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ABSTRACT

JOHANN VICTOR BREDT
AND GERMAN PARTY POLITICS:
FROM EMPIRE TO REPUBLIC TO DI CTATORSHIP,
1912 TO 1933
by
John Michael Katz
July, 1996

This thesis traces the political career of Johann Victor Bredt from its beginning in
Imperial Germany to its close in the Weimar Republic. Bredt was a professor of
constitutional law and national economy who attained prominence as a representative of
middle-class business interests and, in 1930, served as Minister of Justice with
Germany's last democratic government. Bredt' s political career ended with Adolf
Hitler's assumption of power. Bredt' s memoirs, selected publications, government
documents, and memoirs of some of his contemporaries, as well as English and German
secondary sources on German society all shed light on the life of this political figure. The
story revealed is tragic. Bredt was a talented and driven man who struggled to further
middle-class interests and erect a stable German republic. He tried to adapt himself and
his constituency as times changed and Germany's circumstances worsened through war,
revolution and socio-political turmoil. Yet Bredt could not free himself entirely from the
imperial past, and the German middle class remained fixated on former times.
Germany's plunge into Nazism, supported by Bredt' s old middle class, represented the
ruin of his plans and aspirations.
lll
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CHAPTER 1: FROM EMPIRE TO REPUBLIC
◊

INfRODUCTION

On 22 June 1928 Johann Victor Bredt' s friend and publisher, Hermann Stilke,
urged him to write about his experiences in the Great War and on the Weimar Republic's
Investigative Committee on the Collapse of Germany in 1918. Bredt determined to do
more. He set out to write about "the sunset of the German Empire, the German Army,
the German Reichstag, the old Prussian government, the Hohenzollern ruling house, the
Evangelical Church, and not least the German bourgeoisie. " 1 He started that summer and
had drafted the first nine chapters by spring of 1930. He later expanded on his original
intent and wrote two further chapters. One detailed his service as Heinrich Bruning' s
first Minister of Justice in 1930. The concluding chapter described the dissolution of his
own party and of the Weimar Republic itself at the hands of Adolf Hitler's National
Socialists, aided by fractious Weimar politicians. The last recorded event in the account
is the Reichstag fire of 27 February 1933. Culminating with Bredt' s loss of influence as
Germany slid into dictatorship, this political testament records a remarkable career in the
old empire and the new republic. 2
◊

1Johann Victor Bredt, ''Erinnerungen," in Erinnerungen and Dokumente von Joh. Victor Bredt; 1914

bis 1933. edited by Martin Schumacher (Dtisseldorf: Droste Verlag, 1970), 50. Bredt's memoirs, edited
by Martin Schumacher and published together with related materials such as Schumacher essays, Bredt' s
letters, and indexes of his publications, are hereafter cited to Bredt, "Erinnerungen" (recollections). The
additional material is cited as Schumacher, Bredt.
2

Schumacher, Bredt, 50-1. In 1967 Dr. Ada Rambeau, Johann Victor Bredt' s daughter, came forward
with his memoirs and cooperated with West Germany's Commission on the History of Parliamentarism
and Political Parties. Schumacher edited the eleven chapters together with documents, letters, and
registers, adding five essays of his own.

1

2
EARLY LIFE

Johann Victor Bredt was born 2 March 1879 and baptized into the Reformed
Church on May 8, the scion of an old bourgeois family. The first Johann Bredt, baptized
in 1593 and buried in 1670, was the forefather of the entire sprawling Bredt clan which,
by Johann Victor's birth, had seven major branches. "Johann" became the most common
male given name, so Johann Victor Bredt went by the name Victor, after both his father
and grandfather, signing his name "Joh. Victor Bredt." He traced his family back
fourteen generations to Hans in der Bredde, a prosperous burgher. Tax records and
church donations show that the merchants, craftsmen and landlords of the Bredde and
Bredt families were among the wealthiest commoners in the lower Rhineland. By the late
sixteenth century the family was established in and about Barmen, a Rhenish town in the
valley of the Wupper river,3 and by the 1700s the Bredt family had become the largest
cotton spinners and merchants in the Wupper Valley or Wuppertal, one of the first
regions in Germany to industrialize. In 1774 Anna Christine Bredt married Johann
Gottfried Brtigelmann who brought (or copied) the first Arkwright water-powered
spinning machinery to Germany from England. Sophie Bredt, Johann Victor's greataunt, married the Brtigelmanns' son in 1804, and the two wealthy families also shared
business interests. Bredt men and women married into the families of other early
industrializers. In the 1800s, as Barmen and the entire Wuppertal turned to steampowered factories and finished textiles in silk and cotton blends, Bredts owned and

3 Johann Victor Bredt, Geschichte der Familie Bredt (Munster i. W.: J. Bredt, 1936), 37-59, 77-fn
and passim.

3

operated weaving, spinning and dying factories; managed banks; purchased estates;
engaged in commerce; and served in the professions and government. 4
The most important models for Johann Victor Bredt were his mother and father,
grandfather, and a great-uncle. The father, Victor Richard Bredt, was born in 1849 and
married Henriette Koll in 1874. He was a merchant in Barmen, like his father before
him, and in 1872 he entered the family firm. From 1873 on he was a partner in his
father's company and in a paper factory. Richard Bredt also served as a church
presbyter. In 1878 he founded the Free Conservative Party in Barmen and served on the
city council. After publishing two works on political parties in Germany, he earned a
congratulatory letter from Chancellor von Bismarck in 1879. Victor Richard wrote that a
politician must not be tied to every party position. Rather, one must decide each issue on
its own merits, and one should also be tolerant of other persons' opinions. His stance as
a Free Conservative was therefore flexible; he did not follow the party line absolutely.
Victor Richard's "ideal was the formation of a Conservative-Liberal centre party." He
had worked for four years towards a union of the conservative and liberal wings of the
large National Liberal Party and the Free Conservative Party and believed that in time "the
historic divisions between liberal and conservative would naturally be removed." The
younger Bredt noted in the 1930s that his father's dream had still not come about. When
Victor Richard Bredt died of a chronic lung ailment in 1881, his wife raised Johann
Victor without remarrying. 5

4

Bredt, FamilieBredt, 175, 192-218, 313-15; Sidney Pollard, Peaceful Conquest: The
Industrialization of Europe, 1760-1970 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 66, 96-8. See also a
Marxist interpretation by Heinrich Gemkow et. al., Frederick Engels: A Biography, edited by the
Institute for Marxism-Leninism of the Central Committee of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (New
Delhi: People's Publishing House, 1975), 13-21.
5

Bredt, FamilieBredt, 207-9.

