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IGCSE History Coursework  
 
Assess the historical significance of Gustav Stresemann to Germany in the 1920s and 
1930s. 
 
 
Key details: 
 

- 2000 words maximum 
- Must be typed  
- Can be completed in class and at home  
- Has to answer the above question 
- Deadline:  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Structuring your answer 
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There are two ways in which you could structure your answer: 
 
A) You could use political, economic, social etc.  
 

- Economic significance (What economic significance did Stresemann have? Did he bring 
about a lot of economic change? Was it deep and long-lasting? Was it only short-term 
economic change? Was it down to him - or should others take more of the credit?) 

- International Political Significance (What did Stresemann achieve on the 
world/European stage? Does he deserve all the  credit for this? How long-lasting were his 
achievements on the international stage? Could he have achieved more?)   

- Domestic Political Significance  (What political significance did Stresemann have? What 
political change did he bring about? Did he stabilise the republic? If so, was it true stability? 
Was it long-lasting? What happened to extremist parties during his time in office? What 
about after his death? Was he more politically important than other figures during this 
period?) 

 
      B) You could use (some of) the 5Rs  
 

- Revealing: What does Stresemann/Stresemann’s actions reveal about the 
period?  

 
What does he reveal about Germany during this period? 
What do his reveal about what it might take to be a successful politician? 
What do his actions reveal about relations between Germany and other countries? 
 

- Resulting in change: What changes did Stresemann bring about?  
 
How much change did Stresemann bring to Germany? How widely was the change felt? How deeply 
was the change felt?Were the changes short-term or long-term or both? 
 

- Remarkable: Did people remark on the TO at the time? Have they remarked on 
it since?  

 
Did people remark on Stresemann’s achievements at the time? Who was remarking on them? The 
media? The public? Have people remarked on him since? How many GCSE courses does he feature 
in? Are there any biographies of him? Is he well known by the average person? 
 

- Remembered: How well is he remembered? By many? By some? By all? 
 
Who has heard of him?  
 

- Resonant  
 
Does Stresemann reverberate through history? Does he provide a model for statesmanship? Do 
politicians today respond to economic crises following his model?  
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Some questions to consider in relation to significance 
 
Significance at the time (impact) 
 
Width of impact 
 

- How many people,  groups or institutions were affected? 
- Which different types of people were affected (e.g. rich/poor) 
- Were men/women affected to the same degree? 
- Were different parts of the country, world affected in the same way? 
- How wide, geographically, was the impact? 

 
Depth of impact  
 

- How deeply were people’s lives, beliefs and attitudes affected? 
- How far were other aspects, e.g. institutions, power relationships, changed? 
- For how long were people affected? 
- How important was it to people? 
- How powerful was the impact? 
- What kind of reactions was caused? 
- How far was it remarked on by people at the time? 

 
Nature of impact 
 

- How far was it beneficial? 
- How typical or unique? 
- How expected/unexpected? 
- How reported/how received? 
- How iconic/symbolic? 

 
Significance over time (relationship to other events) 
 

- How much of a change occurred between what went before and what came after, e.g. how far was 
it a turning point? 

- How much continuity occurred between what went before and what came after e.g. how far was it 
part of a trend? 

- How far did it affect things in the longer term, e.g. was it a false dawn, how long did the impact 
last? 
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Key Dates 

 
1914-1918: World War One 
 
9 Nov. 1918: A new German republic is proclaimed. It soon becomes known as the Weimar 
Republic.  
 
11 Nov. 1918: Armistice is signed between Allies and Germany  
 
January 1919: Spartacist Uprising is crushed by the Freikorps 
 
March 1920: Kapp Putsch is defeated by a general strike. Kapp flees to Sweden 
 
June 1922: Walter Rathenau, the Foreign Minister, is assassinated 
 
January 1923: French troops enter the Ruhr. German workers follow policy of passive resistance, 
leading to over 100 workers killed.  
 
Nov. 1923: Hyperinflation peaks, with a loaf of bread costing 200,000 million marks. 
 
Aug-Nov. 1923: Stresemann, as Chancellor, introduces the rentenmark and helps end 
hyperinflation. He also commits Germany to start paying reparations again. He stands down as 
Chancellor but becomes Foreign Minister instead, a post he will hold until his death.  
 
1924: The Dawes Plan is agreed, bringing huge American loans into Germany to help the German 
economy 
 
1925: Locarno Treaties are signed, marking a reconciliation between Germany and other major 
European powers.  
 
1926: Germany enters the League of Nations. It is once again a great power and some national 
pride is restored.  
 
1929: Young Plan is agreed, reducing the overall reparations bill  
 
3 Oct 1929: Stresemann dies 
 
29 Oct. 1929: Wall Street Crash precipitates the Great Depression. Germany is the worst affected 
country in Europe 
 
30 Jan. 1933: Against a backdrop of economic and social chaos, Adolf Hitler becomes Chancellor of 
Germany 
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Referencing - An Important Note:  
 
If you are using a quote, fact or idea from one of the sources below, you need to footnote it. Place 
the cursor at the end of the sentence and click ‘Insert’ then ‘Footnote’. The first time you use a 
source, use the 1st footnote as shown below. Thereafter, use the 2nd footnote. 
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Economics 
 

1. Rudolf Morsey, “Gustav Stresemann,” Britannica.com, 15 November 217, 
accessed 20 December 2017, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Gustav-
Stresemann.   

