approximately 2.4 billion
marks. Although the final figure was considerably lower than the original
Allied claim of 132 billion marks, the plan provoked a storm of protest in
Germany. When the Miiller government accepted the report as the basis
for negotiation, the Nationalists opened talks with the NSDAP, the
Stahlhelm, the Pan-German League, and other right-wing organizations
to form a “front of national opposition” against the proposed
settlement.?®

This “national opposition” hoped to initiate a referendum against the
plan, and a draft bill, the so-called Freedom Law, condemning the ex-
perts’ report, was composed for submission to the Reichstag and ulti-
mately the general public.?” Although some militant elements in the
NSDAP opposed even limited cooperation with the Nationalists, Hitler
convinced party leaders that a temporary alliance would serve Nazi inter-
ests. Utilizing its new organizational structure and drawing considerable
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financial support from Nationalist sources, the NSDAP played by far the
most prominent role in the virulently abusive campaign waged against
the plan. The Nazi press assailed the agreement as a Teufelspakt inflicted
upon Germany by the victor states. The “insane indebtedness” produced
by the plan would destroy “all economic credit,” the Nazis warned, and
thus eliminate “job opportunities for millions.” The plan’s implementa-
tion would quite simply mean “the ruin of Germany’s economy, its agri-
culture, its middle class, and its small businesses.” *

The Dawes Plan had not brought the relief its sponsors had promised,
the Nazis contended, and the Young Plan would be no different. It would,
in fact, represent merely “a third Versailles,” which would enslave Ger-
many for generations.’' “Germany,” Gottfried Feder commented, “has
been cast into chains for nothing but empty promises.” Through the
“criminal blindness” of the government, Germany had “voluntarily as-
sumed the unbearable burden” that would destroy it. “An injustice with-
out parallel in world history,” Feder melodramatically concluded, “has
been committed against the German people.”*

Although the Nazi propaganda barrage dominated Germany’s national
press for months, the anti-Young petition received barely enough signa-
tures to insure its submission to the Reichstag. There the Freedom Law
was decisively defeated in late November. When the national referendum
was finally held on 22 December 1929, it received less than a third of the
required votes.*

The anti-Young campaign failed to sabotage the new plan, but it had
served its purpose for Hitler and the NSDAP. Nazi association with the
DNVP lent the movement a touch of respectability in conservative circles
that it had previously lacked and constituted a major step in revising
public impressions of the party. Following the conclusion of the cam-
paign, police reports on Nazi activities noted that “more and more fre-
quently members of the Mittelstand and the so-called better classes
[bessere Stinde) are seen.” Officials in Cologne and Koblenz, for example,
reported to the Prussian Ministry of the Interior that “in contrast to pre-
vious observation,” they had found “an increasingly strong participation
by the middle class and respectable bourgeois circles [gut biirgerliche
Kreise] in National Socialist meetings.” ** Equally important, the NSDAP
had emerged as the most prominent and aggressive representative of the
antirepublican right at a time when the beleaguered government parties
were vainly attempting to cope with the onset of the world economic
crisis.

In late 1929, industrial production in Germany began a steady slide,
dropping by 31 percent between June 1928 and May 1930. As produc-
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tion fell, unemployment rose. By January 1930, over three million Ger-
mans were unemployed, an increase of more than 200 percent since
1928.%° With tax revenue shrinking and the government deficit mush-
rooming, the Miiller cabinet found it increasingly difficult to fund the
now desperately needed unemployment insurance program.** While the
DVP, supported by the major employers’ associations, insisted on a re-
duction of benefits, the SPD countered by demanding greater government
contributions to the fund.?”” Without the mediation of Stresemann, whose
untimely death in October 1929 had greatly strengthened the influence of
the DVP’s industrial right wing, compromise proved unattainable. Thus,
after securing Reichstag approval of the Young Plan, the Great Coalition
dissolved in March 1930.%*

With the collapse of the Miiller cabinet, government based on a sound
parliamentary coalition was no longer feasible. Reich President Hinden-
burg then called upon Heinrich Briining, parliamentary leader of the
Zentrum, to form a government “above parties.” Although members of
the DVP, DDP, Zentrum and, temporarily, the DNVP, held positions
in the new cabinet, the parties were not bound by their decisions, and
the government clearly rested on the confidence of the aging Reich
president.*

Confronted with a rapidly deteriorating financial situation, Briining
viewed a balanced budget and thus a reduction of expenditures as the
critical first step toward a reversal of the Reich’s sagging economic for-
tunes. Between March and July the government submitted a series of
fiscal reforms to the Reichstag, only to have each rebuffed, for quite dif-
ferent reasons, by a majority composed of Social Democrats, Commu-
nists, Nazis, and Nationalists. In late June, with a national deficit of more
than one billion marks, Briining presented a final budgetary plan, which,
in effect, would have increased the government contribution to the unem-
ployment fund but would also have ultimately reduced benefits. When
the proposed legislation met with staunch resistance in the Reichstag, the
chancellor moved to implement the plan by emergency decree. Shortly
thereafter a motion calling for the abrogation of the decrees received
majority support in the Reichstag, but Briining refused to capitulate. In-
stead of resigning, he dissolved the legislature and called for new elec-
tions in September.*

Briining’s decision was ill-advised. Using its expanding organizational
network and its strategy of political saturation, the NSDAP had scored
disquieting gains in a series of regional elections in late 1929 and early
1930. The upward curve of Nazi electoral fortunes had begun in Baden in
October with 7 percent of the vote, followed in November by Liibeck
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with 8 percent, and an ominous 11 percent in Thuringia during Decem-
ber. Then, less than a month before Briining’s announcement of new na-
tional elections, the Nazis stunned observers by winning almost 15 per-
cent of the vote in Saxony, a traditional leftist stronghold where only two
years before the NSDAP had attracted less than 3 percent of the voting
public.*!

The losers of these regional elections were not the parties of the Marxist
left, nor were they the small splinter parties representing special interests.
Instead they were, as they had been since 1924, the traditional parties of
the liberal center and the conservative right. Voter dissatisfaction with
the traditional alternatives of bourgeois politics, which had begun to
crystallize before the onset of the depression, continued in 1929—30, ac-
celerated by their apparent inability to deal effectively with the nation’s
deteriorating economic condition.

The crisis of bourgeois politics was perhaps the most severe within the
conservative camp. The precipitous decline of the DNVP’s popularity be-
tween 1924 and 1928 had caught party leaders off guard, and many
attributed the recurrent electoral losses to three years of cabinet responsi-
bility in a political system the DNVP had previously condemned with
passion. In fact, the party had never established an unequivocal position
regarding participation in the Reich government, and although funda-
mentally opposed to the republic on ideological grounds, the DNVP was
under considerable pressure from agrarian, industrial, and civil service
organizations to take an active part in government decisions that would
affect their interests. As a result, the party was sharply divided between a
moderate faction which favored government participation on pragmatic
economic grounds and a radical right wing which maintained that such
participation merely undermined the credibility of the conservative
cause.”

Tensions between these factions had never really subsided since the di-
visive Dawes vote in August 1924, and participation in two center-right
coalitions between 1925 and 1928 had only intensified the conflicting
pressures on the party’s beleaguered leadership. Following the disastrous
Nationalist showing at the polls in May 1928, however, the internal con-
flicts escalated rapidly, as each faction blamed the other for the party’s
poor electoral performance. In October, after months of bitter debate,
the moderate Westarp was replaced as party chairman by Alfred Hugen-
berg, the leader of the radical right wing, and the DNVP entered a pro-
tracted period of internal crisis.*

Within months, Hugenberg’s immoderate attacks on the party’s left
wing had alienated important elements of the Christian-Nationalist
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white-collar unions, and his insistence on unswerving adherence to his
commands greatly exacerbated the dissension within moderate ranks.*
Opposition to Hugenberg’s leadership, however, reached a crescendo
during the campaign against the Young Plan. All elements of the DNVP
were vigorously opposed to the new agreement, but moderates were con-
cerned about the party’s support for the Freedom Law. Since the fourth
paragraph of the proposed law demanded the trial for treason of all Ger-
man officials responsible for the adoption of the experts’ plan, Reich
President Hindenburg might conceivably be subject to this provision. As
a result, resistance to the fourth paragraph of the draft law quickly de-
veloped not only among the moderates but in influential agrarian circles
close to the party as well. Although the text was finally rephrased to elim-
inate Hindenburg’s potential liability, the paragraph, at Hitler’s insis-
tence, remained in the draft when it was presented to the voters in the
fall.*

To the moderates in the DNVP who were increasingly dismayed by the
party’s growing association with the National Socialists and by the new
leadership’s rabid conduct of the anti-Young campaign, Hugenberg’s
commitment to the controversial fourth paragraph came to symbolize his
intransigent opposition to even a tactical modus vivendi with the existing
state. Thus, at the Kassel party congress in late November 1929, Hugen-
berg’s leadership was openly challenged by moderate and white-collar
union representatives within the party who feared an irreparable breach
with their former Biirgerblock coalition partners. Their efforts to effect a
revision of the party’s position were, however, unsuccessful, and when
Hugenberg demanded unanimous Nationalist support for each provision
of the Freedom Law, the stage was set for the party’s first major schism.*

Despite Hugenberg’s demand for parliamentary discipline, a number
of Nationalist deputies abstained from the vote on the fourth paragraph
and later voiced public opposition to it. Following an acrimonious ex-
change of charges, the first of three secessions from the party began in
late December. Those dissidents close to the white-collar unions, dis-
tressed by Hugenberg’s rigid antiunion views, left the DNVP and soon
merged with a small regional party in southwest Germany, the Christian-
Social People’s Service (Christlich-Sozialer Volksdienst—CSV). Shortly
thereafter, another group of moderates disenchanted with Hugenberg’s
close association with the NSDAP and his unbridled hostility toward a
policy of tactical cooperation with the Weimar state, also withdrew from
the DNVP. In July they were joined by a new wave of dissident Nationalists
who bolted the party in response to Hugenberg’s efforts to topple the
newly installed right-center Briining government. The result was the for-
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mation of yet another conservative splinter party, the Conservative Peo-
ple’s party (Konservative Volkspartei—KVP). Other Nationalists with
ties to moderate agrarian circles also withdrew from the party in July,
some drifting to the Christian Peasants’ party, others to the CSV. None of
these seceding Nationalists had approved of the Young Plan, the republi-
can form of government, or the policies of the Great Coalition. Each,
however, was convinced that Hugenberg’s uncompromising course would
simply isolate the DNVP from the centers of power and that cooperation
with the state, regardless of its form, was imperative if basic economic
interests were to be protected.”