4

Born in 1850, Henriette Bredt, nee Koll, was thirty-nine when she assumed her
responsibilities as head of the household. Johann Victor grew from a toddler to a young
boy as his widowed mother grieved her husband, then cared for and finally buried the
aging grandfather. She had the intelligence and devotion to support them with the
income, savings and family network that remained after the death of her husband and
father-in-law. Active outside the home as well, in 1896 she was awarded a certificate for
service as a committee member for the Patriotic Women's Association. Caring for each
other in the absence of father-husband, mother and son may have developed a
relationship that incorporated adult as well as parent-child aspects. After leaving her
household, Bredt corresponded with her on domestic politics and even military strategy. 6
During Johann Victor's childhood, his grandfather, Victor Leo Theodor Bredt,
helped raise him. Born in 1820, the patriarch was sixty-one years old when his son died.
He served as Johann Victor's father figure until his own death when the boy was still just
eight years old. During Europe's revolutionary upheavals in 1849, Victor Theodor, a
Landwehr officer and former Hussar, had taken part in defensive battles with the Barmen
Royalists against the Elberfeld Democrats. A silk merchant and banker, in 1873 he
assumed ownership of one of the more prestigious family companies. Unfortunately this
company, Witwe Bredt-Rubel und Sohne, had been divested of its banking branch just as
financial houses modernized and expanding textile firms began directly purchasing silk.
Victor Theodor presided over a declining silk trade and his remaining sons liquidated the
company when the old man died in 1887. While this liquidation deprived Johann Victor

6

Bredt, FamilieBredt, 207; Schumacher, Bredt, 6. Schumacher expurgated most family history
from the published Bredt memoir, but four references to Bredt' smother remain, indicating both a strong
emotional bond and intellectual partnership. His first wife does not appear at all, and his second wife and
daughter are only mentioned as companions on a trip. See Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 99, 102, 113, 140,
269.

5

of a significant inheritance, he nevertheless honored his grandfather. The elder Bredt had
built several of the large homes Johann Victor came to know. The Barmen street where
Victor Theodor erected his most impressive structure was renamed VictorstraBe--perhaps
by his brother the mayor, the final influential figure in Johann Bredt' s immediate family
circle. 7
Johann Victor's great-uncle Wilhelm August was born in 1817, shortly after the
Congress of Vienna assigned the German Rhineland to Prussia. He studied in Berlin,
became a jurist in 1840, then joined the government of Prussia in 1842. Between 1847
and 1849 he supervised the district of Dtisseldorf, took part in the Prussian Constitutional
Convention, served on a deputation to the King, and sat with the "Right-Center" in the
"Rump Parliament" in Frankfurt. Following further administrative service August Bredt
served as the mayor of Barmen from 1854 to 1879 and steered the city through
Germany's early industrialization. August Bredt purchased the von Seydlitz estate when
he retired and died there in 1895. 8 Ten years later, Johann Victor memorialized his greatuncle in a twenty-eight page article. 9
The long shadows cast by Johann Victor Bredt' s ancestors demanded a solid
bourgeois upbringing and career. Before his death Bredt' s father was already successful
and respected enough to earn influence and recognition in church, town and province.
He left Johann Victor with a political testament and the admonition to "lead a purposeful

7 Bredt, Familie Bredt, 204-5, 215-17. See also the photos of Bredt residences and other Barmen
sites, pp. 188-91, 203,218 and passim.

8 Purchase of the Seydlitz estate connected old Augustus Bredt to a German family of the utmost
fame. Friedrich Wilhelm von Seydlitz, born in the Duchy of Cleves in 1721, had been King Frederick
the Great' s cavalry commander. Christopher Duffy, The Military Life of Frederick the Great (New York:
Atheneum, 1986),13~-7 and passim.
9

Bredt, FamilieBredt, 199-204. "Oberbtirgermeister Bredt, sein Leben und Wirken" in Monatsheft
des Bergischen Geschichtsvereins (1905), as listed in Schumacher, Bredt, 57.

6

life." Bredt' s ancestors for many generations exemplified the values and conduct of
Rhenish townsmen, merchants, and craftsmen. They reaped the rewards of their efforts
through material wealth, and many of them bestowed time and money on their
communities, both religious and secular. Bredt' s great-uncle exemplified this tradition,
finding success in both politics and commerce, until he finally settled on the estate of one
of Germany's national heroes. The men of his generation witnessed the unification of
Germany by force of arms as the Prussian Chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, forged the
German Empire and set Wilhelm I von Hohenzollern on the throne. 10
Henriette and Bredt' s grandfather would have instilled in the boy the values of
their family and the Wilhelmine era: Religious devotion, hard work, respect for property
and station, responsibility, honor, education, and the will to act on conviction. Johann
Victor studied at the local Gymnasium, a secondary school, and on 26 February 1898
passed the qualifying examination for entrance to university, the Abitur. At that time it
was normal for sons of businessmen, public officials and professionals to receive
classical and humanistic training based on languages, geography and history, and to go
on to fill Germany's businesses, universities, professions and government branches. 11
In Bredt' s case there was some ambiguity about precisely what path he would take.
Financial constraints may have caused a detour~ he was not heir to a business, nor could
he raise sufficient capital to start a new business. Thus, after receiving the Abitur, Bredt
worked for a year as a trainee in a Barmen bank association rather than going directly to
university. He did not take a permanent position. Neither did he perform military
1 O Bredt must have been intimately familiar with his family background, as he became its chronicler.
Besides the 1936 Geschichte der Familie Bredt he wrote earlier editions and shorter works; four of his first
five publications, dated 1897 to 1902, were on family history. He returned to family history as his chief
subject in his last years. See Schumacher, Bredt, 57, 67-8.

11 Roger Chickering, Karl Lamprecht: A German Academic Life (1856-1915) (Atlantic Highlands:
Humanities Press, 1993), 14-17.

7

service. Normally, for his peer group, a year of military training in a suitable regiment
would have resulted in a reserve officer's commission, but poor health prevented his
active service. Bredt turned instead to scholarship. 12
In the summer of 1898 Bredt entered the university in Ttibingen and began to
study national economy and jurisprudence. Visiting lecturers Ferdinand von Martitz,
speaking on the history of constitutional law, and Friedrich Julius von Neuman, for
national economy, awakened in him a life-long interest in those topics. Bredt transferred
to Gottingen for the winter semester, and there he read law and economics. Ttibingen
and Gottingen were two of Germany's most respected universities but, as was common
then, Bredt went to a third school to finish his academic preparation. He completed his
studies at Friedrich-Wilhelm University in Bonn and passed his first state examination in
law on 13 June 1901. Several days later he was sworn in as a junior barrister.1 3
While Bredt' s studies continued, his time and activity increasingly centered on
government. After passing his law examination in 1901 he worked as a trainee with the
state court in Konigswinter. Upon promotion as a Doctor of Law, later that year, he was
transferred to the state court in Koblenz. In a "great folly" and haste to attain a doctoral
degree, in the summer of 1901 Bredt had written a dissertation in jurisprudence, entitled
"Insurance in Work Contracts." The dissertation was accepted and published in 1902,
and in the same year he married his cousin Ada Martha Bredt. He then entered training in
the Prussian civil service on 18 July 1903. Years later Bredt wrote that he regretted the