2. Morsey, “Gustav Stresemann.” 
 

As chancellor from August 13 to November 23, 1923, during the crisis over the Allied occupation 
of the Ruhr, and as foreign minister from August 1923 to his death, Stresemann exercised decisive 
influence over the fate of the Weimar Republic, and he became a statesman of European stature. 
His first decision as chancellor was to abandon the policy of passive resistance in the Ruhr, which 
in January 1923 had been occupied by French and Belgian troops to enforce payment of German 
war reparations. This policy had accelerated inflation and was precipitating a financial collapse. 

 
 

1. Rudolf Morsey, “Gustav Stresemann,” Britannica.com, 15 November 217, 
accessed 20 December 2017, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Gustav-
Stresemann.   

2. Morsey, “Gustav Stresemann.” 
 

Stresemann’s successes in dealing with the Allied powers during those years can be marked out in 
stages. In 1924 the U.S.-proposed Dawes Plan was signed, providing for reduction in payment of 
reparations and stabilization of German finances. It was followed in 1925 by the Pact of Locarno, 
which included acceptance of the new Franco-German border, agreements to arbitrate disputes 
with other nations, and immunity from new sanctions by the victors of World War I. 

 
 

1. John Simkin, ‘Gustav Stresemann,” Spartacus Educational, August 2014, 
accessed 21 December 2017, http://spartacus-
educational.com/GERstresemann.htm.  

2. Simkin, “Gustav Stresemann”. 
 
With the support of the Social Democratic Party Stresemann became chancellor of Germany in 
1923. He managed to bring an end to the passive resistance in the Ruhr and resumed payment of 
reparations. He also tackled the problem of inflation by establishing the Rentenbank. 
 

 

1. Jonathan Wright, “Gustav Stresemann: Weimar’s Greatest Statesman,” 
History Today, Vol 52, Issue 11, (2002), accessed 18 December 2017, 
http://www.historytoday.com/jonathan-wright/gustav-stresemann-
weimar%E2%80%99s-greatest-statesman.  
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2. Wright, “Gustav Stresemann.”   
 
“Gustav Stresemann became Chancellor of Germany in August 1923 at a time when it seemed as 
though the state was about to break up in chaos. With the French occupying the Ruhr coalfield, 
the mark suffering hyperinflation to the point where it ceased to be a viable currency, separatists 
active in the Rhineland, Hitler in Bavaria and Communists in Saxony plotting different versions of 
revolution, the army waving in its loyalty and Stresemann’s own party far from united behind him, 
it was a desperate time.” 

 
 

1. Richard Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich, (London: Penguin, 2003), 64.  
2. Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich, 64.  

 

108 - In 1923, due to hyperinflation, “Germany was grinding to a halt… The situation clearly could 
not continue any longer. The country was brought back from the brink by a combination of astute 
political moves and clever financial reforms. Beginning his long period as Foreign Minister in 
August 1923, Gustav Stresemann, who combined the service of Foreign Minister with the Reich 
Chancellorship for the first few months, initiated a policy of ‘fulfilment’, negotiating the withdrawal 
of the French from the Ruhr in September in return for a guarantee that Germany would meet its 
reparations payments, come what might. As a result, the international community agreed to look 
again at the reparations system and a plan drawn up by a committee under the chairmanship of the 
American financial expert Charles Dawes was negotiated and accepted the following year.” 

108-109: Stresemann appointed “Hjalmar Schach, an astute financier with strong political 
connections, to head the central state bank, the Reichbank… Schacht put a number of measures in 
place to defend the Rentenmark [and]... the new currency… achieved general acceptance. The 
hyperinflation was over.” 

 
 
 
 

1. Caroline Sharples, “Germany and the Great Depression” 20th Century Modern 
History Review, (February 2011), 2-5, accessed 20 December 2017, 
https://my.dynamic-learning.co.uk/ViewPage.aspx?tid=d2e10722-cf6c-4da8-
a313-50cffabb94b9&fn=dps0002-0003.swf&i=0dfa0945-aee7-426f-ab26-
6117047bcb54&baseTitleID=1909&r=true&vle=true&minPage=2&maxPage=7
&searchText=germany%20great%20powers&name=Germany+and+the+Great
+Depression  

2. Sharples, “Germany and the Great Depression,” 2. 
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2 - Stresemann in 1929: “The German economy is doing well only on the surface. Germany is in 
fact dancing on a volcano. If the short-term loans are called in by America, most of our economy 
will collapse.” 

4 - “All sectors of German society were affected by the crisis and at its peak 6 million were 
registered as unemployed (although the real number likely higher than this)”  

4 - Bruning tried to cope by raising taxes and cutting spending - this was a very unpopular 
approach 

 
 

1. Gaynor Johnson, “Gustav Stresemann and Weimar Stability, 1923-29,” 20th 
Century Modern History Review, (2005-6) 2-5, accessed 20 December 2017, 
https://my.dynamic-learning.co.uk/ViewPage.aspx?tid=404add80-7de4-45ba-
b527-1b42adcaf64f&fn=dps0002-0003.swf&i=0dfa0945-aee7-426f-ab26-
6117047bcb54&baseTitleID=1925&r=true&vle=true&minPage=2&maxPage=7
&searchText=weimar&name=Gustav+Stresemann+and+Weimar+stability%3a
+1923%E2%80%9329.  