The defections from the DNVP in 1929 and early 1930 were initially
confined to the Reichstag delegation, and Hugenberg maintained strong
support in the party’s regional organizations. However, the DNVP’s ties
with the white-collar trade unions, especially the powerful DHV, had
been severely weakened, and its appeal in influential agricultural circles
substantially reduced. Within eighteen months of Hugenberg’s assump-
tion of leadership, the DNVP had experienced three damaging schisms,
and as the Reichstag campaign opened in the late summer of 1930, the
forces of German conservatism were in considerable disarray.

Within the liberal camp the situation was equally confused. Between
the campaigns of 1928 and 1930 the DDP, like its Nationalist rival, expe-
rienced the strains of mounting dissension. Following the party’s disap-
pointing performance in May 1928, the ideological and strategic rift sep-
arating those Democrats favoring a fusion with the DVP and those
advocating a “regeneration from within” steadily widened. While the
party’s right wing energetically advanced the cause of bourgeois unity,
urging in early 1930 the formation of a party extending from the DDP to
the newly formed KVP, the party left contended with equal vehemence
that such a concentration of “the propertied bougeoisie” was inconsis-
tent with the social and political principles upon which the Democratic
party had been founded.*

As the depression deepened and the party’s position continued to dete-
riorate, the DDP began a perceptible drift toward the right. The party
had long been under pressure from industrial interests to jettison its “so-
cialist reform tendencies” and emancipate itself from “the influence of
the free trade unions,”* and at the Mannheim party congress in October
1929 the DDP signaled a significant shift in its orientation. Setting the
tone for the congress, one prominent speaker assailed “the radical metro-
politan and cosmopolitan spirit of Berlin,” which, he contended, had in-
fested the DDP’s left wing, and the party chairman, in a denunciation of
“partyism” and “political horse-trading,” called for greater governmental
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centralization, abolition of proportional representation, and an increase
in presidential authority.”® More significantly, the party also endorsed a
new economic program that implicitly repudiated the DDP’s commit-
ment to the concept of “economic democracy.” Long championed by the
DDP left, economic democracy had aimed at an extension of democratic
principles into economic and social relations by granting workers a
greater participatory role in management and a share of corporate prof-
its.’! The DDP’s new economic program emphasized instead the party’s
growing concern for the troubled Mittelstand. Gustav Stolper, who elab-
orated the party’s new economic policy, explained that before the war the
major concern of German social policy had been the condition of the in-
dustrial working class. Because of the momentous economic dislocations
of the postwar period, however, the time had come for the state to turn
its attention to “the mass of suffering farmers” and “the severely threat-
ened middle class.” “Oppressed by taxes, social burdens, and rising
interest rates,” these groups were “caught in a squeeze from two sides,
the capitalist and the proletariat.” Recognizing the perils of this situa-
tion, the DDP committed itself to the defense of capitalism and middle-
class interests.™

Tensions within the party continued unabated into the spring of the
following year, accentuated by the Wiirttemberg DDP’s entry into a coali-
tion government with the DNVP, DVP, and Zentrum. While the party left
complained bitterly about this participation in a Biirgerblock govern-
ment, spokesmen for the party’s right wing expressed resentment over
the leadership’s failure to take the lead in establishing a movement for
bourgeois unity. Indeed, Willy Hellpach, the Democratic presidential
candidate in 1925, left the party to protest the DDP’s lack of initiative in
this matter.*®

The internecine strife that had been building within the DDP finally
produced a serious political eruption in July 1930. Stung by a depressing
series of losses in regional elections and convinced that the Democrats
needed help in the upcoming Reichstag campaign, Erich Koch-Weser,
the party chairman, announced that the DDP would join the rightist
Young German Order in the formation of a new political party. The
German State party (Deutsche Staatspartei—DSP), Koch-Weser hoped,
would provide the nucleus for the much discussed bourgeois unity party.™
The stated objective of the new party was to establish a solid “centrist
bloc” that would reverse the splintering tendencies of the middle-class
electorate and “preserve the state from the radicals of the right and
left.”** “The fragmentation of the parties is so far advanced,” the DSP
founders explained, “that the security of the state is threatened. The . . .
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National Socialists and Communists want civil war and revolution. They
want to erect a dictatorship and rob the German people of their self-
government.” ¢ The special interest parties could neither protect middle-
class interests nor save the state from extremism. “Whoever fights only
for his own economic or social interests,” the DSP warned, “shatters the
free middle class and is responsible for its lack of power.”*”

The DDP left applauded this condemnation of special interest politics
and political radicalism but was nonetheless dismayed by Koch-Weser’s
new creation. For while the DDP had traditionally focused its attention
on individual rights and political democracy, the new DSP appeared to be
more concerned with reestablishing the authority and stability of the
state. From the very outset the DSP seemed determined to disassociate
itself from what it referred to as “the politically bankrupt party system”
of the Weimar Republic. Its leaders rarely spoke of defending the “re-
public” but rather of strengthening the “state.” The party even called for
the transformation of the ineffective republic into “a strong national Ger-
man Volksstaat.” ** While the DSP refrained from the harsh language of
class conflict employed by the DNVP and DVP, its political vocabulary
was clearly borrowed from the right. Many provincial leaders protested
this reorientation, but most ultimately acquiesced, hoping that the new
DSP would reinvigorate the old party. Anton Erkelenz, the prominent
chairman of the DDP’s steering committee, and a number of his fol-
lowers, however, resigned in protest and crossed over to the SPD. Such
defections were held in check, but the rightward shift of the DDP had
produced an unsettling effect on the party’s organization at the very out-
set of the Reichstag campaign.*

The DVP was also beset with internal difficulties throughout 1929 and
early 1930 and was suspicious of the newly formed DSP. It refused to
interpret the establishment of the new party as the initial step in the for-
mation of a middle-class unity party, viewing it instead as an attempt to
divide the DVP by detaching the party’s restive left wing. Like the Demo-
crats and Nationalists, the DVP was wracked by internecine strife.
Although Stresemann had been able to win the unenthusiastic consent of
his party for the DVP’s formal entry into the Miiller government, opposi-
tion to this course remained strong in the party’s influential right wing
and constituted a source of perpetual tension. Following the Reichstag
elections of 1924, elements of the right wing had reasserted their influ-
ence on the DVP’s regional organizations in the Ruhr and other indus-
trial areas and composed almost half of the Reichstag delegation elected
in 1928. Since the representatives of small industry tended to ally with
the right, the party’s left wing had suffered a serious defeat.*
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In the wake of the 1928 election Stresemann, therefore, encountered
fierce resistance within his own party to a whole series of moves he con-
sidered essential. Aside from its opposition to the DVP’s entry into the
Great Coalition, the powerful right wing denounced the acceptance of
the Young Plan and the maintenance of the unemployment insurance
program. Although Stresemann, as Miiller’s foreign minister, was able to
prevail on the first two issues and secure a temporary compromise of the
third, he was increasingly disheartened by the mounting influence
wielded by the industrial interests in the party. Writing to a colleague in
1929, Stresemann complained that the DVP was “no longer a party of
Weltanschauung but merely a party of industrial interests” that lacked
“the courage to come forth in opposition to the large employer and in-
dustrial organizations.” !

Despite the discouraging attitude of his party, Stresemann had renewed
his overtures to Democratic leaders in the fall of 1929, hoping to estab-
lish a viable basis for cooperation between the two parties. His sudden
death in October and the subsequent election of Ernst Scholz as party
chairman, however, insured the predominance of the DVP’ rightist
elements and terminated serious discussion of liberal unity within the
party. Although Scholz did propose cooperation with the DDP and other
bourgeois parties in an informal parliamentary coalition, he rejected the
establishment of a united liberal party. Moreover, without Stresemann’s
tireless mediating activity, the party’s left wing became isolated and was
gradually deprived of significant influence in party counsels.®*

The disappointing performance of the DVP in the Saxon Landtag elec-
tion in June 1930% and the formation of the State party at last galvanized
the leadership into action. Negotiations with the DSP were initiated but
conducted in an atmosphere of mutual distrust and ended predictably in
failure. The DVP was, however, successful in forming an electoral al-
liance with the Business party and the newly established KVP.%* Nonethe-
less, after months of internal dissension and public recriminations
between the liberal parties and the relentless bickering within the frag-
mented conservative camp, the parties of the bourgeois center and right
were ill-prepared for the approaching battle for the middle-class vote.