12 Schumacher, Bredt, 6, 12; Bredt, Familie Bredt, 211.
13 Schumacher, Bredt, 6.

8

time spent earning a doctorate of law; his interests were much broader and centered on
economics. 14
Through serendipity, Bredt went on to earn a second doctorate which influenced
his academic and political careers. Filling a gap in his course of studies, in 1903 Bredt
attended a lecture series by the well-known economic historian Eberhard Gothein. A
decade earlier Gothein had taken part in a lengthy historiographical debate. He advocated
the new study of cultural history as opposed to the exclusive study of political history.
Cultural history, sounding rather like social history to the modern ear, at the time meant
the study of everything other than politics and included economic affairs. A side bar to
this discussion was the validity of the "great man" theory: did history depend on the
actions of individuals, impersonal forces such as economics, some immutable powers
stemming from God, or some combination of the three? 15 Gothein encouraged Bredt to
consider more than narrow economic factors and to eschew accepted political
interpretations. He thus encouraged Bredt' s far-reaching interests and reinforced his
acceptance of varying social and political attitudes. Gothein struck a chord in Bredt and
prompted him to undertake a second doctoral dissertation. Bredt wrote "Wage-Industries
Characterized through an Explication of Wuppertal' s Wage-Earning Bleachers" 16 in
fulfillment of the requirements and on 20 December 1904 the university in Heidelberg
conferred on him the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in economics, "magna cum laude."
Johann Victor Bredt had earned professional credentials in two fields which would cover

14 Schumacher, Bredt, 6-7; Bredt, Familie Bredt, 211. See also Herbert Jacob, German
Administration Since Bismarck: Central Authority versus Local Autonomy (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1963).
lS Chickering, Karl Lamprecht, 87-92, 151-54.
16 "Die Lohnindustrie gekennzeichnet in einer Darstellung der Wuppertaler Lohnbleicherei."

9

between them most of his political work: The law, particularly constitutional law; and
economics, including the economics of taxes, property, and wages. 17
Over the next several years Bredt learned administration and politics. In April and
May of 1905 he traveled through England with a fellow official in order to study the
English factory system, construction industry, and the politics of housing. He then
published a report on English workers' housing. His trip also contributed to a book on
national economies that he completed three years later. Bredt published articles, reports
or books every year of his life, writing on the administration of labor, housing, industry,
churches, schools, taxation, voting privileges, homeowners' rights, banking, savings,
property, building restrictions and the Polish workers in Germany's Ruhr industrial
region. All of these matters were prominent in his later political career. His writings and
activities reveal a conservative young civil servant with great interest in property rights,
political economy, and national heritage.1 8
Of immediate concern to his later career, for his second state examination Bredt
wrote "On National and Communal Taxation of Capital Gains in Prussia," a paper that
was published in 1907. 19 Bredt held that increased property values should accrue to
owners and developers and should not be shared with others through capital gains taxes.
In this regard he set himself against the views of conservative East Elbian agrarians who
dominated German politics. 20 At that time the national government relied on indirect
taxation: consumption and inheritance taxes, tariffs, and contributions from the states.
As Germany encountered a financial dilemma in the first decade of the twentieth century,
17 Schumacher, Bredt, 6-7, 57. That same year Bredt's wife had a daughter, Henriette Emma.
18 Ibid., 7-8, 57-68.
19 Ibid., 8, 57. "Uber staatliche und communale Besteuerung des Wertzuwachses in PreuBen."
20 Schumacher, Bredt, 8, 15; Ronald Wiedenhoeft, Berlin's Housing Revolution: German Housing

Reform in the 1920s (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1985), 8-11.

10

agrarian Prussian conservatives successfully blocked increases to taxes on rural property.
Instead, they supported increased excise and capital gains taxes. Capital gains taxes fell
most heavily on urban property owners, businessmen and manufacturers--in short,
Mittelstandler like the Bredts. Thus the agrarians avoided a greater tax burden, while
bourgeois businessmen paid for increased national expenditures. 21 Bredt believed that
siphoning off increased property values from bourgeois owners to other segments of the
population undermined middle-class economic vitality and thereby the nation. This view,
evidenced so early and so publicly, remained a core position throughout his life. 22
Bredt' s participation in the debate on taxes reflected his scholarly inclinations and
in 1907 he began to consider a professorial career. That same year, Peter von Conze, a
director in the Colonial Office, invited Bredt to return to the Prussian administration in the
Prussian-Hessian university town of Marburg. On 23 September 1907 he began his long
association with this town and served variously over the next two years as a civil servant
with the state government's office in Marburg, as chair of the commercial and business
court, and as commissioner for the nearby district of Kirchain. He also presented
occasional lectures at Marburg's Philipps University. 23
In the summer of 1909 Bredt received an invitation to join the full-time faculty of
the university. Dr. Ernst Heymann, a professor in law and legal history, encouraged
Bredt to accept this invitation and act as a counterpoise to the liberal Dr. Walther
Schticking. With that goal in mind, the university created a chair of public law for which
Bredt submitted a Habilitation, the qualifying submission for a position, on the
expropriation of property through zoning ordinances. The Habilitation accepted, on 19
21 Gordon A. Craig, Germany; 1866-1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 276-86.
22 Schumacher, Bredt, 8.
23

Schumacher, Bredt, 8-10; Bredt, FamilieBredt, 211.
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November 1909 Bredt gave his introductory lecture on "The Essential Features of Tax
and Finance Law." Even Dr. Schticking welcomed Bredt's addition to the faculty. On
18 November 1910 the university installed him as a professor. Bredt' s government
career had taken him to the community that would become his home and center until his
death, and, although entering academia did not preclude government service (many
professors served in various levels of administration and as legislative representatives), at
that time Bredt left the Prussian administration. 24
Marburg contrasted sharply with Bredt' s hometown of Barmen. In his fifties,
Bredt wrote that he had given his entire soul to Barmen, but he compared its "mighty,
pulsing bustle" unfavorably to the restful pace of his Marburg home. 25 Marburg itself
was an atypical town. The Hessian ruler Count Philipp established the first Protestant
university there in 1527. It was in the Count's gray castle, overlooking Marburg, where
Martin Luther debated Zwingli in 1529. Although some wool, pottery and other crafts
were exported to different regions, through the 1700s the economy remained local and
agricultural. By the 1800s, industrial and economic developments elsewhere had
destroyed the limited export potential. Because its location amidst steep hills on the Lahn
river cut it off from the surrounding hinterland, the town was isolated economically. By
1861 the university was important, but not central, and numbered less than three hundred
students living among Marburg' s few thousand Btirger. That changed with German
unification as Prussia poured money into the school. By 1897 about one thousand
students studied in Marburg, two thousand by the time Bredt joined the faculty. From
1870 to 1914 fifteen university facilities were built or renovated. Nationally and even

24

Schwnacher, Bredt, 9-11.

25 Brech,

"Erinnerungen," 289.

12
internationally diverse, the student population approached five thousand on the eve of the
First World War. Marburg became a prominent town with a national profile far more
significant than its size or productivity would otherwise warrant. This educational
significance further weakened the city's bonds with adjoining agricultural lands, and
Marburg became an incorporated city with a government independent of the surrounding
county. 26
◊

THE MrITELSTAND

As a professor Johann Victor Bredt was a member of Marburg's Mittelstand or
"middle estate," just as his family had been prominent Mittelstandler in Barmen. In the
nineteenth century the Mittelstand included merchants, craftsmen, independent
businessmen, small property holders such as landlords, public officials, and
professionals such as lawyers, doctors and educators. In some regions even peasant
farmers considered themselves Mittelstandler. Agrarians, regular military officers, and
higher state officials might otherwise fit the model, but they constituted powerful interest
groups which set them apart from the Mittelstand. Bredt believed, through upbringing,
education, and experience, that "Mittelstand" denoted not merely the social strata between
the laboring and ruling classes, but the core of society, the heart of the nation, and the
driving force behind Germany's economy and power. He represented the nebulous
"middle estate," or parts of it, throughout his political career. 27

26 Rudy Koshar, Social life, Local Politics. and Nazism: Marburg, 1880-1935 (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1986), 24-6; Marburg--the University Town on the River Lahn
(Marburg: Tourist Office of the City of Marburg, [n.d.]).
27 Adelheid von Saldem, 'The Old Mittelstand, 1890-1939: How Backward were the Artisans?"