2. Johnson, “Stresemann and Weimar Stability,” 4.   
 

2- Stresemann in 1923 actually ‘actively encouraged’ the worsening of the German currency to try 
and gain international support for dealing with the Ruhr crisis 

3 - ‘With relations with France, Belgium and Britain at a low ebb, the Ruhr crisis offered an 
opportunity for the whole debate about the economic recovery of Germany to be widened to 
include other powers, especially the USA’  

4 - ‘the establishment of the Dawes Plan was intended to draw a line under the controversy 
surrounding the economic clauses of the Treaty of Versailles’ - it would allow Stresemann to focus 
on protecting Germany  from foreign invasion (particularly as they had enemies both to their east 
and their west)  

5 - ‘Stresemann’s diplomatic successes were made possible by a period of unprecedented stability 
and prosperity within Germany’  

5 - ‘Had the reparation question not been settled by the Dawes Plan, it is doubtful Stresemann 
would have had as much time to address these wider issues of peace and reconciliation with 
Germany’s former enemies’  
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1. “The Great Depression,” Alphahistory.com, accessed 21 December 2017, 
http://alphahistory.com/nazigermany/the-great-depression/.  

2. “The Great Depression.” 
 
“The Great Depression had profound effects on American society – but the impact on Weimar 
Germany was even more dire. Germans were not so much reliant on production or exports as 
they were on American loans, which had propped up the Weimar economy since 1924. These 
loans ceased in late 1929, while many American financiers began to ‘call in’ outstanding foreign 
loans. The German economy was not resilient enough to withstand significant withdrawals of cash 
and capital. Banks struggled to provide money and credit, and consumers lost confidence in them. 
In 1931 there were runs on German and Austrian financial institutions and several major banks 
folded.” 

“German industrialists had enjoyed prosperous times in the mid- to late-1920s, thanks to foreign 
loans and investment. But by the early 1930s there was little demand for their products, while 
capital and credit were almost impossible to obtain. To compound the problem, the United States 
– at that point the largest purchaser of German industrial exports – put up tariff barriers to 
protect its own companies. German manufacturers consequently endured a sharp downturn in 
export sales. Many factories and industries either closed or downsized dramatically. By 1932, 
German industrial production had fallen to just 58 per cent of its 1928 levels. The effect of this 
decline was spiraling unemployment. By the end of 1929 around 1.5 million Germans were 
without a job; within a year this figure had more than doubled; and by early 1933 a staggering 6 
million (26 per cent) were out of work.” 
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1. Benjamin Ziemann, “How Stable was the Weimar Republic between 1924-
29?” Historical Association, podcast audio, 16 August 2013, accessed 
December 24, 2017. 
https://www.history.org.uk/podcasts/categories/438/podcast/85/how-stable-was-
the-weimar-republic-between-1924-29  

2. Ziemann, “How Stable was the Weimar Republic?” 
 
Ziemann argues that there was “relative economic and political stability” after the early years of 
the Republic. 

 
 

1. “The Treaty of Versailles,” The National Archives, accessed 21 December 2017, 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/greatwar/g5/cs2/background.ht
m.  

2. “The Treaty of Versailles.” 
 
● In 1924, Germany received huge loans from the USA to help its economy recover. 
● The years 1924-29 were fairly prosperous for Germany. For example, Germany produced 

twice as much steel as Britain in 1925 

 

1. “The Dawes Plan,” Wikipedia,” 19 December 2017, accessed 20 December 
2017, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dawes_Plan.  

2. “The Dawes Plan.” 

Results of the Dawes Plan 

The Dawes Plan resulted in French troops leaving the Ruhr Valley. It provided a large capital influx 
to German industry, which continued to rebuild and expand. The capital now available to German 
industry functionally transferred the burdens of Germany's war reparations from German 
government and industry to American bond investors. The Dawes Plan was also the beginning of 
the ties between German industry and American investment banks. 

The Ruhr occupation resulted in a victory for the German steel industry and the German re-
armament program. By reducing the supplies of coal to France, which was dependent on Germany 
coal, German industrialists managed to hobble France's steel industry, while getting their own 
rebuilt. By 1926, the German steel industry was dominant in Europe and this dominance only 
increased in the years leading to WWII.[8] 

 
 

1. Jonathan Wright, “Stresemann and Locarno,” Contemporary European History, 
Vol 4, No 2 (1995), 109-131.  

2. Wright, “Stresemann and Locarno,” 109.  
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113-114 - “The first problem was [hyperinflation]... By the autumn, Germany faced what 
Stresemann described as a ‘total collapse of the whole German economy’. [The Germans were 
currently undertaking passive resistance in the Ruhr.] Stresemann attempted to [solve the 
problem]... by opening direct negotiations with France, but Poincare, [Prime Minister of France] 
sensing victory, refused and Stresemann was forced to abandon passive resistance unconditionally 
on 25 September. This was a necessary and courageous decision but it was also profoundly 
unpopular and humiliating - Stresemann did not exaggerate when he told the Reichstag that he was 
well aware that it could cost him the leadership of his party and even his life.” 
 
115 - With respect to the Dawes Plan: “Stresemann’s patience and persistence were ultimately 
rewarded. The international committee of experts [led by Charles Dawes] visited Berlin at the 
end of January 1924… His [Stresemann’s] endorsement of the Dawes Plan, which was finally 
presented in April 1924, was a measure of his relief that they had come through the crises of 
1923… For the next four months he devoted all his energy to ensuring that the plan was 
adopted.” 
 
116 - “During the summer, Stresemann argued the case for acceptance of the Dawes Plan in public 
speeches, confidential meetings with party leaders, the minister presidents of the Lander, the 
national executive of the DVP, in newspaper articles and in the Reichstag. This activity provided a 
perfect example of Stresemann’s primary role as a politician: to build a consensus in a political 
culture which was highly fragmented and in which nationalist parties formed one of the major 
sections of elite and popular opinions.” 
 