That was not true of the NSDAP. In the autumn of 1930 the Nazis were
better organized and better financed than at any time in their brief his-
tory. The factionalism that had plagued the party in the mid-twenties had
been stifled, Hitler’s leadership had been firmly established, and the orga-
nizational framework of the party both solidified and expanded. The
transformed electoral orientation of the party and its prominent role in
the anti-Young campaign had given the NSDAP a truly national profile
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and a growing sense of self-confidence. In 1929—30 the party had also
initiated a set of organizational reforms intended to bolster Nazi cam-
paign performance. The NSDAP’s regional boundaries were redrawn to
conform to the Reichstag electoral districts, and the authority of the
Gauleiter was substantially increased in each area. It was the Gauleiter
and his propaganda staff that were charged with executing the party’s
campaign directives. The position of the Propaganda Division in Munich
was also greatly strengthened, formally concentrating in its hands re-
sponsibility for the direction of all Nazi propaganda activities through-
out the Reich. In the spring of 1930 Joseph Goebbels, since 1926 the
Gauleiter of Berlin, was appointed by Hitler to head the Propaganda
Division.*

Shortly after the dissolution of the Reichstag, the NSDAP’s propa-
ganda organization moved into action. The general objectives and themes
of the campaign were determined by Hitler at a meeting in late July at-
tended by other members of the national leadership, the Gauleiters, and
the NSDAP’s Reichstag delegation.®® The actual conduct of the cam-
paign, however, the plotting of day-to-day strategy and the coordination
of the party’s campaign-related activities were left to the Propaganda
Division under Goebbels’s leadership.

His first concern, expressed in the stream of memoranda which fol-
lowed that meeting, was that the party’s campaign be carried out “in the
most uniform possible manner.” ¥ Thus, at the very outset of the cam-
paign, the Propaganda Division issued a lengthy circular to the Gauleiters
outlining the NSDAP’s objectives, explaining the major themes to be de-
veloped, and defining the slogans to be used. The central theme of the
1930 campaign was to be “For or Against Young,” the circular noted,
and the party’s “entire electoral propaganda” was to be revolve around
this theme. To insure conformity with its objectives, the Propaganda Di-
vision expressly forbade the Ortsgruppen to “make electoral propaganda
of their own. They are to operate only according to the guidelines deter-
mined by the Propaganda Division and with the electoral materials pro-
vided to them.” This centralization of control, the circular explained, was
necessary to achieve the party’s strategic goal: the uniform and systematic
saturation of the public. “Everywhere in Germany the same placards will
be posted, the same leaflets distributed, and the same stickers will ap-
pear.” These propaganda materials were not, however, to be ordered
from party headquarters or the NSDAP’s publishing house in Munich, as
in the past. Instead, the typewritten texts of all leaflets and other cam-
paign literature would be wired or forwarded from Munich to the Gau-
leiters, who were responsible for their printing and distribution. In this



Disintegration and Crisis: 1928 and 1930 * 139

way, the flow of material to the locals could be more closely monitored
and coordinated.*®

The circular also dealt extensively with the propaganda techniques and
acquainted the party’s functionaries with the services and propaganda
aides that were available from either Gau or national headquarters.Locals
were reminded that newspaper offprints, leaflets, flyers, stickers, bro-
chures, and special Bildplakate were available. It recommended that
direct mailings be undertaken by the Orzsgruppen, using a personally ad-
dressed form letter to every inhabitant of a given area. The party also
printed special election postcards and swastika-bedecked stamps for cor-
respondence or display on windows, books, briefcases, and so on. The
distribution of leaflets, as usual, received special attention. “Flyers, leaf-
lets, etc., should be passed out early on Sunday,” the circular advised, “so
that the worker, the civil servant, and the petit bourgeois (Spiesser) has
them in hand before the expected flood of trash sets in.” The use of prop-
aganda parades led by trucks with large placards and filled with storm
troopers was also recommended as “a propaganda device that should not
be underestimated.” ®

Along with these forms of agitation, “the spoken word” also played an
important role in the party’s planning. Indeed, the circular noted that
“the major burden of the party’s campaign must be carried by the speakers
since the means necessary to saturate the entire country with propaganda
material are not available to us.”” Thus, an official list of Reich speakers,
each with a particular specialty—agriculture, the civil service, labor,
etc.—was developed and guidelines established for their deployment.
The appearances of these speakers were central to National Socialist
campaign planning in 1930.”

In the weeks that followed the transmission of this circular, the Propa-
ganda Division issued updates and reappraisals of the campaign, refining
instructions, coordinating speaking dates, and announcing rallies or im-
portant appearances by Hitler. As the campaign developed, for example,
the party raised the disintegration of German political life into a “heap of
special interests” as a major theme, repeated often in the Volkischer
Beobachter and the speeches of the party’s traveling corps of speakers.”
Goebbels was particularly determined to create the image of a dynamic,
active, indefatigable party standing in sharp contrast to the disspirited,
divided parties of the bourgeois center and right. Typically, on 18 August
the Volkischer Beobachter announced that a total of thirty-four thou-
sand rallies were planned for the final four weeks of the campaign,’ and
while that figure was probably ambitiously high, the energy and activism
of the NSDAP could not be matched by the crumbling bourgeois parties.
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Although the NSDAP’s propaganda apparatus still was not the well-
tuned instrument that Goebbels hoped to shape, his highly centralized or-
ganizational system proved remarkably effective in 1930, giving the Na-
tional Socialist campaign the distinct advantages of speed, uniformity,
coordination, and thoroughness.

In spite of the vigorous, often violent campaign ™ waged by the NSDAP
in 1930 and the public discord within the liberal and conservative camps,
few political analysts were prepared for the stunning magnitude of the
Nazi surge. As the returns were tabulated on the evening of 14—15 Sep-
tember, it became increasingly obvious that the NSDAP had scored a
shocking electoral victory. The Nazi vote lurched from a mere eight hun-
dred thousand in 1928 to an astonishing six million, an increase of ap-
proximately 9oo percent. With their aggressive campaign tactics, their
thorough organization procedures, and their revised social focus, the
Nazis had captured just over 18 percent of the national vote. When the
new Reichstag convened in October, 107 National Socialists filed into
the assembly, making the Nazi delegation second in size only to that of
the SPD. Skillfully riding a mounting current of public discontent, Na-
tional Socialism had swept into the mainstream of German politics.

Examining the district by district returns on 15 September, political
observers noted that the Nazi breakthrough had come largely in the pre-
dominantly Protestant areas of the country. Catholic Germans, it seemed,
had remained by and large loyal to the traditional party of their confes-
sion. Although the Zentrum’s share of the vote slipped from 15.2 percent
to 14.8 percent, the party’s losses were minimal compared to the major
nonconfessional parties. Among them, only the KPD was able to register
gains. The SPD, DDP (DSP), DVP, and DNVP all stumbled, though losses
were by far the greatest among the parties of the bourgeois center and
right. Together the DVP and DSP polled less than 10 percent of the vote,
while the Nationalist constituency was reduced by half. Among those
parties seeking middle-class votes, only the small special interest parties
were able to maintain their constituents against the Nazi onslaught. In-
deed, these parties, augmented now by the new conservative splinter
groups, actually drew five hundred thousand more votes than in 1928
and captured 14 percent of the national electorate.

A second factor that was immediately apparent to even casual political
observers was that the portentous surge of the Nazi vote coincided with a
dramatic increase in turnout at the polls. In 1928, approximately thirty-
one million Germans had cast ballots in the Reichstag election; in Sep-
tember two years later, almost thirty-five million. In all, 82 percent of the
eligible voters turned out on election day, the largest proportion since the
elections to the National Assembly in 1919 and an increase of almost 7



Disintegration and Crisis: 1928 and 1930 * 141

Table 3.2. The Election of 14 September 1930 (percentage of vote)
NSDAP DNVP DVP Zentrum DDP  SPD  KPD  Other

18.3 7.0 4.9 14.8 3.5 24.5 13.1 14.4

percent over 1928. Contemporary analysts were, therefore, convinced
that the Nazis had succeeded in tapping a reservoir of previous non-
voters, Germans who in the past had been politically apathetic and only
now, spurred by an increasingly ominous economic environment and mo-
bilized by Nazi activism, entered onto the political scene.”

