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IMPACT OF THE GREAT WAR ON GERMANY FROM 1914 TO 1929

The Great War or World War I (1914 to 1918) pitted the Central Powers of Austria-
Hungary, Bulgaria, Germany, and Ottoman Turkey against the Allied Powers of Britain, France,
Japan, Russia, and Serbia (joined later in the war by Italy, Portugal, Romania, the United States,
and Greece).! For Germany, the bitter conflict devastated the young nation socially, politically,
and economically.’

The war itself, brutal and bloody in its prosecution, caused the death of millions of
Germans.” The memory of these losses became indelibly etched on the consciousness of the
entire population and especially the aged and the very young.* An entire generation of young
men were “lost” and, in the thinking of many, could never recover.” Those who survived the
experience struggled with issues of personal identity and meaning in life. Lost in the morass of
existential absurdity created by so senseless an enterprise as the Great War, they gravitated
toward nonsensical ideologies that, void of Victorian-like moral constraints, replaced
romanticism and quickly captured the popular mind and will. Too, displacement of males,
possibly two million killed and some four million wounded, disrupted traditional relationships
and values but opened doors of opportunity for women in various ways.

More broadly, popular and even “highbrow” culture turned away from traditional,
communal values and began to emphasize the creativity and self-indulgence of the individual.’
On the basis of the “Stab in the Back™ legend, so-called patriotic Germans blamed antiwar

elements (i.e., the Communists) and perceived outsiders (i.e., the Jews) for the nation’s downfall.
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A wider and wider gap between disparate social classes, such as proletariat and bourgeoisie, and
ever-factious political parties developed.® Ideologically, the populace reverted to pre-unification
dependencies on the separate Laender for both beliefs and actions. True, in one sense the Great
War solidified Germany as a modern nation. But this preservation of German national unity was
due more to the Allies and their treatment of the defeated Germans than to any internal cohesion.’

Politically, and militarily, the country’s leaders failed to repair the country’s wounds and
blamed the Allies and the Treaty of Versailles.'” Most importantly, the war destroyed the
monarchy and a lot of its trappings. William II, known as “Kaiser Bill,” abdicated in 1918, and
this marked the end of the Hohenzollern dynasty that had roots back to the eleventh century and
had ruled Brandenburg since 1415. In the same year, the Wittelsbach dynasty in Bavaria
collapsed as well as the Hapsburg dynasty in Austria. The Great War essentially meant the end
of monarchies throughout Germany and Europe.''

The establishment of soviets by Marxist elements in Berlin and Munich during the
revolution of 1918 scared moderates. In reaction to this, the old alignment of power between
aristocrats and army (i.e., the rule of the elite or the rule of the Prussians) held the day against
communist revolutionaries. But this was only a temporary propping up of the old Prussian
hegemony that had waned after the Great War and never really had recovered. As a result, the
socialists lost significant influence politically and could not bring about any moderate coalition."
Extreme political parties gradually took over what Prussia had controlled. Radical individuals
and groups began to increase their influence especially by violent means."* Social and economic

deterioration added to the problem and accelerated the pace of radicalization of various groups.'*
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This internal dissent hurt the country’s ability to effectively carry out any helpful strategy
with regard to the nation’s foreign policy. In this respect, the duplicity by which Germany’s
political and military leaders hid their own mismanagement of the conflict and its aftermath was
not, by itself, anything novel. But the context of that duplicity, i.e., primarily done internally
with regard to international treaty-making, rendered Germany impotent in foreign affairs. The
nation and its new leaders were at the mercy of Allied diplomatic efforts. In other words, they
were most often in a no-compromise, no-win situation. This gave Weimar leaders little
flexibility for important decisions that affected the Germans at home and in their relationship to
other countries, especially France and Britain."

Economically, Britain’s naval blockage during the war disrupted Germany’s international
commerce and strained its ability to import and export goods.'® Due to military needs and the
blockade, citizens eventually faced shortages of basic goods. Black-market trade increased but
failed to meet needs adequately. Eventually, disgruntled and desperate women in Berlin held
mass protests against the government because of this lack of basic foodstuffs."”

The government’s use of war credits, or the issue of bonds to finance the war, kept the
economy churning in its wartime posture. After Armistice, the Allies in the Treaty of Versailles
levied excessive reparations, or war debt, on Germany that set in motion an unhealthy cycle of
international economic dependencies. To deal with this, the Weimar government decided to
redistribute wealth and not honor war debts in 1923. Inflation skyrocketed and wrecked the
German economy. In the same year, when the government failed to make good on French claims

to reparations in kind (or materiel), the French army invaded the Ruhr Valley. The increased
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German hatred of the French made the populace even more susceptible to radical ideologies and
persuasions. The pressure of these economic factors on certain segments of the population, i.e.,
the working-class and even some of the middle-class, created great suffering, and this pushed
them to favor actions against the Weimar government.'®

The Great War marked a grand watershed in German history. In spite of the problems left
by the ravages of war, Germany’s rich diversity, its “youthfulness” as a national entity, and its
technological prowess proved itself in two ways. It got the country through a devastating conflict
on more than one fighting front. And, it undergirded the rebound of the nation during the Nazi
era of the 1930s and early 1940s. For Germany, technological evolution had come with lightning
speed. The war became, in a sense, an outlet or showcase for German advancement. During the
Nazi era, it would speed up even more, although the Nazis built on an already modern
foundation. By a mixture of great loss and great accomplishment, the Germans after the Great

War were propelled collectively into modernity."
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