Central European History 25, no. 1 (1992): 28; Bredt, FamilieBredt, 91-5 and passim.
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Bredt had a somewhat elevated view of who mattered in the middle strata and who
did not. As a scholar, jurist, and member of a prominent Rhenish family, Bredt belonged
to the traditional or "old" Mittelstand of professionals, property owners, and independent
producers. In the 1870s nearly a third of all Germans might have been considered
Mittelstand. By the tum of the century that portion had increased to nearly half. But the
traditional Mittelstand had actually fallen to about one quarter of the population. The
increase in strength came from a burgeoning "new" Mittelstand. The new Mittelst:andler
were low-level bureaucrats and clerks whose numbers expanded rapidly with
industrialization and rationalization. These semi-professional administrators and "whitecollar workers," salaried employees who often earned little more than manual laborers,
manned the growing government bureaucracies, large industrial concerns, and department
and chain stores. Most new Mittelst:andler wished to differentiate themselves from the
proletariat, but they could not escape their working-class roots. Their lack of property,
independence, higher education, or artisanal skills left them suspect in the eyes of the old
Mittelstand. Both working-class and middle-class organizations sought the new
Mittelstand's support, but the workers pursued them more aggressively. Bredt's interests
focused on the traditional Mittelstand. Given his background, it was not surprising that
he did not concern himself with the growing new Mittelstand of clerks and junior
officials. 28
To its members, the old Mittelstand was more than the middle economic class. To
be a Mittelst:andler implied a political and social outlook in common with fellow members
of the estate, even though occupations and income levels could vary considerably. A
28 Thomas

Childers, The Nazi Vote: The Social Foundations of Fascism in Germany, 1919-1933
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 17-9; Jones, "The Dying Middle," 24-5. The
number of white collar workers rose from about half a million in 1881 to about two million in 1907 and
five million in 1925; Bredt, FamilieBredt, 91-5 and passim.
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Mittelstandler was normally politically and socially conservative but often an economic
liberal. As militarism and nationalism grew throughout Germany following unification,
conservative political views appealed more strongly to middle-class Germans. The
Mittelstandler hoped for national consensus based on patriotism and their own
conservative values but preferred to keep national politics separate from their social and
economic life. They supported community and principality with taxes, services, and
leadership. In return they expected consideration for their status and needs. They were
very status-conscious and maintained a life-style that set them apart from workers.
Mittelstandler felt threatened by and looked down on, even despised, the working class.
Because Jewish banks and department stores were thought to be at the root of certain
Mittelstand woes, They were often anti-Semitic. 29 The Mittelstandleremulated the
aristocracy in many respects while maintaining a deferential attitude toward their social
supenors. Old Mittelstandler embodied these values while new Mittelstandler aspired to
do so. 30
The Mittelstand as a whole benefited materially from industrialization and
modernization in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the earliest stages of the
industrial revolution large and expensive machinery was not suited to the small firms
typical of Mittelstand owner-operators, but over time power generators and equipment
shrank in size and cost. Electrification, when it came, gave even the smallest shops
access to power. Between 1875 and 1895 the Mittelstand's productivity increased more
rapidly than for the economy as a whole, and from 1895 to 1907 it kept pace with the

29 For a biographical treatment of one German-Jewish banking family see Ron Chemow's The
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larger economy. Variations in adaptability existed. Not surprisingly, tradesmen such as
horse provenders fared poorly, while others such as metalworkers prospered. Smaller
shops also suffered competition from larger and larger enterprises that formed in the
course of the economic rationalization accompanying industrialization. 3 1
Rapidly expanding industrialization, cartels, and oligopolies in the 1800s caused
social and economic turbulence that shook the "middle estate" and exposed its internal
fragmentation. New conflicts developed, and old ones were exacerbated. While their
enterprises prospered, Mittelstandler were divided occupationally, regionally and
confessionally. Despite a sense of social unity these divisions in tum led to political and
ideological differences. 32 The Mittelstandler did not have an opportunity to adapt
themselves gradually, structurally or psychologically to the effects of industrialization and
economic rationalization. Other groups imposed external stresses. Agrarians--especially
landed aristocrats from East Elbia--were over-represented in the Prussian and national
legislatures and governments, and agriculture was considered more important to the
economy than crafts and small business. The military was able to appeal to the
Mittelstand' s conservatism and patriotism to forward its agenda for increased taxation to
build up armaments. Differing interests with these other groups tended to carry economic
disadvantages for the Mittelstand. 33
Fear of social, economic and political encroachment by the working class and fear
of proletarianization fueled much middle-class activism. Some Mittelstandler considered
compromising with the chief political ideology among workers: Social Democracy.
3 1 Richard Bessel, Germany After the First World War
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Indeed, many Social Democratic leaders came from bourgeois backgrounds. Most
Mittelst:andler believed that even limited acceptance of social democracy would mean a
weakening of their own social status and political influence as well as burdensome taxes
to fund new social spending. The bourgeoisie generally accepted limited, paternalistic
social programs to ease the plight of the poorest Germans, but the idea of social or
political equality with the working class was abhorrent to many Mittelst:andler. 34
The bourgeoisie complained frequent! y about the growing, shifting, threatening
mass of laborers. Polish laborers, a group studied by Bredt, were special targets of fear
and contempt. At the close of the nineteenth century the Kolnische Zeitung, reporting a
strike, characterized" ... the impudence and the dumb stupidity which accompanies all
Polish affairs ... "35 At about the same time, the Frankfurter Zeitung complained that pit
managers did not "do something" about Polish colonies. A few years later, when nearly
two thirds of manual laborers in the Ruhr mining town of Bochum were migrants and
Poles made up nearly a quarter of manual laborers in the Ruhr industrial region, Bredt
wrote on the "Polish Question."36
Through his work and studies, Bredt became familiar with the working class. He
first demonstrated an extensive interest in the working-class in his tour of English
workers' housing. His study of the economic significance and circumstances of Polish
workers in the Ruhr and advocacy for Mittelstand landlords furthered his understanding.
Bredt demonstrated a willingness to consider the problems and perspectives of the
working class and foreign nationals, but his somewhat sympathetic attitude reflected his

34 Craig, Germany. 269-70.

35 As quoted in H. S. F. Hickey, Workers in Imperial Germany: The Miners of the Ruhr(Oxford:
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3 6 Hickey, Workers in Imperial Germany, 24-8, 33-4, 60, 65-7.