118 - The Dawes legislation met with scepticism from the DNVP (a nationalist party). 
“Stresemann was involved in intensive lobbying until the last moment… On 29 August the DNVP 
split down the middle with the more pragmatic sections, who understood the critical nature of the 
Dawes credits for industry and agriculture, providing forty-eight votes in favour. The legislation 
was saved. This was a triumph for Stresemann. It was a success for his foreign policy and, no less 
significant, a breakthrough in domestic politics.” 
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International Politics 
 
 

 
 

A David Low cartoon about the Locarno pact, published in 1925.  
 

 

 
A Punch cartoon, showing British foreign minister, Austen Chamberlain, French 

foreign minister, Aristide Briand, and Gustav Stresemann, published in 1927. 
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A cartoon published in November, 1927. The caption reads: “Camera man: “Get 
closer together, boys, if you want a good picture.” 

 

 
 

Stresemann signing the Locarno Pact in December 1925, confirming the Versailles 
Treaty borders and the  demilitarisation of the Rhineland, and committing Germany 

to join the League of Nations. In a broadcast to the German people, Stresemann 
claimed: “Locarno may be interpreted as signifying that the states of Europe at last 

realise that they cannot go on making war upon each other without being involved in 
common ruin.” 
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Stresemann received the Nobel peace prize in 1926. Charles Dawes and Sir Austen 
Chamberlain received the award in 1925.  

 
 

1. Rudolf Morsey, “Gustav Stresemann,” Britannica.com, 15 November 217, 
accessed 20 December 2017, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Gustav-
Stresemann.   

2. Morsey, “Gustav Stresemann.” 
 

Overthrown by a vote of no confidence, the cabinet resigned in November 1923. Stresemann 
took over the post of foreign minister in the new government and held it, unchallenged until his 
death, in coalition governments of varying composition under three chancellors ranging from the 
left to centre. His policy was aimed at securing a reconciliation with the victorious Western 
powers, especially France, for Germany had already renewed ties with Russia through the Treaty 
of Rapallo in 1922. By meeting the reparation payments, for the reduction of which he fought as 
stubbornly as he did for removal of French troops from west of the Rhine, he hoped to gain a 
favourable position for his negotiations with the victorious Allies. His enduring aim was to obtain 
equal rights for Germany and to restore it to its former position among the countries of Europe. 

Principally, however, this meant a revision of Germany’s eastern border of 1919, which would 
require Poland to return Danzig, the Polish Corridor, and Upper Silesia, as well as the annexation 
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of Austria. Realistically appraising Germany’s central position in Europe and exploiting Anglo-
French and Anglo-Soviet tensions, Stresemann tried to achieve his goals through negotiation, but 
his seesaw policy between East and West was strongly criticized by many contemporary critics. 
Yet Stresemann retained his optimism, often carrying it to extremes, and this outlook frequently 
led him to underestimate opposition both at home and abroad. 

In 1926 the first Rhineland zone was evacuated by the Allies, Germany was admitted to the League 
of Nations, and the Berlin Treaty with the Soviet Union (an agreement providing for mutual 
neutrality) was signed. In 1928 the Kellogg-Briand Pact outlawing war was signed by Germany. 
Stresemann did not live to see the complete evacuation of French troops from the Rhineland and 
the completion of the new settlement reducing German reparations through the Young Plan (also 
a U.S. proposal) in 1929, although he had conducted the negotiations when already marked by 
death. 

Any summary of Stresemann’s diplomatic successes should not obscure the fact that he devoted 
an extraordinary amount of effort to combating strong domestic opposition that arose, above all, 
from his own party. Stresemann, who took the importance of the press into consideration, used 
publicity to promote his policy but, by making premature statements, often aroused political hopes 
that could not be realized. After his spectacular secret meeting in 1926 with Briand—which gave 
rise to exaggerated hopes—Franco-German rapprochement came to a standstill. In the last two 
years of his life, which were marked by illness, Stresemann became increasingly dissatisfied at his 
failure to further his foreign policy, especially after his party dwindled and large sections of it went 
over to the extreme right. He himself contemplated formation of a new party of the liberal centre. 
The domestic struggle in particular weakened his already precarious health, and he died after 
suffering two strokes, at the age of 51. 

 
 

1. John Simkin, ‘Gustav Stresemann,” Spartacus Educational, August 2014, 
accessed 21 December 2017, http://spartacus-
educational.com/GERstresemann.htm.  

2. Simkin, “Gustav Stresemann”. 
 
In the new government led by Wilhelm Marx, Stresemann was appointed as foreign minister. He 
accepted the Dawes Plan (1924) as it resulted in the French Army withdrawing from the Ruhr. 
Under Hans Luther Stresemann's skilled statesmanship led to the Locarno Treaty (December, 
1925), the German-Soviet Treaty (April, 1926) and Germany joining the League of Nations in 
1926. Later that year he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. 

 
 

1.  “Could he have saved Weimar?” The Economist, September 12th 2002, 
accessed 21 December, 2017, http://www.economist.com/node/1325117. 

2. “Could he have saved Weimar?”  
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GUSTAV STRESEMANN, Germany's foreign minister, died in early October 1929, just weeks 
before the Wall Street crash that gave Hitler his opportunity. An estimated 200,000 people 
watched his funeral procession in Berlin and Count Harry Kessler noted in his diary, “It is an 
irreparable loss whose consequences cannot be foreseen.” The sense of shock was equally great 
outside Germany. Aristide Briand, Stresemann's ally in the Franco-German rapprochement of the 
1920s, reportedly said, “Order a coffin for two.” 
 
