
What happened in postWWI Germany
 to set the stage for Hitler and the Nazis?

(excerpted from War Comes to God’s House)

Despite its suffering, Germany struggled on into 1918. Like 
its army, its faith strained but not broken. Russia was so 
devastated by the war that it collapsed, sank into civil war, 
and withdrew from the Alliance. That left the Germans free 
to concentrate on the Western Front, where the Americans 
were beginning to turn the tide. By fall of that year though, 
defeat seemed all but inevitable. Then the unthinkable (but 
not unexpected) happened – in October, Germany too sank 
into revolution. 

First, some naval units very sensibly refused to participate in 
a grandiose final suicidal battle with the British navy. That 
rebellion spread to the army, then across the nation. In a rapid
progression of events not completely understood (and 
thereafter suspect), the German Army High Command 
decided to stop fighting and arranged an armistice in 
November of 1918, and the Emperor and most of the state 
Princes abdicated, decapitating both the German government 
and the Land Churches. 

Perhaps the specter of the Russian Revolution and the rise of 
Soviet Communism had brought about the abrupt decision, 
and the departure of the Emperor and company was thought 
to dampen the revolutionary spirit; but it probably only 
accelerated it. The forces of anarchy and revolution already 
working underground suddenly felt their time had come. 
There were wide spread labor strikes following the mutinies 
in the Army and Navy. Bolshevik/Communist inspired 
Soldiers and Workers Councils sprang up all over Germany 
clamoring for power. Radicals declared a Communist 
republic in Bavaria. 
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But the radicals were premature with their revolution and ran 
headlong into determined opposition. The opposition, 
consisting of middle and upper class Germans, had to look no
farther than to adjoining Russia to see the anarchy and 
suffering brought on by Soviet Communism (aka 
“Bolshevism”)

The German Army under Generals von Hindenburg and 
Ludendorf was still functional and the hastily declared 
armistice allowed relocation of units from the front to the 
cities and the hinterland. The Freikorps, a para-military 
militia made up largely of middle class ex-soldiers, joined the
regular Army in fighting a limited but bloody civil war, the 
worst of which ended in 1919, but which had important 
ramifications into and through the Nazi era, and even until 
today. 

The German Civil War of 1918-1919

Bolshevik revolutionaries still in
military uniforms at the Brandenburg
Gate in Berlin in November of 1918
(above). The Spartakus League  was a
leading Communist organization,
attacked in the poster above right.
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Civilians and military
defend freedom of the
press in January 1919.

“Bolshevism brings War, 
Unemployment, and Famine”, 
reads this poster from Berlin, 
1918 by “The Association to 
Combat Bolshevism”

By the spring of 1919, the
Army was bringing the open
revolution to an end in
bloody urban warfare (r). 

The revolutionaries were suppressed, and the still intact 
lower bureaucracy and Reichstag assumed control (under the 
watchful eye of the Army). In August of 1919, the Weimar 
Republic was declared.
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The fledgling German parliament had before it two ... no, 
three enormous tasks. First, ending the war; although there 
was an armistice, there was no peace treaty and the Allied 
blockade continued. Second, establishing a new government 
without Emperor and Prince. Third, gaining the support of 
the people and unifying them into a new German nation. 
Despite holding on for a quarter century, this democratic 
experiment was a colossal three time loser in whose 
wreckage Hitler’s Third Reich was born.

Blockaded, hungry, and with the Army preoccupied keeping 
a lid on revolutionaries, Germany was in no position to make 
a good bargain at the peace table. And the Allies, England 
and France at least, weren’t in a mood to be magnanimous. 
The collapse of the government meant an end to censorship, 
and revelation of the outside world’s view of Germany. It was
a bitter shock to learn they were reviled as “Huns” and 
“barbarians”, solely blamed for the war, and expected to pay 
for it, one way or another. 

The English and French were in no hurry to lift the food 
blockade and the German people began to suspect genocide, 
rather than caution, was the objective. Austria was in much 
the same situation as Germany. Maria von Trapp (of Sound of
Music fame), in her book, The Trapp Family Singers, 
recounted that as a teenage school girl in Vienna after the 
war, she might well have starved to death were it not for food
the Society of Friends, the Quakers, brought in. 

Finally, months after fighting ended, with America 
threatening to break the blockade itself to deliver relief, the 
blockading armada stood down. That cruel policy, from 
whatever motive, is to this day cited by German apologists as
a main cause for the rise of Nazism, as it was then by 
Winston Churchill. 
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Herbert Hoover, later a viciously maligned Republican 
President of the US, was during and after the war a very 
dedicated and competent administrator of food aid from 
America. It was said of him that no one before had ever 
saved so many lives, and his refusal to remain quite about the
thwarting of his efforts to feed the starving millions of the 
Axis nations helped bring about the end of the blockade. He 
had some very candid comments about the blockade and the 
Treaty as factors in the rise of Hitler that we shall come to 
shortly.