17
paternalism and not a want of social conservatism. Twenty years after his academic
studies, Bredt wrote that all bourgeois party leaders feared the masses and, to placate or
perhaps even co-opt the laborers, they paid heed to consumer politics. He added that
socialist ideas impressed themselves on all bourgeois parties to a greater or lesser extent.
Bredt could not accept buying off the working class and felt that the bourgeoisie should
firmly resist socialism. 37
By 1890 the antagonisms between the Mittelstand and its social and political rivals
led to the formulation of goals that included official recognition of the importance of the
middle estate and legal status for a revived organization of guilds. The conflict with the
working class accelerated this process as trade unions attempted to persuade Mittelstand
apprentices and journeymen to stand together in class conflict against a trade's masters.
This poaching worked against the masters' efforts to foster a renewed sense of
corporatism among all levels of craftsmen. 38 Conservative groups in the Reichstag, or
National Assembly, offered Mittelstand organizations some support in order to secure
their allegiance against the workers. Conservatives, including traditional Mittelst:andler,
particularly feared an alliance between the new Mittelstand and socialists or unions. 39
In the face of threats from organized labor and consolidated industries, Bredt' s
Mittelstand was not well positioned or equipped to wield political power. Historically
fragmented in many ways, the Mittelstand suffered instability due to rapid social and
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economic change. United action was difficult to achieve. Nevertheless, national groups
did coalesce and organize, attempting to promote stable conditions and a protected status
for at least their sections of the Mittelstand. Among the most important business
organizations were the General German Craftsmen's League (Allgemeiner Deutscher
Handwerkerbund), established in 1882; the German Central Association for Trade and
Commerce (Deutscher Zentralverbandfar Handel und Gerwerbe), established in 1888;
and the National German Middle-Class Association (Reichsdeutscher
Mittelstan.dsverband), set up in 1911.40 Political organizations included the German
Middle-Class Party (DeutscherMittelstandspartei) of 1895, which had a brief life based
on an anti-Semitic and protectionist program. The better organized German Middle-Class
Association (Deutsche Mittelstandsvereinigung), founded in 1904, managed to seat two
Reichstag representatives in 1907; and the Hansa-Bund, founded by the National Liberals
in 1909 attempted to involve the old Mittelstand politically. These groups produced
limited results.41
Craftsmen found some success in regaining recognition of their skills.
Handwerkskammern, occupational associations, were legally recognized as early as
1877, although without mandatory membership or protected corporate status. In 1908

the Mittelstand won the right to require a Befiihigungsnachweis, a certification in order to
conduct specified trades. The tradesmen themselves established standards and
procedures, so while application of the Befahigungsnachweis was limited, it promoted
corporatism. That same year the Reichstag authorized voluntary Zwangsinnungen, craft

40 Winkler, 'The German Small Business Movement," 3.
41 Martin Schumacher, Mittelstandsfront und Republic: Die Wirtschaftspartei des deutschen
Mittelstands 1919-1933 (Dtisseldorf: Droste Verlag, 1972), 20.
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associations, which may have been encouraging but did not mandate corporate
membership. Thus one part of the Mittelstand advanced its interests. 42
Bredt focused his concern on another segment of the Mittelstand--landlords--and,
at the same time, addressed a pressing social issue that involved his academic interests:
housing. A housing crisis had developed in Germany from 1870 to 1914. During that
period of rapid urbanization Germany's population climbed from forty-one to sixty-one
million persons. By the beginning of the World War twenty-six cities had over 200,000
in population. Those cities were run like corporations, even for profit, and the free
market reigned. 43 During the half-century before the war, about a third of all private
investment went into housing construction, and from 1900 to 1913 developers built an
average of 250,000 dwellings each year. Despite this wave of building, an early
experience with the boom and bust cycle of modem industry created long-lasting riskaversion for developers. Construction lagged behind demand and builders favored higher
cost/higher return residences over low-income dwellings, causing endemic housing
shortages for manual laborers. 44
Low-end housing was crowded and expensive. Meanwhile urban growth
continued, and land speculators and unscrupulous contractors controlled the agenda.
Families rented small, sub-standard apartments, and then often sublet to boarders. Overcrowding reduced the standard of living and encouraged diseases such as cholera,
tuberculosis, typhoid and small-pox. Two exceptions were employer settlements and
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municipal ware-housing. Industry-owned workers' settlements or barracks partly
ameliorated crowding but also robbed workers of independence. Cities sometimes
housed people in public facilities. This half-measure was not terribly successful and
introduced municipal governments to the task of housing workers. When Bredt began
his studies, rents remained high, accommodations dismal, and health questionable, but
conditions began to improve. 4 5
Part of the impetus to build and to improve conditions came from reformers such
as Adolf Damaschke. In 1907 Bredt wrote his second state examination in opposition to
Damaschke' s ideas. Damaschke was a Social Democrat, a teacher, and a writer. His
underlying philosophy was that land was too valuable not to be held by the community. 46
Damaschke led the German Association for Land Reform (Deutscher Bund jllr

Bodenreform), which focused on the improvement of housing. His major published
work was Land Reform: A Fundamental and Historical Approach toward Recognition
and Relief of the Social Crisis. The reform movement inspired cooperatives

(Baugenossenschajten) in which the members pooled their resources and labor to build
housing. By 1914 there were fourteen hundred housing cooperatives, and they had built
one percent of the housing in Berlin. So far as the available records show, Bredt did not
support such groups. Building co-ops, employer settlements and public housing all
competed with private landlords, a significant group within Bredt' s Mittelstand. 47
◊
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POLITICS