German foreign minister, a post he held from 1923 until his death. The Dawes plan, the Locarno 
treaty and German entry into the League of Nations were all the work of a statesman who had 
seen the bankruptcy of the alternative during the French occupation of the Ruhr in 1923. The 
book argues that Stresemann's talk of peace and European economic integration developed into 
something more than Realpolitik. Mr Wright is fair to the arguments made by Stresemann's critics. 
He notes the differences between German policy towards the western and eastern frontiers, and 
recognises that the dissonance between the two halves of Stresemann's policy—détente and 
revision of Versailles—was growing after 1925-26. Yet his overall judgment echoes that of Austen 
Chamberlain, who thought that, by degrees, “Stresemann became a convert to his own policies. 

 
 

1. Richard Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich, (London: Penguin, 2003), 64.  
2. Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich, 64.  

 

64: “As a result of the Treaty, Germany lost a tenth of its population and 13 per cent of its 
territory, including Alsace-Lorraine, ceded back to France after nearly half a century under 
German rule, along with the border territories of Eupen, Malmedy and Moresnet.”  

66 - “Germany’s international strength and prestige had been on an upward course since 
unification in 1871, so most Germans felt, and now, suddenly, Germany had been brutally expelled 
from the ranks of the Great Powers and covered in what they considered to be undeserved 
shame.”  

 
 

1. Gaynor Johnson, “Gustav Stresemann and Weimar Stability, 1923-29,” 20th 
Century Modern History Review, (2005-6) 2-5, accessed 20 December 2017, 
https://my.dynamic-learning.co.uk/ViewPage.aspx?tid=404add80-7de4-45ba-
b527-1b42adcaf64f&fn=dps0002-0003.swf&i=0dfa0945-aee7-426f-ab26-
6117047bcb54&baseTitleID=1925&r=true&vle=true&minPage=2&maxPage=7
&searchText=weimar&name=Gustav+Stresemann+and+Weimar+stability%3a
+1923%E2%80%9329.  

2. Johnson, “Stresemann and Weimar Stability,” 4.   
 

5 - Locarno ‘did pave the way for the further acceptance of Germany by the British and French 
governments’  
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5 - Gustav Stresemann drove ‘a very hard bargain’ to get Germany the same status as Britain and 
France. ‘This was because Stresemann believed Germany had a right to be among the first rank of 
nations in Europe’  

6 - ‘Despite the promise of a new dawn in Germany’s relations with its former wartime enemies, 
Stresemann … and the other Locarno statesmen were not able to capitalise on their successes of 
1925 in the long term’  

‘He was an able and influential statesman who succeeded in restoring some of Germany’s status as 
a major European power’. However, ‘we can only speculate what the impact of [the Crash] would 
have been on his diplomatic strategy’. 

 
 

1. Jonathan Wright, “Stresemann and Locarno,” Contemporary European History, 
Vol 4, No 2 (1995), 109-131.  

2. Wright, “Stresemann and Locarno,” 109.  
 
109 - “The significance of the Locarno treaties remains one of the central issues of the interwar 
period. Did they mark, as Austen Chamberlain claimed, ‘the real dividing line between the years of 
war and the years of peace’ or were they, at best, a truce masking the incompatible ambitions of 
France and Germany?”  
 
109 - In any assessment of the significance of Locarno, the crucial question is whether the detente 
it appeared to inaugurate had the potential for the peaceful resolution of Europe’s problems or 
whether such hopes were vain from the start.” 
 
111 - “This Stresemann ‘myth’ was challenged in 1957 by Annelise Thimme with her acute portrait 
of the contradictions of Stresemann’s personality, at once a Romantic nationalist and a fiercely 
realistic, practical politician. She argued that he should be seen as a brilliant politician pursuing 
strictly national goals rather than as a European statesman.” 

 
 

1. Jonathan Wright, “Stresemann and Locarno,” Contemporary European History, 
Vol 4, No 2 (1995), 109-131.  

2. Wright, “Stresemann and Locarno,” 109.  
 
120 - What were Stresemann’s goals? “His primary goal was to maintain the impetus, provided by 
the Dawes Plan, towards a new alignment of the European powers in which Germany would be 
treated as partner.” 
  
121 - Stresemann made bold proposals prior to Locarno: to voluntarily renounce Alsace Lorraine 
and effectively guarantee the eastern borders. “On the face of it, Germany was committing itself 
to what Stresemann later called in the Reichstag, ‘a peace offensive on the grand scale.’ It was a 
bold move in domestic politics.” 
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131 - “When Stresemann died in October 1929, the policy of detente was already increasingly 
under threat, although it was not clear what would replace. The significance of Stresemann’s 
career was that, rather surprisingly given his background, he had provided a force for integration 
both for the precarious structure of Weimar democracy and for the equally precarious structure 
of European peace. At such it was not inappropriate that he should have become a symbol for 
liberals, and given the problems not surprising that the attempt ultimately failed.” 
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Domestic Politics 
 

 

 
 

A cartoon published on the front cover of Simplicissimus, a German magazine, in 
1923. Stresemann is presented as a guardian angel keeping Germany on the tightrope 

over a ravine.  

 
 

 
The DVP poster for the general election of September 1930 relied on Stresemann’s 

commanding image, despite his death the previous October. 
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1. Rudolf Morsey, “Gustav Stresemann,” Britannica.com, 15 November 217, 
accessed 20 December 2017, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Gustav-
Stresemann.   