Who were these new voters? Despite advances in statistical techniques,
little can be done to establish their social or demographic identity with
any degree of confidence. Some inferences, however, can be drawn from a
number of contemporary analyses. Studies of voter turnout conducted by
the Reich Statistical Bureau in the mid-twenties consistently found that
women tended to vote far less frequently than men and that younger
voters—those under thirty—were less likely to cast ballots than older,
particularly middle-aged voters. Rates of voter participation also tended
to vary as one moved from town to countryside, with urban turnout con-
sistently higher than rural. The Reich Statistical Bureau’s comparative
studies did not examine the role of occupation or income on turnout, but
figures for occupation are available from a 1925 survey of a municipal
election in Mainz. That study revealed that among the different Berufs-
gruppen, artisan mastercraftsmen demonstrated the highest rate of voter
participation (81.2 percent), followed by farmers (69 percent), workers
(68 percent), civil servants and white-collar employees (6o percent), mer-
chants and “industrialists” (57.8 percent), and surprisingly at the bot-
tom, doctors, lawyers, and others in the free professions (39.7 percent).
Unfortunately, no similar occupational findings are available for other
municipalities or rural counties, and the Mainz figures must, therefore,
remain merely suggestive. One limited survey of Nuremberg voters fol-
lowing the September 1930 election, however, was undertaken. It re-
vealed that despite the sudden increase in turnout, the old demographic
patterns continued to hold. Over half the non-voters of the Nurem-
berg sample in 1930 were young (59 percent under thirty), and 6o per-
cent were women, findings that suggest that if the Nazi surge were the
product of a sudden influx of new voters, those voters were more likely
to be middle-aged and male rather than young and female, as is often
asserted.”

More recent studies have even argued that the role of such new voters
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has been greatly exaggerated, claiming instead that the Nazis did not ben-
efit disproportionately from the dramatic increase in turnout. Using a
variety of statistical techniques, these analyses have concluded that cross-
overs from the traditional bourgeois parties, especially the DVP and DSP,
constituted the greatest source of National Socialist growth in 1930.
Theodore Meckstroth, whose study is both the most sophisticated and
extensive, calculates that approximately 31 percent of the Nazi vote in
1930 was comprised by disaffected liberals, 21 percent by conservative
crossovers, and 23 percent by previous nonvoters. Significantly, defectors
from regional and special interest parties accounted for only 2 percent of
the National Socialist constituency, the remainder being composed of
former Nazi voters and crossovers from the other Weimar parties. Only
14 percent of the previous nonvoters who cast ballots on 14 September,
Meckstroth estimates, selected National Socialist candidates.”

Charting the destination of crossover voters in a complex multiparty
system, however, is a highly problematic endeavor, and the precision of
these estimates may be questioned. Indeed, other studies have cogently
argued that the NSDAP scored its greatest triumphs at the expense of the
slumping DNVP.”® Furthermore, even if the former political behavior of
the emerging Nazi electorate could be established with confidence, im-
portant questions concerning the social identity of that constituency
would remain. Which elements of the liberal electorate, for example,
defected to National Socialism? Which conservatives? Similarly, from
which social groups were previous nonvoters recruited and what was the
appeal of the NSDAP to each? These difficult problems can be illumi-
nated only by examining the fluctuating social composition of the Na-
tional Socialist electorate as it emerged in the tumultuous years after
1928, and that examination must begin with the heterogeneous social
groupings within Germany’s troubled Mittelstand.

The Old Middle Class

In 1924 the old middle class had been severely shaken by
the traumatic dislocations of the inflation and stabilization crises. The
gradual restoration of economic stability in the summer and fall of that
year, however, seemed to extend a fragile promise of renewed prosperity
and social security for the troubled merchants and craftsmen of the old
middle class. Four years later, despite pockets of continued discontent,
that promise seemed largely fulfilled. Although legislation in 192.6 raised
the lowest level of taxable personal income from 1,100 RM to 1,300
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RM, the number of persons with taxable gross income from business
enterprises, excluding agriculture, rose 4 percent between 1925 and
1928. Moreover, while 44 percent of those entrepreneurs paying taxes on
income from business enterprise were lodged in the lowest tax bracket in
1925, that figure declined to 38 percent by 1927.” Similarly, the index of
turnover in retail trade (1925 = 100) indicates that between 1924 and
1928 retail sales had increased 36 points, rising from 87 to 123. Despite
the widely publicized challenge from department and chain stores as well
as consumer cooperatives, sales in traditional specialty shops composed
80 percent of that turnover in 1928.%

Proprietors of small shops nevertheless remained distressed about
competition from their large corporate rivals. The contribution of per-
sonally owned retail business to the national income continued to de-
cline, falling from 20 to 16 percent between 1913 and 1928. This was
commonly explained as a result of the proliferation of large corporately
owned firms.®! Between 1924 and 1928 the proportion of retail turnover
attributed to these large concerns, though still quite small, had expanded
from approximately 6 to 8 percent, while the share of traditional one-
item or specialty shops fell by 2 percent in the same period. Furthermore,
the disparity in rates of growth appeared to be widening. Between 1924
and 1925, sales in specialty shops had risen by 19 percent, while depart-
ment store sales had climbed at a rate of 14 percent. Three years later,
however, that relationship was reversed, with turnover in department
stores increasing by 12 percent, in specialty shops by only 7 percent.®

Other figures seemed to confirm the diminishing economic stature of
small business in the mid-twenties. In 1923 almost 8o percent of all per-
sons employed in retail sales worked in shops with fewer than five em-
ployees. Only three years later that figure had dropped to 66 percent. The
number of persons engaged in small, family-operated shops or in one-
man street sales had mushroomed during the inflation and stabilization
crises and remained high throughout the late twenties. However, the
annual per capita turnover in “market and street sales” fell from 6oo RM
in 1925 to 540 RM three years later.* Thus, while many of these small-
scale entrepreneurs were able to extract a marginal livelihood from retail
sales of some form, others were not. The annual number of bankruptcies
also remained relatively high throughout the so-called Golden Twenties.
Despite a generally favorable economic environment, over two thousand
more bankruptcy petitions were filed in 1928 than in 1924.% Moreover, a
survey of urban unemployment conducted in February 1929 revealed
that whereas proprietors from handicrafts and commerce comprised only
3 percent of those collecting unemployment compensation, 27 percent of



144 * Disintegration and Crisis: 1928 and 1930

those former “independents” had been unemployed for over a year. Half
had been drawing benefits for two years.*

Having survived the dislocations of the inflation, many small busi-
nesses fell victim to the contractions of stabilization. The trials of one
such shopkeeper, a baker, were perhaps typical. “The inflation brought
me into financial difficulties. Revenue fell off and business couldn’t be
maintained. I got a job as a manual laborer, working from seven in the
morning until four-thirty in the afternoon, then walked back to the
bakery so I wouldn’t have to close my business. Still, in 1926, thanks to
the Jewish business practices of my creditors, I had to give up my bakery
and see my inventory and furniture repossessed.” Unable to work, he
moved to a nearby town and was eventually forced to accept poor relief
as well as help from his wife’s family. Finally, he found a job as a janitor.
Overflowing with bitterness, he turned to the NSDAP, explaining:

When you consider that during the prime of life 1 was denied the
opportunity to make a living by the measures of the red regime, by
the inflation, by unbearable tax burdens, etc., and that instead of
the “gratitude of the fatherland” we veterans were ruled by a group
of profiteers who used every possible means to reduce the starva-
tion pennies we needed to live, then maybe you can understand
why some of those who were swindled and gypped greeted the na-
tionalist paramilitary organizations and particularly the Hitler
movement with enthusiasm.®

With the onset of the Great Depression, the position of such small
businessmen deteriorated rapidly. Between 1928 and 1930 real income
from commerce and trade (Handel und Gewerbe), measured by 1928
purchasing power, plummeted by 16 percent. It is estimated that sales in
handicrafts and retail commerce fell by approximately six billion marks
in the same period, turnover in specialty shops declining by 11 percent in
1929—30 alone.*” As a result, the number of persons with taxable income
from retail commerce sank by 12 percent from 1928 to 1929, while the
number of taxpayers from the major branches of the handicrafts sector
plunged almost 20 percent.®® In 1930, bankruptcies occurred with twice
the frequency they had two years earlier, with business failures in retail
commerce and in the major branches of the handicrafts sector represent-
ing just over half the total. Since 1928, bankruptcies in retail trade had
risen by approximately 150 percent.® As the share of national income
contributed by specialty shops shrank by 2 percent, that contributed by
street and market sales rose slightly. Symptomatically, however, the per
capita income from such marginal sales steadily diminished.”
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The situation for farmers was even bleaker. The Golden Twenties had
been badly tarnished for the old middle class in the countryside, and the
economywide contraction of 1929—30 merely marked an intensification
of agricultural decline. Farmers had been severely shaken by the traumas
of stabilization in late 1923 and entered the postinflationary period in the
throes of a deepening financial crisis. High taxes, increased production
costs, dwindling sources of credit, and falling prices for farm products
had created an atmosphere of mounting alarm in acricultural circles, an
alarm effectively exploited by the DNVP’s rural campaigns in 1924.
Upon assuming power in January 1925, the Biirgerblock government
had, therefore, moved to alleviate this distress in the countryside by facil-
itating access to credit, reducing taxes, introducing a new set of tariffs to
protect agricultural products, and offering direct government subsidies to
farmers. These measures were applauded by agricultural organizations
and seemed to indicate a greater government sensitivity to farm interests
than that evinced by the cabinets of the inflation and early stabilization
periods.”!