Bredt began to champion the Mittelstand just as he left the Prussian administration
for academia, and at that time he also entered politics. In Marburg in 1908, he assisted
with the reelection campaign of the German Conservative representative Max von
Negelein to the Prussian Diet or Abgeordneten/zaus. He thereby laid the foundation for
his own election three years later. Bredt's political sympathies lay with the Free
Conservative, National Liberal and Progressive parties which best represented the
Mittelstand. He probably supported Negelein in consideration of a two hundred mark
civil service salary which Negelein controlled, or perhaps Negelein was simply the best
candidate in Marburg at that time. 48
The German political world that Bredt entered consisted of a melange of national,
regional and local organizations, some political, others economic or social. At the top
was an authoritarian structure headed by the dual-crowned Emperor of Germany and
King of Prussia. From 1871 to 1890, the empire and kingdom were managed for the
Emperor-King by the Imperial Chancellor and Minister-President of Prussia Prince Otto
von Bismarck, Bredt' s early idol. The culture of Bismarck's Germany was rich and
energetic, especially in music, science, and the humanities, and the empire's industrial
growth outstripped that of France and England. But expanding industries and growing
cities caused turmoil, and differences existed regionally and between religious, social and
economic groups.49
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In that climate of growth and conflict various groups organized for political action
and the parties that emerged became regional "Milieuparteien. " 50 Regional parties and
issues often steered national politics until at least the tum of the century. Certain
legislation, most notably budget reform, required passage not only in the Reichstag but
also by the Federal Council of States or Bundesrat, dominated by Prussia. Federalism in
some cases reinforced regionalism. By 1912, milieu parties had formed into successful
national parties, often as reactionary or defensive measures: The Catholic Centre Party,
to protect Roman Catholics from persecution during the Kulturkampf; the Social
Democratic Party, to protect socialists and workers from oppression; the Conservative,
Free Conservative, National Liberal and Progressive parties, partly to oppose the Social
Democrats, partly to support unification, and partly to oppose each other. 51 During the
later Kaiserreich small parties also represented the Danes of northern Schleswig, the
Poles of Posen, and the French of annexed Alsace and Lorraine. 52
The large and diverse national bourgeois parties required provocative leaders in
order to expand nationally. The "notables" who led most parties, aristocrats and
bourgeois elite of "wealth, good birth, virtue, education," 53 included the Bredts. Not
only had Johann Victor's father founded a regional branch of the Free Conservative
50 Gerhard A. Ritter, 'The Social Bases of the German Political Parties, 1867-1920," in Elections,
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Party, but one of his uncles served as chairman of the National Liberal Party in
Barmen. 54 The Bredts believed that they led by right of property, education, and station,
but their sense of superiority contributed to a disconnection from their constituents. By
the late nineteenth century, expansion of the franchise and the entry of more petty
bourgeois and socialists into politics had reduced the influence of "notables," but men
such as Johann Victor Bredt still considered the bourgeoisie best suited among the classes
for government service. Bredt' s first party, the small but influential Free Conservative
Party, included many notables in government positions but had a small total
membership. 55
The Free Conservative Party, founded fifty years before, was an off-shoot of the
German Conservative Party. 56 It was sometimes called the National Party (Reichsparte1),
a name that Bredt tried to revive during the Republic. The Free Conservative Party
brought together men like Bredt who, while conservative, were also progressive. They
appreciated the needs and opportunities of industry and commerce. Party members
served in Bismarck's government, and his authority, coupled with seeming modernity,
had appealed to them greatly. The Free Conservatives stood in opposition to the Social
Democrats and, on some points, opposed the Catholic Centre Party. Strongest in Silesia
and the Rhineland, the Free Conservatives often voted with the German Conservatives
and the National Liberals. By 1912 the party had declined considerably from its peak
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under Bismarck, but it was still a healthy organization. 57 Bredt' s choice of the Free
Conservative Party indicated his filial loyalty as well as his ideology and hinted at a desire
to enlarge his role by acting with a small troupe.
The larger parties which Bredt might have joined were the German Conservatives
and the National Liberals. The German Conservatives, on the extreme right, represented
Prussia, the aristocracy, and landed property. Their dominant position in Prussia, strong
military ties, and support from the royal house ensured them considerable influence, but
Bredt' s progressivism and his bourgeois business orientation did not mesh with the
Conservative ideology. 58 The National Liberal Party more closely matched Bredt' s
politics. The party membership consisted of the wealthy, educated bourgeoisie. They
supported unification; centralized, constitutional and secular government; laissez-faire
economics; and material progress. The party was strongest in the industrial Ruhr, Baden,
Saxony, and Hanover. 59 Although Bredt shared many views with the membership of
this party, he leaned more to the conservative than the liberal side of bourgeois politics.
His father's example encouraged him to support the much smaller Free Conservative
Party, but it was Bredt's own politics which determined his course. 60
The remaining bourgeois party could not have interested Bredt except in the
intellectual exercise of considering all parties. The Progressive Party represented the
interests of business, social liberalism, and parliamentary government. The Progressives
held views close to those of the National Liberals, but were more critical of the
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government and the military. By the time Bredt entered national politics the Progressives
could muster little strength in the Reichstag. 61
Within this political mixture, Bredt first campaigned for a seat in the Prussian Diet
in the summer of 1910. Since the previous year Marburgers had been unhappy with their
representative, Dr. Karl Bohme, and Bredt came forward as a candidate to replace him.
Although Bredt amassed the support of the provincial assembly, the county commission,
local Conservatives, the Agrarian League, the senior government official
(Regierungspriisident) in Kassel, and the Free Conservative Party's national leader,

Bohme refused to step down and ended Bredt' s hopes. Later that year he was elected to
the Marburg city council by a congregation of businessmen, landlords, craftsmen and
bureaucrats which foreshadowed his future national constituency. Eventually Bredt
became the city council's chairman, but national politics continued to attract him. 62
Unexpectedly, Bredt had a second opportunity to campaign for the Prussian Diet
in 1911, when Marburg' s representative von Negelein, the man Bredt had helped elect
three years previously, died in an accident. Interrupting a tour of American universities,
Bredt returned to Marburg, where a committee of independent conservatives nominated
him for the position by a vote of 146:34. The support Bredt had gathered during the
failed campaign to unseat Bohme bore fruit, and on 28 June 1911 he won a special
election to the Prussian Diet with 81 % of the vote. 63
Just seven months later Bredt ran for election to the Reichstag. In the January
primary election Bredt captured a respectable number of votes but was defeated; in the
run-off election he supported the German Conservative candidate against the Centre
61 Ibid., 64, %, 156, 166-9.
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Party. Thereafter, Bredt divided his time between the Diet, the Marburg town council,
and lecturing at Phillips University. 64
Bredt joined the Prussian Diet during the winter recess of 1911-1912; he entered
the plenum as the representative for Marburg on 27 January 1912. For "two full winters"
he sat on the Tax Committee and first spoke in plenum, about taxation, on 4 February
1912. Aggressively seeking means to serve his district, Bredt supported a bill to advance
rail links for towns like Marburg, and fought against the opening of a new university in
Frankfurt. He also served, starting in June 1913, on the Property Credit Committee.
Johann Victor Bredt seemed to be a rising star in the Free Conservative Party. He
established a reputation as a sharp intellect, a good speaker, and a man of conviction. But
Bredt did not walk the halls of the Diet long before his budding career was interrupted by
Imperial Germany's most difficult passage: the Great War. 65
◊

AUGUST 1914ANDBREDT'S WAR

Johann Victor Bredt entered the Prussian Diet at a time when Europe was poised
for war. The size of armies and armaments had expanded throughout Europe, but Bredt
had missed military service as a youth. That omission affected his social standing and,
possibly, his self-image. A year after his election to the Diet, he remedied the situation by
gaining a reserve commission. He then trained with the Imperial Volunteer Automobile
Corps in the summer of 1913. Thus his first time in uniform came at age thirty-four.

64 Schumacher, Brech, 10-15; Craig, Germany, 290-2.

6 5 Bredt, FamilieBredt, 211; Schumacher, Brech, 11-12,15.