2. Morsey, “Gustav Stresemann.” 
 
“The defeat, the collapse of the monarchy on November 9, 1918, and the flight of Emperor 
William (Wilhelm) II to Holland were cruel blows to Stresemann. Nonetheless, he quickly 
accommodated himself to the realities of a republican Germany. However, when the newly 
formed left-liberal German Democratic Party, led by Naumannand the renowned sociologist Max 
Weber, refused to admit him to its higher councils, Stresemann founded his own party, the 
German People’s Party. A right-liberal grouping of educated and propertied elements, it sought to 
rally the right-wing supporters of the former National Liberal Party. Stresemann, fundamentally a 
monarchist and an opponent of the Weimar Republic, assumed an ambiguous “wait-and-see” 
attitude during the rightist Kapp Putsch of March 1920. When the putsch was suppressed, 
however, he prepared to cooperate politically with the republic. He tried to persuade the 
democratic parties that the German People’s Party was qualified to participate in a coalition and 
pressed for a position in the government. For the time being, however, he was still counted among 
the “national opposition” to the Weimar coalition—the Social Democratic Party, the German 
Democratic Party, and the Centre Party. 

Stresemann, a member of the German National Constituent Assembly in Weimar in 1919–20, was 
an opponent of the new German constitution. He also opposed the Treaty of Versailles and was 
to devote his political life to its revision. From 1920 until his death Stresemann was a Reichstag 
deputy and chairman of the German People’s Party, and in August 1923 he became chancellor of 
the Reich at the head of a “Great Coalition,” composed of representatives of the Social 
Democrats, the Centre, and the German Democrats, as well as of his People’s Party. 

On the domestic scene, he sought to steer his way among opposing domestic forces. While 
proceeding harshly against communist-influenced state governments in Thuringia and Saxony, he 
displayed a lenient attitude toward revolutionary attempts of the radical right, such as the Beer 
Hall Putsch of Adolf Hitler on November 8–9, 1923, in Munich. At the height of the internal 
political crisis of November 1923 there was danger that the occupied territory west of the Rhine 
(occupied by the Allies) might withdraw from the Reich. Only the stabilization of the currency in 
the middle of November—the last significant achievement of Stresemann’s government—restored 
domestic order and created the basis for economic recovery. 

On his death, the republic, which honoured him with a state funeral, lost one of its few statesmen. 
In his personal as well as his political development he embodied the uncertainty of the period of 
transition from monarchy to republic. Yet he was unable to integrate his own party, over which he 
jealously maintained leadership, into the Weimar state and thus failed, as he wrote in 1929, to 
form the bridge “between the old and the new Germany.” 
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In 1918 Stresemann formed the German People's Party. After Germany's defeat Stresemann was 
sympathetic to the Freikorps and welcomed the defeat of the socialists and communists in the 
German Revolution. However, he became increasingly concerned by the use of violence of the 
right-wing groups and after the murders of Matthias Erzberger and Walther Rathenau, Stresemann 
decided to argue in favour of the Weimar Republic. 
 
Stresemann was severely criticized by members of the Social Democratic Party and Communist 
Party over his unwillingness to deal firmly with Adolf Hitler and other Nazi Party leaders after the 
failure of the Beer Hall Putsch. Later that month the socialists withdrew from Stresemann's 
government and he was forced to resign as chancellor. 
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57 - “Stresemann was only chancellor for a hundred days, but he acted as Foreign Minister down 
to his death in October 1929. He was an extraordinary statesman who transcended his youthful 
belligerent reputation as ‘Ludendorff’s young man’, and whose statements of ‘prudential loyalty’ to 
the Republic and desire for an international fresh start were wholly sincere.”  
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Stresemann's premature death from a stroke—he was only 51—presents one of the great what-if 
questions in modern German history, like the death of the liberal-minded Kaiser Friedrich III in 
1888 after a 100-day reign. Stresemann was, after all, younger than Konrad Adenauer. Could he 
have prevented the Weimar political system from buckling in the face of National Socialism? What 
if Stresemann, not the conservative Hindenburg, had become the candidate of the democratic 
parties in the 1932 presidential elections, a possibility he discussed before his death? Jonathan 
Wright speculates intelligently on these counterfactuals at the end of his fine new biography. He 
offers a hard-headed verdict, pointing out the constraints within which a surviving Stresemann 
would have operated. They included a fragile political base within his own splintered and self-
destructive German People's Party, a group of centre-right liberals which supported him with 
reluctance even during the relatively prosperous mid-1920s when Stresemann was scoring his 
greatest diplomatic achievements. 
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66: “All of this [the terms of the treaty]  was greeted with incredulous horror by the majority of 
Germans. The sense of outrage and disbelief that swept through the German upper and middle 
classes like a shock wave was almost universal, and had a massive impact on many working-class 
supporters of the moderate Social Democrats as well.” 

96 - “Even in the mid-1920s, therefore, the political system was looking extremely fragile. In other 
circumstances it might have survived. In retrospect, indeed, the period 1924-8 has been described 
by many as ‘Weimar’s Golden Years’. But the idea democracy was on the way to establishing itself 
in Germany at this time is an illusion created by hindsight… That the allegiance of the People’s 
Party to the Republic, such as it was, owed everything to the persistence and intelligent leadership 
of one man, Gustav Stresemann, was another sign of fragility… Meanwhile, political violence, 
though it fell short of the open civil war that characterized much of the Republic’s opening phase, 
still continued at an alarmingly high level throughout the mid-1920s. The brutal fact was that, even 
in 1928, the Republic was as far away from achieving stability and legitimacy as ever.” 

192: From 1923, Stresemann would “prove himself the Republic’s most skilled, most subtle and 
most realistic politician… His policy met with notable success during the next six years.” 