Yet, in spite of these promising signs, farmers, both large and small,
found recovery elusive. Agricultural prices did rebound after reaching
their nadir in the spring of 1924, but they again failed to keep pace with
prices for industrial goods. As a result, production costs for farmers con-
tinued to mount during the Golden Twenties.”? Moreover, with operating
costs high, farmers faced renewed competition from abroad after 1926.
Supported by a variety of urban interests, the Biirgerblock government
concluded a series of international trade agreements in 192728 that re-
sulted—despite the existing tariffs—in a surge of agricultural imports.**
Aggravating this situation for farmers was the fact that neither the state
nor private credit institutions could meet their escalating need for credit,
Direct government assistance to agriculture had risen substantially over
prewar levels, but it still accounted for less than 1 percent of the national
budget in 1928.** Consequently, agricultural indebtedness rose dramat-
ically during the twenties, and interest rates, despite unrelenting com-
plaints from the countryside, remained unusually high. Between the sta-
bilization of the currency in late 1923 and the onset of the world
economic crisis in 1929, agricultural indebtedness soared by over 35 per-
cent. Much of this debt took the form of short-term, high-interest loans,
a development that would have serious consequences as the depression
deepened in 1929—30. Yet, even at the height of Weimar prosperity in
1928, the average per capita income of farmers had fallen 44 percent
below the national average.”

Agriculture as a whole suffered during this period, but the distribution
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of economic distress was highly uneven. While prices for all major cate-
gories of farm products rose between 1924 and 1928, prices for dairy
and livestock products—the staples of peasant and family farming—
failed to match the prices for grains and produce-—the traditional
strengths of estate production.”® What is more, the increased volume of
agricultural imports after 1926 had a far greater impact on small dairy
farmers and meat producers than on the grain-oriented estates of the
east. An index of agricultural trade (1913 = 100) reveals that while grain
imports stood at only 87 percent of their prewar level in 1928, the impor-
tation of dairy products had jumped by 116 percent, meat and meat
products by 154 percent.”” Small farm indebtedness also rose by 15 per-
cent between 1924 and 1928, and although this rate did not match that
of the large estates (33 percent), the Biirgerblock governments, under the
influence of the RLB, were far more willing to provide assistance to large-
scale enterprises than to small family farms.”® By the close of 1927, the
government was already preparing an emergency aid program for heavily
indebted East Prussian and Pomeranian agriculture, the first of a series of
special assistance packages designed to rescue the estate-dominated agri-
culture of the eastern provinces. An extension of such aid to small and
medium-sized holdings did not come into serious consideration until
mid—r1930.”

The depression, of course, vastly accelerated the deterioration of agri-
culture’s already precarious economic position. Farm prices fell sharply
in 1929 and continued to tumble in the following year. Agricultural in-
debtedness, already high in the years of Weimar prosperity, surged dra-
matically, followed by a rising wave of rural foreclosures. Between 1928
and 1930 agricultural indebtedness jumped by 13 percent, while fore-
closures and the forced sale of agricultural property almost doubled.!®
Economic distress in the countryside was general and widespread, but the
Great Coalition, like the Biirgerblock before it, proved far more receptive
to pressure from the great grain producers than to small livestock and
dairy farmers. With the support of the RLB and the DNVP, the govern-
ment raised tariffs on grains in 1929 and continued, through a number of
special arrangements and financial mechanisms, to maintain domestic
grain prices at levels far above world prices. By 1930, grain prices in Ger-
many were over two times higher than those on the world market.'”

Meat and dairy producers, on the other hand, were far less sheltered.
Prices for such goods remained much closer to the lower world market
level, and although marginally protected by the government’s increasing
tariff legislation, meat and dairy products were still subject to intense in-
ternational competition. This was particularly true after the conclusion
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of trade agreements with Denmark, Holland, Sweden, and France,
treaties vehemently opposed by dairy and livestock producers. The effects
of such differentiated agricultural protectionism were painfully obvious
to small farmers by 1930. In that year, when the volume of grain imports
had fallen to 48 percent of prewar levels, meat and dairy imports stood,
respectively, at 188 and 158 percent of their 1913 volume.'* Small farm-
ers, therefore, not only continued to face stiff international competition
but to pay higher prices for feed and other necessary grain products. In
addition, direct government assistance to the estates of East Elbia
mounted steadily as the depression deepened, while the peasant and fam-
ily farms of Schleswig-Holstein, Hannover, Hessen, and elsewhere were
forced to face hard times without significant government aid.'®

Throughout the period peasant resentment had been largely contained
within the established structure of agrarian interest politics. In 1928,
however, smoldering peasant discontent at last ignited, erupting in mass
demonstrations that revealed the extent of rural disaffection not only
with the Weimar “system” but with the traditional representatives of ag-
ricultural interests as well. A new era of rural politics dawned on the
morning of 28 January 1928, when over one hundred thousand farmers
swarmed into the marketplaces of Schleswig-Holstein in a spontaneous
protest against government indifference to the plight of agriculture. In
speeches all across the province, peasants demanded higher tariffs, lower
taxes, cheaper credit, and reduced social welfare expenditures. These
demands were expressed regularly in hundreds of meetings, rallies,
and mass demonstrations in the weeks that followed and, significantly,
were usually accompanied by vitriolic denunciations of Versailles, rep-
arations, the parliamentary system, “Jewish international finance,” and
the “Marxist welfare state.” '™

As peasant agitation spilled over into the neighboring north German
states, both the DNVP and RLB sought to harness its obvious political
energies for the approaching Reichstag campaign. It became increasingly
apparent, however, that this grass-roots protest movement, the Landvolk
or Rural People’s Movement as it came to be called, could not be easily
integrated into the traditional conservative fold. By 1928 the Nationalists
and their supporters in the RLB were too prominently identified with big
agriculture, East Elbia, and, after almost three years in power, with the
government itself to be effective spokesmen for peasant protest. It was
symptomatic of the widespread rural dissatisfaction with the DNVP’s
performance as “the party of agriculture” that a new peasants’ party was
founded in March to compete in the upcoming national elections. Ex-
pressing its dismay at the DNVP’s failure to protect the peasant and fam-
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ily farm, the Christian National Peasants’ and Rural People’s party
(Christlich-Nationale Bauren- und Landvolkpartei— CNBL) warmly em-
braced many of the demands and much of the rhetoric of the emerging
peasant revolt.'” Although it would never become a serious factor in na-
tional electoral politics, the formation of the CNBL and its regional suc-
cesses in 1928 clearly illuminated the widening rift between the DNVP
and a growing segment of its traditional rural constituency.

The magnitude of peasant disenchantment with the DNVP was further
underscored by the returns of the May election. Although the DNVP’s
vote in the rural, Protestant communities of the sample remained sub-
stantially above its national average in 1928, it nonetheless dropped pre-
cipitously, falling from 39 percent to 27 percent. The Nationalists man-
aged to hold their own in their traditional East Elbian strongholds, but
they faltered badly in the farm communities of Schleswig-Holstein,
Hannover, Hessen, Brandenburg, and Saxony. In Wiirttemberg, where
small peasant and family farms dominated the rural landscape, National-
ist losses were enormous.'® The principal beneficiaries of the DNVDP’s
rural decline were neither the established liberal parties, whose rural elec-
toral base continued to shrink, nor the National Socialists, whose farm
gains were isolated and marginal. Instead, the regional peasants’ and
middle-class splinter parties whose social orientation and economic de-
mands paralleled those of the Landvolk movement experienced a sudden
surge of electoral support. In 1928 these parties averaged 12 percent of
the vote in the rural, Protestant communities of the sample, an increase of
almost 4 percent since December 1924.

Rural unrest did not subside in the wake of the elections but steadily
gathered momentum as the economic climate grew more and more men-
acing. By summer a widespread tax revolt was underway in the coun-
tryside, accompanied by acts of violence—sometimes by whole vil-
lages—against tax collectors and bank officials. Public buildings,
especially finance offices, were rocked by bombs, and the black flag of the
Landvolk movement appeared in village after village. Both the DNVP
and RLB had hoped to divert this mounting fury at the republican au-
thorities into conventional conservative channels, but their ability to
manipulate rural opinion had eroded considerably since 1924.'” The
election of Hugenberg, a man widely identified with industrial interests,
as Nationalist party chairman severely weakened the DNVP’s influence
with important elements of organized agriculture, and in the regional
elections of 1929 and early 1930, the party proved unable to halt the ero-
sion of its traditional rural constituency.'”

Nor could the formation of an alliance of agricultural pressure groups
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under the sponsorship of the RLB disguise the serious fragmentation of
agrarian interests. Founded in February 1929 by the RLB, the Organiza-
tion of German Farm Associations, the German Bauernschaft, and the
German Agrarian Council, the Green Front was intended to be a super
pressure group that would guide peasant political energies while present-
ing a united agrarian front against the forces of industry and the urban
consumer. The Green Front was presented to the peasantry as a powerful
umbrella organization that would represent all farmers, large and small.
Although it adopted positions similar to those of the Landvolk, the
Green Front was soon recognized as a creation of East Elbian grain inter-
ests and never became an effective instrument for conservative political
mobilization in the countryside. The RLB certainly continued to be a
powerful interest organization after 1928, largely because of its consider-
able influence in the conservative circles around Reich President Hinden-
burg. That influence grew with the presidential governments after 1930
and paid important political dividends for East Elbian agriculture while
contributing significantly to the collapse of the Weimar system.'* The
RLB did not, however, mold or direct peasant political behavior after
192.8. Instead of leading peasant protest, the RLB found itself desperately
trying to keep pace with shifting political sympathies within the peasan-
try, sympathies that ultimately led it away from the DNVP and toward
the National Socialists.