When details of the peace treaty signed at Versailles were 
announced, Germans were staggered to learn they had 
admitted to sole guilt for the war, and were saddled with a 
restitution debt of 132 billion Marks. It was a debt they felt 
sure was intended to keep them impoverished for generations
to come. Adding further insult to financial injury, Versailles 
stripped away over 20,000 square miles of Germany and over
4,000,000 German citizens, most given to a restored Poland, 
some to France – all areas whose nationality had been in 
dispute for centuries. And, of course, Germany was not to be 
allowed to rearm itself as it might someday challenge this 
travesty. 

The Austrians also fared badly in the peace negotiations. No 
longer the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Austria became simply 
'little Austria'; a dainty morsel that Germany could, at last, 
swallow up when it chose to. It chose to on the eve of WWII.

Bad enough, the German public
thought, to have to suffer
through all this themselves, but
to be deprived of hope for their
children and the future was
intolerable. 
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Protest of Treaty  at the Reichstag, 



Large numbers of Germans blamed the Social Democrats 
(SD’s) who were nominally in control of the Reichstag at the 
time. But many Germans blamed the democratic process and 
hated it thereafter. 

The national assembly’s second task was also doomed from 
the outset by lack of a common vision for the future. A basic 
weakness of this particular type of democratic institution, a 
multi-party parliament, was permanently on display in 
Wiemar. None of the dozens of parties holding seats, some 
only one or two seats, could form a government except in 
coalition with other parties. And these coalitions were always
changing, coming and going; allies today were enemies 
tomorrow. 

The SD’s radical socialist, anti-Christian, and anti-traditional 
agenda threw a scare into churchmen, businessmen, and the 
landed gentry. But the Catholic Centre Party, the SD’s nearest
rival in size, began to work out alliances with some of the 
small parties of the right and center and gain a shaky parity 
with the SD’s. In the desperate haste to get a new government
up and running, a compromise constitution that satisfied no 
one was cobbled together. The constitution, named for the old
Imperial capital, Weimar, was democratic aplenty – but that 
alone was far from sufficient. 

After much wrangling among the lawmakers, Article 1 of the 
new Weimar Constitution proudly declared, “The power of 
government derives from the people.” That declaration was 
welcomed in the West as a sign the old militaristic autocracy 
was swept away; but there were a few problems with it. 
Firstly, it is a slogan, not a system of government, and the 
history of mechanical linkages between the pure democratic 
ideal and a functioning democracy was not inspiring. 
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Secondly, and more importantly, the Christian tradition has 
imbued man with an understanding of himself, variously and 
imperfectly applied as it is, as a being whose nature and 
value transcend the physical creation. A necessary corollary 
to that understanding is belief in an authority beyond any 
state made by men’s hands; whether made by all hands, some
hands or only one pair of hands. That higher authority 
necessarily subordinates the lower when they come in 
conflict. Not many years later, the Nuremberg Trials were to 
remind people of that - only the losing side though, of course.

A few voices in Germany, apart from echoes of the old 
monarchists, were raised against that defining statement of 
the new Germany. Catholic Bishop Augustin von Galen 
called it, “… diametrically opposed to Catholic teaching 
generally … the power of government has its source not in 
people but in God. Article I is therefore misleading and 
untrue.”  The Catholic Church had seen nearly two thousand 
years of turmoil over the nature of church and state relations 
and Bishop Galen knew something of which he spoke. 

When the prophet Samuel anointed the first king in Israel he 
sternly warned King and subjects alike that the kingship they 
clamored for was still under the Law. That tradition of 
religious authority superior to state authority continued 
through the Catholic Church, albeit with many digressions 
and reversals, and molded the views of the Protestant 
reformers. 

St. Thomas Aquinas and other church leaders understood a 
need for individual rights and a limit on government. St. 
Thomas wrote that king who is unfaithful to his duty forfeits 
his claim to obedience. Luther wrote, “If a preacher, in his 
official capacity, says to kings and princes and to all the 
world, ‘Thank and fear God and keep His commandments,’ 
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he is not meddling in the affairs of secular government. On 
the contrary, he is thereby serving and being obedient to the 
highest government.” (AE, 13, P-195)

The Centre Party did not heed Bishop Galen’s warning. 
Neither did the Assembly heed the American example, which
approached the problem of the “two estates”, secular and 
spiritual, from a different, more Protestant, more 
individualistic angle  – “We hold these truths to be self 
evident that all men are created equal, that they are endowed
by their creator with certain inalienable rights…that in order
to secure these rights governments are instituted among 
men…”. 