230: “in the autumn of 1929, the Nazi Party was still very much on the fringes of politics… The 
Republic seemed to have weathered the storm of the early 1920s - the inflation, the French 
occupation, the armed conflicts, the social dislocation - and to have entered calmer waters. It 
would take a catastrophe of major dimensions if an extremist party like the Nazis was to gain mass 
support. In 1929, with the sudden collapse of the economy in the wake of the Stock Exchange 
crash in New York, it came.” 
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10 -McElligott notes briefly some overlooked events in 1923, namely the Hamburg Uprising on 23 
October. A group tried to stage a coup in Hamburg by attacking 24 police stations (17 in 
Hamburg, 7 in Schleswig-Holstein Province in Prussia). It failed and over 100 ended up dead, but 
further highlights how unstable Germany was in 1923.  
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Ziemann goes on to say that “Nonetheless...stability was deceptive… It is particularly important to 
note a growing fragmentation of the political culture which prepared the breakthrough of the 
Nazis as a mass party in 1930” 
 
Ziemann highlights, briefly, that the ‘steel helmets’ in the late 1920s were a good example of the 
underlying political problems in Germany .  
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113 - “The indispensable background is Stresemann’s experience as chancellor and foreign 
minister from August to November 1923. These hundred days, which he later said he would not 
have wished on his worst enemies, brought a series of crises which threatened to destroy both 
the Republic and Germany itself in the form created by Bismarck. Stresemann found himself 
fighting desperately to save the two things he cared most about: parliamentary democracy and the 
Bismarck Reich.” 
 
113 - With Hitler threatening to rebel in Bavaria, 2nd Chief of the German Army Command, 
Johannes Friedrich von Seeckt, “let it be known that the situation in Bavaria could only be resolved 
peacefully if Stresemann stood down in favour of an authoritarian government which would be 
effectively...under Seeckt’s control… Showing remarkable tenacity, Stresemann refused to bow to 
this pressure, telling his party that the nationalist leagues would have ‘to shoot me at the place 
where I have a right to sit’. His determination almost certainly saved the Republic from the 
‘national dictatorship’ advocated by Seeckt and other groups on the Right.” 
 
115 - After the main nationalist parties won seats in the May election, Wright comments: “Having 
the courage to take unpopular decisions was clearly not the way to reap electoral rewards.” 
 
130 - “Stresemann was able to rely on the SPD to provide the majority for his foreign policy but, 
as he had feared, this produced in tiem a nationalist backlash and, whipped up by the Depression, 
the triumph of the man whom he had described in 1923 as ‘only able to destroy’. It is unthinkable 
that he would have embarked on the same policy, which was a denial of everything he stood for.” 
 
131 - “The character of Stresemann’s statesmanship only brings into sharper relief, however, the 
size of the structural problem, domestic and foreign, with which he had to deal. The very fact that 
he tried to appease nationalist opposition by speaking its language is itself indicative of the 
constraints on him… The international problems facing the Locarno detente were equally 
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formidable. There was no easy solution to the central problem of the potential threat posed by 
German recovery to France. Stresemann understood the problem and was appreciative of Brian’s 
efforts to find common solutions to it. He told the national executive of the DVP that Brian had 
offered more at Locarno than a German government would have done in the same situation”  
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2. Hawley, “The Story behind Hitler.” 
 

“From today's perspective, it is tempting to pin the blame for Hitler's eventual rise to power on 
the great New York stock market crash of 1929, an event which put millions of German workers 
out of a job. Others point to the onerous conditions placed on Germany by the Treaty of 
Versailles, which required Germany to accept responsibility for starting World War I and forced 
Berlin to pay 132 billion goldmarks in war reparations. Still others argue that Germany's history 
somehow made the country predestined for the kind of murderous dictatorship that Hitler's reign 
became. 

Entire libraries have been filled with books attempting to explain how a once-homeless failed artist 
could have launched a war machine that eventually resulted in 60 million dead, and a death 
machine that killed 6 million in the Holocaust's gas chambers. More are certainly to come. The 
rise of the Nazis defies any simple narrative, coming as it did out of a myriad of interlacing events, 
ideologies and historical accidents. 

One thing, however, is clear. Nazi Germany, and the flood of destruction it unleashed on 
Germany, Europe and the world, was far from inevitable… 

There is no denying that Hitler was a gifted speaker. But without the fatal weaknesses in 
Germany's political leadership, it is difficult to see how he would have made it to the top. 
President von Hindenburg had never been terribly convinced that democracy was the way to go. 
Indeed, the World War I hero and his supporters had long yearned for a strong leader free from 
parliamentary meddling -- and they were especially wary of the Social Democrats, the one party 
that had thrown all of its support behind the Weimar democracy from the beginning. 

Von Hindenburg's skepticism of parliamentary democracy was shared by many in German society, 
especially in heavy industry and among the country's powerful farming sector. It came as no 
surprise when, the SPD government of Chancellor Hermann Müller having collapsed, von 
Hindenburg appointed nationalist Heinrich Brüning in his place in March 1930. The left side of the 
political spectrum was in no shape to prevent it -- the communists seemed just as eager to see the 
end of Weimar as the radical right was. The dangers to German democracy were mounting. 

Soon thereafter, it became dramatically clear that the Nazis had recovered. When Brüning 
stepped in, he was handed far-reaching emergency powers -- and when parliament complained, 
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von Hindenburg dismissed it and called for new elections on Sept. 14, 1930. Hitler's NSDAP, until 
then a tiny splinter party on the national political stage, raked in 18.3 percent of the vote. 

Governmental stability, however, was still a long way off. The ensuing two years saw prime 
ministers come and go, seemingly at the whim of the aging president. Meanwhile, the numbers of 
Germans without a job continued to rise -- to over 8 million -- and the government in Berlin did 
little about it. Indeed, instead of trying to stimulate the moribund economy, von Hindenburg 
continued on a path of strict savings, partially to demonstrate to the Allies that Germany was 
simply too poor to pay World War I reparations. When elections were finally held again in July 
1932, the Nazis got a whopping 37.4 percent of the vote. 