The fragmentation of agrarian interests and the concomitant erosion
of traditional rural electoral loyalties between 1924 and 1929 created the
necessary preconditions for the stunning National Socialist successes in
the countryside thereafter. The NSDAP had never ignored the peasantry
as a potential reservoir of political support, but it was remarkably slow in
taking the necessary organizational steps to cultivate a rural constituency.
Between 1924 and 1928, National Socialist publications had dealt reg-
ularly with agricultural issues, formulating the set of demands and
charges against the “system” that would remain the core of Nazi rural
appeals in each of the campaigns of the depression era. In the pages of the
Volkischer Beobachter and Gregor Strasser’s Der nationale Sozialist the
party called for the creation of an autarkic economic system in which
the importation of foodstuffs would be drastically curtailed, new land
opened for peasant settlement, taxes substantially reduced, interest rates
slashed, social expenditures curbed, and the peasant returned to a posi-
tion of economic security and social honor. Anticipating the positions of
the Landvolk movement, the NSDAP invariably teamed these demands
and promises with assaults on “international Jewish capital,” the Dawes
Plan and the financial burdens it imposed on agriculture, the Weimar
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party system, and the bourgeois parties—especially the DNVP-—that
had failed to provide adequate protection for farmers.'” “Today [the
farmer] must mortgage the grain that will stand on the stalk in summer in
order to make the backbreaking tax and interest payments,” the Nazis
wailed in a typical appeal to farmers from this period. “His sons must
migrate to the city as slaves of industry because the farm is mortgaged
and arable land is shrinking.” This situation was the result of “a senseless
agricultural policy conducted by the regime and the parties in the inter-
ests of stock market capital,” the NSDAP charged, and the result was
“that the farmer sinks day by day deeper into debt and misery. In the end
he will be driven from his hearth and home while international money
and Jewish capital take possession of his land.” "

Although this orientation was clearly consistent with that of the
emerging peasant protest movement in 1928, National Socialist efforts to
make inroads into the rural electorate had consistently encountered a
major obstacle: the NSDAP’s widespread identification with socialism.
That association stemmed from point seventeen of the party’s “unaltera-
ble” twenty-five-point program, a tenet that called for “the expropriation
without remuneration of land for public uses.” In early 1928, with peas-
ant unrest mounting, the party moved to “clarify” its position on private
property. In a highly publicized statement, Hitler explained that “expro-
priation without remuneration” would be confined to land “obtained
illegitimately or administered without consideration for the good of the
people.” This attempt to refute “malicious distortions and ugly insinua-
tions” about National Socialist policy did not have an immediate impact
on Nazi electoral fortunes in May 1928, but it did mark the beginning of
a more intense and sustained effort to reach the farm voter that would
bear fruit in 1929—~30."2

With this vague programmatic revision on the books, organizational
measures to expand on the promising terrain of agrarian politics fol-
lowed, though with surprising sluggishness. In 1929 the party leadership
indicated an interest in establishing a department of agricultural affairs
within the NSDAP, but no tangible steps were taken in that direction
until the early summer of the following year. In May, however, the party
issued a major policy statement on agriculture, the “Official Proclama-
tion concerning the Policy of the National Socialist Party on the Rural
Population and Agriculture.” Signed by Hitler himself and published
with much fanfare in the Vélkischer Beobachter, the proclamation sum-
marized the party’s familiar views on tariffs, taxes, interest rates, and
private property, while excoriating “the Jewish world financial monop-
oly” and praising farmers as “the main bearers of a healthy vélkisch
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heredity, the fountains of youth of the people, and the backbone of mili-
tary power.” Whereas the original party program had been virtually
silent about the rural population, this statement announced that “the
maintenance of a productive peasantry” was “a cornerstone of National
Socialist policy.” ''* Although this certainly represented a significant addi-
tion to the original Twenty-five Points, the importance of the document
lay less in its content, which largely elaborated on the party’s already
well-established agricultural views, than in the timing of its publication
and its clear suggestion that the farm vote would be a major target of
Nazi propaganda efforts in the coming months.

Shortly after the appearance of the party’s agricultural program,
R. Walther Darré, an agricultural theorist already well known for his
“blood and soil” mysticism, was appointed as an adviser on farm matters
to the party leadership and charged with the creation of a Department of
Agrarian Affairs, In early August, Darré circulated a memorandum
detailing a plan to establish an “agrarian organizational network
throughout the Reich.” Because of the great regional variations within
German agriculture, Darré insisted on an organizational apparatus that
would be both sensitive to local conditions and yet capable of implement-
ing directives from party headquarters in Munich. Specifically, he pro-
posed that every level of party leadership from the village to the Gau
recruit a reliable member of the local farm community to act as a consul-
tant on agricultural affairs. The primary task of these consultants would
be to aid local Nazi leaders in the fields of propaganda and agitation
among the rural population. Consequently, these consultants should be
responsible, knowledgeable men capable of impressing local farmers. In
addition, they would report regularly to Munich on their observations
and activities, and this information, after being evaluated at party head-
quarters, would then be made “available to all agricultural consultants in
the Reich as intelligence regarding agrarian policy for the political strug-
gle on the home front.” Although the creation of such an extensive net-
work was not immediately possible, the first steps to implement Darré’s
design were taken in mid-August, and the rudiments of the National So-
cialist farm organization, the agrarpolitischer Apparat (aA) were in place
for the first Reichstag campaign of the depression era.'"

These intensified efforts to win support from alienated farm proprie-
tors in 1929—30 were paralleled by the NSDAP’s ongoing campaign to
broaden the party’s constituency within the urban old middle class.
Despite some predictable variations in emphasis, Nazi appeals to shop-
keepets and artisans were quite similar in both form and content to those
addressed to peasant proprietors. The party’s attacks on high taxes,
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usurous interest rates, wasteful government spending, and corrupt party
politics were framed by the usual condemnations of big labor, big busi-
ness, and international Jewish capital. Although discussion of tariffs as
such was predictably sparse in appeals to urban retailers and craftsmen,
calls for autarky and government protection of German business—espe-
cially small business—were plentiful. Similarly, the focus on the nefarious
role of Jewish middlemen and the banks found in Nazi campaign litera-
ture addressed to peasants tended to be translated in a more urban en-
vironment to an emphasis on the threat to small business posed by Jewish
department stores and socialist consumer cooperatives. Indeed, declama-
tory attacks against both became essential elements of the NSDAP’s
appeal to the beleaguered Mittelstand between 1928 and 1930.

The consumer cooperatives, the Nazis maintained, threatened not only
small retail merchants but artisans as well and were, in the final analysis,
socialist weapons to undermine the economic vitality of the old middle
class. Department stores, on the other hand, were depicted as the tools of
Jewish high finance, employed to dominate the economic and political
destiny of the German people. The Weimar Republic, according to Na-
tional Socialist literature, was controlled by international socialism and
Jewish stock-market capital. Together these forces had “destroyed the
middle class and robbed it of its role in the state and the economy.” Nazi
electoral propaganda repeatedly lamented that “vast sections of the
middle class” were “already ruined,” crushed between these rapacious,
alien powers. “The department stores of big capital, the predominately
socialist-oriented consumer cooperatives . . . the chain stores . . . and the
penetration of mass production into the realm of commerce” had re-
duced the small merchant and artisan to a position of helplessness and
despair. Germany was witnessing “the battle of the rich against the im-
poverished,” the Nazis declared, and under the prevailing system it was
inevitable that “this struggle will proletarianize more and more members
of the middle class,” bringing “the army of the unemployed ever greater
numbers of reinforcements.” '**

“For years,” one typical Nazi article explained, “the commercial mid-
dle class has fought a desperate battle against the excessively powerful
great concerns and trusts which are supported with funds from the big
banks and which not only . . . seek mass markets for their products, but,
to an increasing degree, the markets of small business as well.” "¢ In this
struggle the traditional parties of the bourgeois center and right had not
only failed to protect the interests of small business from the Bolshevist
challenge but had actually delivered the small merchant and craftsman
into the hands of “Jewish finance capital.”
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The middle-class parties pledged to save the Mittelstand from de-
struction, but it is rapidly nearing its utter demise! The revaloriza-
tion parties promised to introduce compensation for the crimes of
the inflation. These parties live on, but the victims of the inflation
are slowly dying. The parties for the salvation of small business
promise to help the small craftsman, the shopkeeper, and mer-
chant. But with their aid, the large department stores spring up
and strangle hundreds of thousands of independent businessmen.'"”