There is no clearer or more concise explication of Natural 
Rights to be found. And that foundation of Natural Rights, 
which Americans take so much for granted, has allowed the 
American mind to associate democracy with freedom, even 
though one doesn’t necessarily follow the other – and usually
doesn't. 

But the Weimar Constitution was adopted without the buffer 
of Church authority or intrinsic recognition of Natural Rights.
The Weimar Constitution was criticized as a “constitution 
without God” forming a “state without principles” and with 
the Reichstag so violently divided and distrustful it proved 
incapable of good governance. Weimar was recognized by all
sides as a temporary expedient until one faction or another 
was able to gain control.

Until the rest of the Western World caught up to it in recent 
years, “Weimar” was the watchword for decadence. In so far 
as they were able, the Social Democrats relentlessly attacked 
their nation’s cultural underpinnings. 
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Marriage was relegated to an inconsequential civil matter; 
but which, except in “emergency” situations, had to precede a
church union. Pressure was constant to ease restrictions on 
homosexuality and abortion. Abortion had been a felony for 
both the mother and the abortionist in Imperial Germany and,
prior to that, in Prussia. Weimar reduced it to a misdemeanor.

Violent, lewd and sexually exploitative entertainment grew 
rapidly, unlike the rest of the economy which only stumbled 
along with high unemployment. Crime, alcoholism and other 
drug abuse, as well as suicide soared to unprecedented levels.

Inflation soared also, as Weimar became the poster child of 
ruinous economic policies – endlessly spending and printing 
money, heedless of the effect. A 10,000 Mark note printed 
during the Weimar period was literally not worth the paper it 
was printed on then, and even today is worth little except as a
warning, because of the huge numbers that were printed. 

In addition to Germany's generally run down post war 
condition, part of the blame for those policies was Weimar's 
building of a welfare state, and another large part was the 
demand that war reparations be paid in gold, which had to be 
purchased on predatory international markets.

And war, a series of wars really, of all sorts and sizes, 
continued to rage long after the "end" of The Great War – the 
"War to End All Wars".

Areas of Germany given to Poland revolted against the Polish
government's efforts to de-Germanize the areas. A few years 
after Versailles, French forces occupied the Ruhr Valley, the 
most heavily industrialized part of Germany, to seize its war 
compensation when Germany fell behind in payments. 
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The Germans responded by a work stoppage and sabotage, 
and violence flared. That was not only a blow to German ego,
but precipitated a massive economic collapse throwing the 
middle class back into poverty just as it was seeing better 
times. The Reichstag, tied to its own treaty, did little and even
appeared to side with France, Poland and the other foreigners
most Germans believed were destroying their country. 

Left, France depicted as a 
rampaging monster destroying 
the Ruhr.

Below, French Colonial troops 
from North Africa parade 
through Mainz in the 
Rhineland, occupied by France 
until 1930. There was constant 
conflict there and accusations 

of outrages by the French colonial troops.  

The Weimar government was equally impotent against its 
own people. Freikorps and allied guerrilla groups, some 
secretly supported by the German Army, sprang up to defend 
the Fatherland’s territory and honor. Many future Nazi 
leaders rose to prominence in those nationalist paramilitary 
groups. 
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At the same time Communists, often with tacit support from 
the Social Democrats, continued to foment trouble from 
underground. Naturally their disruption, violence and 
intimidation were met by an equal and opposite reaction. 
Street gang violence between the Communists and assorted 
opponents became commonplace with the creation of private 
armies by the contending parties. Even more future Nazi big 
shots matriculated these street war schools and rose through 
the ranks. 

In one of the classic examples of the Law of Unintended 
Consequences, also known as the Limits of Human Reason, 
The Versailles Peace Treaty had limited Germany’s army to a 
hundred thousand lightly armed soldiers. They soon found 
themselves outnumbered by the private armies of the 
Communist controlled labor unions, the Red Front, the Steel 
Helmets, the Nazis, and other glorified street gangs. 

The combined force of Army and police was not enough to 
maintain good order in a nation in such turmoil, again largely
the result of the Versailles treaty. The army tried to co-opt the
right wing in its efforts to control the left and we know where
that led. 