Another way to see the results, however, is that 63.6 percent of Germans didn't cast their ballots 
for the NSDAP. Indeed, despite Hitler's party getting support from across the country and from a 
variety of different segments of society, his was still largely a protest vote -- and it would only last 
as long as there was something to protest. But the Depression was showing signs of bottoming 
out. General elections held in November that same year showed a drop in support for the Nazis 
to 33.1 percent. Even worse for the NSDAP, President von Hindenburg still seemed disinclined to 
hand over power to Hitler, even though the NSDAP had received far more votes than any other 
party. He said that naming Hitler chancellor was "neither compatible with his conscience nor with 
his obligation to the Fatherland." 

It was a potentially disastrous time for the Nazis. Support was waning and being left out of 
government meant that, despite election success, the party had no way to reward its most ardent 
followers. "We are all very depressed, especially given the danger that the party might break up 
and our work will have been in vain," noted Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi Party propaganda guru. 

Help came from an unexpected quarter. Franz von Papen, who had already had his turn on the 
chancellor merry-go-round in June, wanted a second chance and beseeched von Hindenburg to 
give his backing to a coalition of Hitler's Nazis, independent conservatives, and the arch-
nationalists from the DNVP. Other von Hindenburg advisors likewise pleaded for the solution, 
arguing that, by hemming Hitler in among those who had long been in Germany's political elite, 
they would be able to control the wannabe dictator. In January 1933, von Hindenburg gave in. 

Hitler had made it -- but he was still far from the dictator he would become. Indeed, his first 
government only included two ministers from the NSDAP, Hermann Göring as minister without 
portfolio and Wilhelm Frick as interior minister. But he wanted more; priority number one for his 
new government was the dissolution of the Reichstag and, yet again, new elections. His goal was 
clear, and it was one shared by much of the country's political elite: Once the Nazis and their allies 
had a majority, the Reichstag was to hand over power to the chancellor. In short, Hitler wanted 
parliament to vote itself out of existence. 

Once again, luck seemed to be on Hitler's side. On February 27, less than a week before the new 
elections, the Reichstag, Germany's parliament building, was set ablaze. The blame was pinned on 
Dutch bricklayer Marinus van der Lubbe, and indeed, after decades of research into the incident, 
no convincing proof has been unearthed to show that he wasn't acting alone. But Hitler, Göring 
and Goebbels knew a propaganda godsend when they saw one. "If this fire, as I believe, is the 
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work of the Communists, then we need to crush this murderous plague with an iron fist," Hitler 
told his vice chancellor, von Papen. 

And crush they did. The day after the fire, the "decree for the protection of people and the state" 
went into effect, allowing Hitler's Nazis to go after their political enemies with gusto. It was the 
wave of arrests set off by the Reichstag fire that ultimately made the rapid construction of prisons 
necessary. Many of those prisons would later become concentration camps. 

On election day in 1933 -- the last halfway free elections to take place in unified Germany until 
1990 -- the Nazis won 43.9 percent of the vote. 

The result still wasn�t enough for the party to control its own destiny. But by then, it was 
already too late to matter. When the fateful parliamentary session was called to order on March 
23, 1933 at just after 2 p.m., fully 107 representatives from the Social Democrats and the 
Communists were missing. Many of them were behind bars, while others were too afraid to show 
up or had already disappeared into exile. Just to be on the safe side, the parliamentary president 
Hermann Göring elected not even to acknowledge the 81 seats controlled by the Communists, 
significantly reducing the number of parliamentary votes available to the opposition. 

At 6:16 p.m., SPD leader Otto Wels stepped to the microphone. It was to be the final public 
defense of democracy in Germany before the country started down the path of genocide, war and 
ruin. Not long after Wels finished, and following an enraged speech by Hitler, 444 representatives 
voted for parliament to be stripped of power. There were just 94 votes against. 

But the final important date in Hitler's rise to complete dictatorial power came only in the 
summer of 1934. On August 2, President Paul von Hindenburg passed away. In the days preceding 
the old man's death, Hitler signed a decree abolishing the position of president. In its place, 
another was created: "Führer and Chancellor." Finally, all power in Germany was united in his 
hands.” 
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“Why, then, did Hitler triumph in Germany? What circumstances brought him to power? Might 
similar circumstances produce similar results elsewhere in the future? 

There is a philosophical perspective that may help us. That perspective is the role of contingency 
in history. The point here is that there is nothing inevitable about the way in which history unfolds. 
Accidents do happen; and some of them have profound consequences. 

For example, Nazi voting strength waxed and then suddenly waned between July, 1930, and 
November, 1933. When Nazi representation in the Reichstag declined from 230 to 196 in the last 
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free election under Weimar, Hitler's momentum clearly had disappeared. There was no 
compelling reason for those who controlled the political system to appoint him chancellor. He 
simply no longer had any claim on the office. Yet this is precisely what Kurt von Schleicher and 
Franz von Papen decided to do, with unforeseen consequences. 

... 

It is impossible to support the argument that monopoly capitalism brought Hitler to power. He 
did take advantage of a particular economic crisis, which drove Germans to make a choice 
between the Communist alternative and what appeared to be a traditionalist political movement. 
The fact that Hitler's support among voters and big business fell dramatically in the course of 1932 
proves that public perceptions of what the Nazi movement was really about were changing. 
Doubts grew about Nazi intentions, and Germans were troubled by what they were seeing and 
hearing. 

There was nothing inevitable about the events of January 1933. The Nazi seizure of power, far 
from being the culmination of centuries of German history, therefore, was a contingent event with 
vast implications for the world.” 
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