As a result, this “process of alienation and expropriation,” the Nazis
warned, was “continuing its advance with a quickened pace.” The “up-
rooted and expropriated” were “falling into the clutches of international
capital,” and the middle class was approaching the “end of its position in
the state, indeed, of its existence as a class.”'"® The only possible salva-
tion for the Mittelstand was National Socialism, for it alone, the Nazis
argued, had consistently supported “free German trade, an honorable
handicrafts, the reestablishment of loyalty and trust in German economic
life, the struggle against the pestilence of Jewish department stores, and
the protection of small business.” "

While the liberals and conservatives bickered over the formation of a
Biirgerblock government or a middle-class unity party, the NSDAP had
successfully employed these shibboleths in the regional campaigns of
1929 and early 1930, emerging as a credible bulwark against the antici-
pated surge of the Marxist parties. This won the National Socialists
plaudits from middle-class interest groups, which previously remained
skeptical about the NSDAP’s sociopolitical orientation. The conservative
Nordwestdeutsche-Handwerks-Zeitung, for example, while refraining
from endorsing the party, expressed its considerable satisfaction with the
surprisingly strong National Socialist showing in traditionally leftist Sax-
ony: “Social Democracy, which set out to defeat the NSDAP decisively,
itself lost fifty thousand votes!” '*

Confronted by continued Nazi successes in these regional elections, the
liberal parties, long identified with government responsibility, were hope-
lessly compromised and remained on the defensive throughout the
Reichstag campaign. In an effort to retard the National Socialist ad-
vances into their own middle-class constituencies, the DVP and DSP
attempted to brand the NSDAP as a party of the radical left. “Whether
national or international,” one DVP publication typically warned, “it is
still socialism and, indeed, . . . of the most radical type.” No one should
be “fooled because the Nazis sit on the right in parliament or because
they place the word ‘national’ before their socialist ideology,” the DVP
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cautioned. “They have nothing in common with the bourgeois parties
which stand on the foundation of the capitalist Weltanschauung.” In fact,
both the DVP and DSP agreed that the Nazis “would make a more com-
patible ally of Communism” than of the liberal or conservative parties."'

The DVP, which assiduously attempted to present itself to the middle-
class electorate as the champion of the capitalist system, was particularly
determined to link National Socialism with Marxism. “Whoever blindly
assails ‘capitalism’ with ruthless proletarian phrases” and “talks of ‘elim-
inating interest capital,’” the DVP charged, would simply “draw the life-
blood from . . . the German economy,” which was “so dependent on the
international credit system.” Such a policy would “not create new
Lebensraum for the German people” but “immeasurably intensify the
current malaise.” Thus, in the struggle to prevent Social Democratic
leveling that would “reduce thousands of self-employed proprietors” to
the position of “economically dependent employees and workers,” '** the
Mittelstand should not expect help from the NSDAP. The Nazis “want
socialism. They want to ‘break interest slavery,”” the DVP warned in a
pamphlet addressed to “merchants, shopkeepers, artisans, and rentiers.”
For a preview of economic relations in the Third Reich, small business
need only look at the Soviet Union, “where interest slavery has been
broken.” '® In the final analysis, the Nazis, with “their socialistic pro-
gram, are not one penny better than the other Socialists,” the DVP de-
clared. The National Socialist program violated the principle of private
property, and in the Reichstag the Nazis had supported “the most in-
credible Communist-sponsored proposals. But, of course,” the DVP com-
plained, “they don’t tell the middle class and the peasants about this. In
front of them they portray themselves as ‘anti-Marxists.”” The German
Mittelstand should, therefore, “beware of wolves in sheep’s clothing.” '?*

Though less equivocal in its defense of capitalism, the newly consti-
tuted DSP certainly shared the DVP’s concern about the socialist threat.
The old left liberals entered the campaign with a new electoral facade,
contoured to enhance their attractiveness to the middle-class constitu-
ency that had been slipping steadily away from them since 1920. Deter-
mined to demonstrate its credentials as a savior of small business, the
DSP vigorously condemned both the “trusts and cartels” of big business
and the “idiotic leveling” of socialism. The party’s most prominent as-
sault, however, was directed against the socialist menace, and the DSP
repeatedly emphasized its fundamental opposition to “all socialist exper-
iments.” The social structure of Germany, “in which millions of small
and medium-sized businesses still exist, must be preserved,” the DSP
asserted, and the party promised to “fight all economic and tax policies



Disintegration and Crisis: 1928 and 1930 * 155

that steadily reduce the number of self-employed entrepreneurs, so that
one business after another must close and forfeit its independence.” '**

If the middle class were to save itself, however, it could not afford the
fragmentation represented by the “economic egotism™ of the special in-
terest parties. Any further splintering of the middle-class vote, the DSP
warned, would be disastrous, since this trend had already “allowed so-
cialism greater influence in Germany” and increased the danger of “revo-
lutionary disorders.” '2* Nor could the NSDAP be counted on to protect
middle-class interests since, the DSP contended, it had fallen increasingly
under the sway of former socialists in its own ranks. “They determine the
face of the party,” the DSP’s Artur Mahraun wrote, “bringing the party’s
Marxist agitation to a pitch not seen since the revolution.” The task at
hand was, therefore, to rally “all responsible German citizens” behind
the DSP in order to protect “the people and the state” from the “torrent
of radical Bolshevist elements from both the left and the right.” '

The Nazi press responded to these charges with scorn and derision. To
dispel worrisome doubts about the party’s position on business and
property, the Vilkischer Beobachter restated the NSDAP’s solemn com-
mitment to protect private property and, of course, blasted Marxism in
all its forms.'”® Turning to the liberal parties, the Nazis dismissed the
DVP as little more than a party of “big capitalists,” indifferent to the
plight of the small proprietor.'* The People’s party, Goebbels wrote, had
always been “the party of property and education,” and as such “a typi-
cal class party of the bourgeoisie.” Because of its social orientation, the
DVP was a precursor of the proletarian class parties and hence just as
guilty as the Marxists of fomenting the class conflict that had plagued
Germany since the Industrial Revolution. The Nazis even maintained
that the DVP was working hand in glove with the Social Democrats to
destroy German society. Like the SPD, Stresemann’s party had supported
the policy of fulfiliment and worked alongside the Social Democrats in
the Great Coalition, Goebbels noted. The DVP’s collaboration with So-
cial Democracy” represented “the great united front of bourgeois and
proletarian internationalism,” which was eroding the traditional German
values of “Volk, nation, marital virtue, personality, and blood. Take
away the patriotic phrases from the DVP,” Goebbels concluded, “and
you have the SPD.” %

Nor did the DSP escape Nazi abuse. The party was simultaneously
condemned as a tool of Social Democracy and Jewish big business, and
its belated and transparent turn to the right, the Nazis sneered, would
fool no one. The party’s new name and new electoral focus were merely
reflections of the Democrats’ ideological bankruptcy. Whether DDP or
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Table 3.3. Party Vote and the Old Middle Class (OMC), 1928—1930

All OMC
Protestant (N=152) Catholic (N=64)
1928 1930 1928 1930
NSDAP 478 .646 .I10% 206 %
DNVP —.337 —.397 —1I.40 —1.29
DvVP 174 —.453" 824 .386
DDP .962 142 627 .448
Z .108 % .068* ~1.02 —.604
SPD —.518 —.106 3167 277%
KPD —.373 —.424 —.133 —.350
Other 127 915 .169 .592
OMC in Handicrafts®
Protestant (N=152) Catholic (N=64)
1928 1930 1928 1930
NSDAP .830 -597 314 635
DNVP —.616 —.285 —2.32 —2.20
DVP —.198 —.102 1.35 .360
DDP 317 372 I.2T 1.55
Z —.2I16% 241% —.150% —.354"%
SPD —1.3§ —.577 —.268% —.301%
KPD —.150 —.435 —1.86 —2.28
Other 242 1867 a25% 443"
OMC in Commerce®
Protestant (N=152) Catholic (N=64)
1928 1930 1928 1930
NSDAP 851 1.07 2.59 3.52
DNVP —1.23 —I1.14 —1.97 ~1.79
DVP a22* a52% ~1.93 225
DDP —.452 —.765 —.715§ —-1.§7
Z —.961 —.334 =432 —4.55
SPD —1.93 —1.91 —.198 —.248
KPD —1.64 —1.61 —.633 ~-.769
Other JI10% ~.397 1.21 .823
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Table 3.3. (continued)
OMC in Agriculture*®

Protestant (N=121) Catholic (N=123)

1928 1930 1928 1930
NSDAP .302 .470 112 —.152
DNVP .492 395 .246 —.102%
DVP —.930 -.777 —.1617 —.263
DDP .I09 124" 438 194
Z 1607 5T 1.02 1.62
SPD —.700 —.564 —.577 —.490
KPD —.166 —.294 —.241 —.561
Other 341 310 —.186% 199 %

NoOTE: The figures are unstandardized regression coefficients (b), controlling for new middle
class, Rentnermittelstand, blue-collar workers, religion, and urbanization (population size).
a. Presents coefficients for the OMC by economic sector, controlling for the OMC in all
other economic sectors in addition to those variables listed above.

b. Size of farm has also been controlled.

* These coefficients are not significant at the .05 level.