I am going to return here to some eyewitness observations of 
former President Herbert Hoover on conditions that led to the
rise of Nazism. In that popular year for war literature, 1942, 
Hoover and co-author Hugh Gibson released the very erudite 
and insightful book "The Problems of Lasting Peace" to give 
the benefits of Hoover's experiences in the failed peace treaty
to the inevitably coming new peace settlement. We will 
mainly look at Hoover's candid comments about the blockade
and the Treaty of Versailles. 
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The Industrial Revolution and the mechanization of warfare 
developing in the mid-to late 19th Century led to a new form 
of war, "Total War" – war not just between armed soldiery 
but also between the civilian industrial and agricultural bases 
also. 

Thus starvation of nations became more than ever a weapon 
of war. Germany laid waste its enemies' productive capacity 
wherever its armies ranged. But, he recounted, blockaded 
Germany was forced to divert fertilizers to munitions, and 
tractor manufacture to tanks, conscription of able bodied men
to military service created acute farm labor shortages that 
further curtailed agricultural production, and livestock herds 
rapidly declined below replacement levels until famine and 
its inevitable companion, disease, ravaged the population. 

American entry into the war came with some stipulations, 
American President Woodrow Wilson set out a very 
generous, "idealistic", peace plan for Europe which was 
given lip service approval by the other Allied Powers. 
Hoover wrote that Germany surrendered in the expectation 
that the peace would be along the lines of Wilson's "Fourteen 
Points". But, when the Allies sat down at the treaty table 
"...our warm hopes met at once the freezing blasts of 
centuries of European mores" ..."economic nationalism, 
imperialism, age old hatreds, punishment, revenge, and 
general disorder". Only four of the "Fourteen" were adopted.

Of the reparations mandated under Versailles Hoover 
commented "...the Allied purpose, particularly that of the 
French Government, was to devitalize Germany with 
economic anemia. The preposterous sums levied in the treaty 
at once started forces that ended by bringing economic 
degeneration to the world."
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Of the extended blockade he wrote: "Another futile and even 
wicked thrust of Allied militarism and punishment was 
continuing the food blockade against Germany after the 
Armistice on November 11, 1918. The provisions of the 
Armistice promised food, but no food was allowed in until 
nearly five months later, in the latter part of March 1919. 
And expanding the blockade after the Armistice, by the 
British and French fleets to the Baltic fisheries, made it 
worse. All this is a black chapter in human history for which 
no blame attaches to the American people." (Hoover, p-110)

Unfortunately, the German populace saw little difference 
between the Americans and the other Allies and felt betrayed 
and friendless. And because it had been total war, citizens 
against citizens, who had been fed a steady diet of hatred for 
years Hoover lamented that "Hate enveloped the mind of 
every man, woman and child. It was not directed solely to the
enemy leaders, but to every individual in enemy countries. 
Soldiers fighting at the front had far less hate than civilians." 

The Allied citizenry demanded vengeance on the Axis 
citizens, and politicians ran on platforms "that the German 
race would be dealt with once and for all", as Hoover put it. 
The powerless Germans had largely to internalize their 
hatred, turn it against themselves, their leaders, their country, 
even their God, and wait impatiently until they could vent 
that hatred on the rest of the world.

For all its other problems, the main problem of post-Great 
War Germany, and Europe in general was spiritual. It was 
spiritual because faith in Christ had become weak and 
irrelevant in German churches. It was spiritual because most 
Germans, reacting in a perfectly natural way, but wrong way, 
turned against the religion of the old regime and the God 
whom they perceived as having let them down. 
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It was, after all, just the traditional religion to most Germans, 
not a relationship with the Living God. 

Instead of a soul-searching and turning to God in repentance, 
accepting their 'chastisement' with faith and hope, the masses 
of Germany sank deeper and deeper into bitterness, despair, 
and hatred. It was a spiritual problem because these negative 
emotions open us up to the powers of the Enemy of God and 
man who counts delusion among his most formidable 
weapons.

It occurred to but few Germans, seemingly, that the God who 
had helped Prussia throw off the yoke of Godless Napoleon 
Bonaparte, and who helped a Pietist Prussian Emperor unite a
clutter of weak, often impoverished and poorly ruled mini-
states into a powerful Christian nation might not now be on 
the side of a brutal imperialist regime. And a people famous 
as the mother of all manner of Godless ideas from 
Rationalism to Higher Criticism; and Godless men from 
Nietzsche to Haeckel. It seemed inconceivable that their God 
might not favor Germans in killing fellow Christians from 
England, France, Italy, and Russia, civilians and soldiers 
alike; therefore such a treasonous god should be removed 
from office and replaced with a more reliable German god. 
And for millions of Germans, the "German Christians", that 
is exactly what happened.
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