27

That September, as a staff officer in Xlth Corps, he took part in three days of the annual
imperial maneuvers. Bredt was thrilled by the experience. 66
Nine months later a Serbian patriot shot the heir to the throne of the AustroHungarian Empire. Bredt learned of the Archduke's assassination on 28 June 1914 while
waiting between lectures with a university colleague in Marburg. Neither he nor his
associates thought it meant war. Bredt wrote that because the Kaiser knew "what was at
stake, ... it would never come to war." As his university work continued "one thought
sooner about anything else than about war." Then Germany ordered mobilization on 1
August 1914, and from that time on he "thought of nothing else but war." Ordered to
report to headquarters Xlth Army Corps at Kassel by the fifth day of mobilization, he
stayed a day in Marburg, then went to church on 2 August with his mother. When
informed that England had declared war on Germany, it hit him like "a slug in the gut."67
A war at sea against England was hopeless. Germany's violation of Belgian neutrality
also troubled him. However, his optimism soon returned and with it his confidence in
German victory.68
Bredt, as a member of the Automobile Corps, became a courier for Xlth Corps
headquarters under the command of General Otto von Pltiskow. At first the corps
marched west as part of General von Hausen' s Third Army,69 but it was quickly ordered
to East Prussia in response to a surprisingly rapid Russian mobilization. Bredt himself
delivered Xlth Corps' detachment order to General von Hausen at Third Army
66 Schumacher, Bredt, 12.
67 Schumacher, Bredt, 12-13; Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 131-2.
68 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 99. See also Martin Gilbert, The First World War: A Complete History
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headquarters. Von Hausen, located in the fort at Rocroi, reacted with "an explosion of
anger and consternation." Bredt wrote later that "I could not then foresee that I had
reported the fact which, in the [final analysis], brought about our defeat on the Marne."70
Although the troops of Xlth Corps did not arrive in East Prussia until after the
German victory at Tannenberg, 71 they attacked the Russians on 9 September during the
Battle of the Masurian Lakes. The twin battles destroyed one Russian army and defeated
a second. Bredt was among the 100,000 casualties von Hindenburg's force suffered in
the second engagement. On 12 September, near Darkehman, East Prussia, Bredt was
shot through the shoulder and his lower jaw bone was crushed, probably by an exploding
artillery shell. His active campaigning ended after little more than a month of service.
Evacuated through Konigsberg to Marburg, he then returned to Berlin. Following a rapid
recovery, on 22 October in Prussia's Diet Bredtjoined enthusiastically in three cheers for
the Kaiser. 72
Four months into a war expected to last just six weeks, Bredt' s nervousness as
Xlth Corps departed the western theater had proven to be well-founded. By December
the western line had stabilized from Switzerland to the English channel--a line drawn first
with exhausted soldiers, then with trenches and barbed wire. Germany's "six week war"
was far from over. But the battle fought by Hindenburg-Ludendorff in Prussia provided
a victory and heroes. They were idolized, and Germans looked to their 'miraculous'
70 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 99-100. For pre-war and 1914 war plans see Robert B. Asprey, The
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victory as a signal of God's favor and the two generals' brilliance. 73 The more
significant results of the battle were not military, but moral. The German people's belief
in victory and in the army was maintained, and the twin saviors of East Prussia would
later lead the Reich. In the months while Bredt recuperated, German and AustroHungarian armies swept across southern Poland towards Warsaw, capturing much of
Russian-Poland. Prussia took over administration of the captured region. 74
Five months after Bredt' s injury, the Chief of the Office of the Civil Government
of Poland invited him to serve as a District Commander in the civil administration of the
occupied lands. Bredt accepted and on 6 March 1915 left for his first posting, a small
town in southwest Poland near German Silesia. That summer, after the German capture
of Warsaw, he was selected to administer a large and important district, Czestochowa,
where he remained for over two years. 7 5
The Civil Government of Poland operated in a manner familiar to Bredt from his
previous career in the Prussian civil service. The army's field organization maintained a
separate administration in the recently conquered lands. Although military officers
headed both administrations, the relationship between the civil occupation and the field
army was not always cordial. At Bredt's first post the army occupied the old Russian
administration building and also the town hall, so Bredt worked out of a factory. 76
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As if in peacetime Prussia, Breclt ran his districts paternalistically but fairly. Late
in 1915, against the wishes of the German regional administration, Bredt dispatched
surplus foodstuffs from his district to two Polish cities where food shortages had become
a problem. Bredt hoped to minimize ill feelings between the occupiers and their subjects,
but he did not place Polish sensibilities above the German war effort. Without recourse
to forced transportation, Bredt recruited 11,248 Poles from his district to work in upper
Silesia. He attempted to find reasonable compromises and long-term solutions to satisfy
both Polish and German needs. 77
Up to a point, Bredt considered Polish wishes in local government. Placed over
two districts with 400,000 Polish citizens, Bredt installed a "trustworthy" Polish city
government--excepting the Prussian mayor. He disregarded instructions from the
Prussian education office and allowed a Polish Gymnasium to continue issuing the
Abitur. When a county ordinance on the Prussian model was introduced in occupied
Poland, the Poles refused to vote for representatives because they had no say in the
political restructuring. Nevertheless, Bredt appointed Poles to a county commission and
local assembly. Then, after Bredt agreed to give some budgetary control to the Poles, a
directive stipulated that all funds would be controlled and distributed by the Germans'
central administration in Warsaw. The Poles of Czestochowa lost hope in selfgovernment and did not cooperate further with Bredt. 78
These and other problems eroded Bredt' s confidence in the Prussian and military
ruling elites. On 27 June 1917 Vice-Chancellor Helfferich visited Czestohowa, and Bredt
took the opportunity to tell him that German administration in Poland was too severe and
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was creating an opposition. Bredt suggested that Germany should allow the Poles limited
self-government. He grew increasingly frustrated as Prussia advanced a scheme to create
a dependent "Kingdom of Poland." Bredt desired an end to his work in Poland. The
central administration approved his transfer to the replacement battalion of the 2nd Guards
Regiment in Berlin. Bredt ended his duties 26 October and departed Poland on 5
November 1917. 79
In Poland, Bredt displayed managerial skill and a noteworthy humanity. He
provided materiel for Germany while ministering to the local population. He accepted
Poles as administrators of their own affairs. Bredt felt strongly enough about
governmental responsibility and self-administration to modify his feelings toward the
Prussian ruling class and to leave a prestigious post in which he had been successful.
The unreasoning conservative attitude further affected Bredt's position on Germany's
political structure. He began to feel that Prussians and particularly the conservative
agrarians should not have disproportionate political influence.
Despite his reservations about the Polish occupation, Bredt shortly began work on
a draft constitution for another satellite state. While serving in Czestochowa, the
constitutional expert Bredt had already drafted a constitution for the Grand Duchy of
Mecklenburg. 80 He enjoyed that experience so much that when he learned of a proposed
new state in Lithuania, Courland, and Belorussia--to be known as Neuland--he solicited
an invitation to write the constitution. In lieu of soldiering and civil administration, Bredt
found state-crafting a rewarding outlet for his academic and political talents. The
opportunity to put his own conservative-progressive stamp on a new state was also
79
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compelling. Two weeks after leaving Poland Bredt reported to the Superior Headquarters
East (Oberost) at Kowno, in Lithuania, and began work. 81
After traveling through Courland, Lithuania, and the Polish districts and visiting
Baltic-German nobles who resided on large, well-kept estates, Bredt developed the idea
of "attaching" these lands to the Reich through aristocratic ties. In order to conform to the
federation of monarchies that constituted the Kaiserreich, Bredt suggested that the King
of Saxony should have suzerainty. In this way Neuland would "attached" or angegliedert
to the Reich. According to his plan an autonomous government would administer the
region, with a lower assembly, elected by equal suffrage, checked by an upper chamber
of Germanic lords and landholders. As in Poland, the German occupiers had already
organized local bodies of self-government as window dressing for the German colonialmilitary administration. After Bredt completed his draft constitution in spring 1918 the
government refused to accept it, and the whole affair came to naught in August when
control of the region reverted to 8th Army Headquarters. The fate of Bredt' s Neuland
constitution reflected his own ambivalence, the wider confusion over German war aims,
and the intensifying civil-military government conflict in the waning days of the war. 82
◊
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WAR AIMS