DSP, the party remained “the facade of profiteer plutocracy.” Thus, “the
Jews should vote Democratic,” the Vélkischer Beobachter observed, “but
the Germany of productive, working people will vote National Socialist
and break the will of high finance, Marxism, and the bourgeoisie.” !*!
Were these Nazi slogans effective with the craftsmen, shopkeepers, and
farmers of the old middle class? The figures of Table 3.3 reveal that the
Nazi/old-middle-class relationship in urban areas had not faded with the
stabilization of the economy in the mid-twenties but had, on the con-
trary, grown stronger. Although the Nazi/old-middle-class figures slip in
December 1924 as the nascent economic recovery gathered momentum,
the ensuing period of relative prosperity did not precipitate a return to
the liberal-conservative pattern of 1920. The liberal figures, though rela-
tively strong in 1928, slip precipitously in 1930, while the conservative
coefficients remain surprisingly low in both elections. The weakness of
the conservative figures and the sharp decline of the liberal coefficients,
however, stand in sharp contrast to those of the NSDAP, which are strong
in both elections. It is particularly significant, given the harsh stabiliza-
tion of the mid-twenties, that a substantial rise in the Nazi figures is
already apparent by 1928, well before the onset of the depression. The
Nazi/old-middle-class coefficients are almost as strong then as in the in-
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flation election of May 1924. In 1928, however, the NSDAP was merely
one of a number of small splinter parties benefiting from middle-class
disenchantment with the traditional liberal and conservative partisan op-
tions. Only in 1930, as the effects of the depression spread beyond the
pockets of chronic economic and social distress upon which the NSDAP
had previously based its electoral support, did the appeal of National So-
cialism find wider acceptance within the entrepreneurial Mittelstand. In
September 1930 the old middle class becomes for the first time a stronger
predictor of the Nazi vote than of the liberal all across the sample.

An important variant of this same trend is also reflected in the figures
of the rural sample. The erosion of the liberal/old-middle-class relation-
ship, already evident in 1924, continues in 1928 and gathers momentum
rapidly thereafter. After slipping steadily in the last of the predepression
elections, the liberal coefficients plunge in the September elections of
1930. By 1930 the liberal vote in the rural sample was less than half its
share in December 1924 and stood significantly below its urban figures.
Indeed, the DVP vote stood at only one third its former strength. The
DNVP, on the other hand, continued to command a significant following
in rural areas. The Nationalist constituency within the old middle class
had always been concentrated in the countryside, in villages and rural
towns whose economies were intimately linked with the surrounding ag-
ricultural sector. Indeed, the Nationalists continuously tried to convince
urban shopkeepers and craftsmen that their interests had not been hurt
by the agricultural tariffs advocated so vocally by the DNVP. Although
they produced higher food prices, these tariffs, the DNVP contended,
also brought “an indirect and effective promotion of the handicrafts and
small business” since they “secure a clientele with the necessary purchas-
ing power.” 2 Needless to say, these arguments were considerably more
effective with farmers and rural merchants than with their urban counter-
parts, and the DN'VP’s appeal within the urban old middle class suffered
as a result.

The relative rural concentration of conservative strength was again re-
flected in the elections of 1928 and 1930. In both those campaigns, the
DNVP’s rural vote was double that of its urban average. Yet, whereas the
conservative vote averaged almost 2§ percent in 1928 in the rural sample,
it had fallen to only 13 percent two years later. That stunning collapse is
also reflected in the sharp decline of the DNVP/old-middle-class coeffi-
cients for the two elections. By 1930 the Nationalists’ once solid position
in the countryside was crumbling fast, and that disintegration was not
confined to a few disparate areas. Although the party continued to attract
significant support in its traditional East Elbian strongholds, its position
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of dominance was clearly challenged by the NSDAP, which in 1930 made
major breakthroughs in the rural counties of East Prussia, Pomerania,
and the Mecklenburgs. In areas characterized by small peasant and fam-
ily farms, on the other hand, the NSDAP clearly outmanned its conserva-
tive rivals. In 1930 the Nazis’ greatest gains came in precisely such small-
farming areas. In Schleswig-Holstein, Lower Saxony, and Thuringia,
areas where the Landvolk movement had flourished, the NSDAP had
clearly become the party of agricultural, and particularly small-farm,
protest. The crisis of conservatism in the countryside was, in short, na-
tional in scope, and the NSDAP was the certain beneficiary of that crisis.

For the Nazis, the elections of 1930, therefore, represented a quantum
leap forward, both in the towns and in the countryside. Although the
party’s most spectacular victories had come in rural areas, its urban con-
stituency within the old middle class was firmly established. By 1930 the
NSDAP, as its old-middle-class coefficients strongly suggest, had suc-
cessfully bridged the urban-rural divide of German politics and was well
on its way to becoming the long-sought party of middle-class integration.

The Rentnermittelstand

The dramatic National Socialist breakthrough into the tra-
ditional constituencies of the liberal and conservative parties was by no
means limited to the disaffected artisans, shopkeepers, and farmers of the
old middle class. In 1930 the NSDAP also trained its sights on a major
bastion of conservative electoral strength, the rentiers, pensioners, and
disabled veterans who had suffered most from the hyperinflation and its
aftermath. By demanding a high revaluation of debts and mortgages
during the campaigns of 1924, the DNVP had been particularly success-
ful in garnering the support of creditor circles incensed by the govern-
ment’s Third Emergency Tax Decree. Condemnation of that measure,
which set the rate of revaluation at 15 percent, had been a major leit-
motiv of the DNVP’s campaign strategy. Although the party had never
formally bound itself to a figure, its campaign rhetoric had certainly
raised hopes that under a Nationalist government the rate would rise dra-
matically, perhaps reaching 1oo percent. Upon entering the cabinet in
1925, however, the DNVP came under increasing pressure from influen-
tial agricultural and industrial groups to temper its zeal on this issue.
Thus, when the revaluation problem was raised in the Reichstag during
the early spring, the DNVP found itself in a quandary. Torn between
powerful organized interests and the party’s creditor constituency, the



160 - Disintegration and Crisis: 1928 and 1930

Nationalists moderated their demands and settled for an increase of the
rate to only 2§ percent.'*

When details of the proposed legislation became public in May, leaders
of the revalorization movement were predictably outraged at the DNVP’s
“perfidy.” After consultations, the various regional groups decided to es-
tablish a Coalition of Revalorization Organizations and shortly there-
after launched a national campaign against both the legislation and its
proponents. Meanwhile, the DNVP came under attack from the opposi-
tion parties (SPD, KPD, DDP, and NSDAP) for its failure to live up to the
promises it had made for a full and equitable revalorization.'**

Despite the wave of hostility generated by the new settlement, the
DNVP gamely expressed its “firm conviction” that it had “fulfilled its
promises” and attained “what was possible” for the victims of the infla-
tion. It contended that “without the DNVP there would have been no
revalorization at all” and implored those unhappy with its support for
the new law to understand that as a great national party, “the DNVP
could not assert itself in a one-sided manner for one group of its voters
and thereby neglect the interests of the whole.” **

As justification for their endorsement of the new legislation, the Na-
tionalists pleaded economic necessity. Pointing to the extent of Ger-
many’s foreign debt, especially after acceptance of the Dawes Plan, the
DNVP explained that promises made during the campaign of the pre-
vious year should be seen as “hopes and expectations” whose fulfillment
was “dependent on later (international) developments.” Moreover, the
DNVP had never made extravagant promises, the Nationalists claimed.
In contrast to the revalorization parties, the DNVP’s approach to pen-
sioners and small investors had always been sober and responsible, the
party asserted. As soon as the impossibility of attaining their exaggerated
goals became clear, “these splinter parties will collapse,” the DNVP pre-
dicted, “leaving behind disappointment and bitterness.” In the mean-
time, they would only have a “destructive impact on the bourgeois
camp” and “strengthen those elements hostile to the fatherland.” **¢

These admonitions failed to produce the desired effect, and in July, as
the legislation passed the Reichstag, leaders of the revalorization move-
ment began serious negotiations to create a strong national party to rep-
resent creditor interests. Two parties devoted to that task had already
been established in 1924, and in early 1926 the Reich Party for People’s
Justice and Revalorization (Reichspartei fiir Volksrecht und Aufwer-
tung—VRP) joined them. Like the other creditor parties, the VRP
appealed to a middle-class constituency, not only by endorsing a higher
rate of revalorization and the principle of private property, but also by
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condemning socialism, international capital, big business, department
stores, and the “Americanization” of German society."”’

Nationalist efforts to effect a reconciliation with the new party proved
fruitless, and in late 1926 the DNVP’ standing in creditor circles suf-
fered another damaging setback. In October the Social Democrats and
Communists launched a widely publicized campaign for a referendum to
nationalize the property of Germany’s princely families, and the DNVP
quickly assumed the leadership of the opposition. Noting bitterly that the
Nationalists had been willing to sacrifice the property of small investors,
creditors, and rentiers but were eager to defend the wealth of the aristoc-
racy, a number of revalorization organizations unexpectedly voiced their
support for the referendum. Although the referendum clearly challenged
the principle of private property, these groups hoped to dramatize the
plight of the small investor and pensioner, while exposing the hypocrisy
of the bourgeois parties, especially the DNVP,'3

In exasperation, Count Westarp, the Nationalist party chairman, con-
demned this attempt to link the two issues and warned that a vote for the
Marxist-sponsored proposal “would simply destroy the last claims . . . of
all those with hopes for a revalorization.” “If you help the Reds expropri-
ate the princes today,” the DNVP warned, “tomorrow they will take the
property of the churches . . . and the next day all private property, down
to the smallest.”'* These attempts to raise the specter of communism
could not, however, disguise the fact that the DNVP found itself in an
embarrassing political position. The party’s defense of the princes must
have struck many pensioners and rentiers as the worst sort of hypocrisy.
In a le