When war broke out in 1914 most Germans felt that they were defending
themselves against foreign aggression. Enthusiasm for a quick victory over France and
defense against Russia included all classes. 83 But whether, like Bredt, they joined the
colors for the honor and protection of the Reich, or, like the General Staff, planned a
preemptive campaign to humble France and Russia, once the war began Germans high
and low desired to make Germany secure in the future. The mildest projects called for
economic returns and security through a customs union. Liberals such as Friedrich
Naumann, Theodor Heuss, Carl Bosch and Walter Rathenau thought in these terms. But
most proposals called for annexations in Eastern Europe, Western Europe, and colonial
Africa. Some plans also called for indemnities and pensions for German officers. The
most grandiose imagined a German Empire stretching from French Boulogne to Courland
in Latvia. As the war progressed, the loss of life and wealth encouraged many to seek
greater recompense. Those few who objected and called for a quick end to the war
without annexations were mostly workers and some intellectuals, "especially people who
were religiously motivated." Bredt had become involved in these issues while serving in
Poland. 84
Already on 5 December 1915, at a party congress held in Berlin, the Free
Conservatives had discussed the aims of the war. Siegfried von Kardorff, one of Bredt' s
first acquaintances in the party, had stated that victory was not possible and proposed a
peace settlement on the basis of Europe's previous borders. The majority, including
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Bredt, had opposed Kardorff at that time. Bredt himself spoke in favor of annexations
and compensation for Germany. In hindsight, Bredt realized that it was in Berlin in
August 1915, just four months before the party congress and shortly before his
assignment to Czestochowa, that he first saw signs of demoralization among soldiers and
civilians. He remembered shirkers and young men with immunity from service who
lacked gratitude for old Prussia. Then on 9 February 1916, when Bredt first heard of a
recommendation for unrestricted submarine warfare, he felt that Germany must be in
terrible straits to use such "devilish" methods. He doubted the navy's capability to defeat
England at sea. On land the Battle of the Somme was progressing at a cost of some
140,000 casualties. That summer Austria suffered defeat in Galicia and Italy. Bredt
wrote to his mother that the Hohenzollern were facing their Bunzelwitz. At that Silesian
town, during the Seven Years War, Frederick the Great's army of 55,000 men had been
surrounded by a combined army of 130,000 Austrians and Russians. The Prussian
soldier-king had extricated himself when his enemies lost courage and divided their
forces. Bredt must have wondered how the Kaiser and his warlords could duplicate the
earlier feat. 85
That same summer Bredt had a chance to discuss war aims with the Chancellor.
On 5 June 1916 Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg suffered a violent attack in the Reichstag
for his moderate position on territorial annexations. The manner of the Pan-Germans'
attack outraged Bredt who wrote to Bethmann Hollweg from Poland and assured him of
his support. During Bredt's next trip to Berlin, 23 June, he met with Bethmann Hollweg
for a discussion. Bethmann Hollweg said that the Pan-Germans, certain of a German
victory, ruined every possibility of peace through their insistence on maximum
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annexations. By that point in time Bredt's view was similar to Bethmann Hollweg' s;
they agreed on many controversial points, including opposition to unrestricted submarine
warfare and unease with the expanding military influence on civil and political affairs. 86
Thereafter Bredt took a decisive step. He urged the Free Conservatives to take a position
for the Chancellor and against the Pan-Germans. There was much opposition, but
several men supported Bredt, including Kardorff. They then persuaded Octavio von
Zedlitz, the party chairman almost continuously for three decades, to adopt this position.
The BerlinerZeitung reported on 25 June 1916, that "Zedlitz opposes the fall of the
Chancellor." Bredt' sfeelings about the war evolved gradually, but once determined to
support the Chancellor he acted decisively. He also demonstrated his ability to sway his
peers. In accepting Bredt' s position the Free Conservatives risked offending many of
their conservative and patriotic constituents.
Bredt remained the Chancellor's supporter until the crisis generated by the Peace
Resolution that resulted in Bethmann Hollweg' s forced resignation in July 1917. While
the Kaiser and his military leaders ultimately jettisoned Bethmann Hollweg for failing to
block the Reichstag's peace proposal, Bredt withdrew his support because the Chancellor
"vacillated" and failed to strongly promote it. Bredt later reflected that "A word from
Bethmann Hollweg still often comes to mind. He said by way of farewell: 'If you come
now to the House, then read once more the chapter in Bismarck's Reflections and
Memories: 'Break with the Conservatives.' Then you will understand what courage

means to me. " 87 In this episode Bredt displayed perplexing short-sightedness and
naivete. The Chancellor needed support and encouragement in pursuing peace against the
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wishes of Hindenburg and Ludendorff; Bredt, and his party, could have provided such
succor. Bredt chose to withdraw his support, despite an agreement in principle, because
he disagreed with the method that Bethmann Hollweg followed in his attempt to stay in
power. 88
Bredt' s position may have stemmed from his knowledge of the military fragility
of the alliance with Austria-Hungary. Shortly after the United States' declaration of war
against Germany and her allies, Bredt met the Hungarian Minister-President Count Tisza
and the Austro-Hungarian Foreign Minister Count Czemin in Budapest. When Bredt
asked Tisza about the course of the war, the Count restrained himself and ended the
conversation. In a separate discussion, Count Czernin said Austria-Hungary was at the
end of its strength. Although Germany was not yet broken, Czernin pondered what
would happen when the United States weighed in with three million men and copious war
material? Bredt went back to his room depressed. He agreed with Czernin that the
German people did not see the seriousness of the situation. 89
Back in Germany Bredt could not get others to understand and accept his view on
Germany's declining prospects in the war. Yet he was surprised when, talking to reserve
officers en route to the front, they were not eager to fight "for the people in Berlin." He
saw breaches opening between narrow-minded leaders, especially conservative
Prussians, and other Germans who sacrificed for the war effort without a sustaining
sense of purpose. Upper-bourgeois professionals, who filled the ranks of the reserve
officer corps, and petty bourgeois and workers who manned the trenches and garrisons,
all displayed increasing disillusionment. Although the most effective forums would not
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appear until after the war, Breclt already saw a necessity to educate the German people
about the conduct of the war. He also felt a growing need to change the political
relationship between Prussia's military overlords and their subjects. 90
◊

PRUSSIAN VOTING RIGIITS

What could Bredt do? On the heels of the 'turnip winter,' American entry into the
war, and the confrontational war-aims debate, the Kaiser had promised reform of the
Prussian voting system in his Easter message of 1917. For over sixty years, Prussia's
three-tier voting system had distributed votes according to wealth. The small upper tier
received a third of all votes, the propertied bourgeoisie another third, and the mass of
poor men the last third. This division resulted in disproportionate strength for the landed,
conservative aristocrats, a relatively proportionate voice for the more liberal bourgeoisie
(including Bredt' s Free Conservatives), and drastic under-representation for workingclass men and their Socialist representatives. The Reich had equal suffrage and the
Reichstag was less conservative than the Prussian Diet, but Prussian Conservatives
hindered liberalism and socialism throughout Germany via domination of the upper
house, the Bundesrat, which could block constitutional reform and other legislation.
Bredt made Prussian voting reform his cause. 91
Although Bethmann Hollweg had advocated universal male suffrage, his
successor, Georg Michaelis, under the influence of Hindenburg and Ludendorff,
retreated from this position. As Bredt divined a shattering breakdown in the future, he
9o
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called on the government to take up the matter of voting reform and
parliamentarianization, "before it was too late" to save the monarchy. Although Bredt
favored complete equality, he hoped that Free Conservative party chairman von Zedlitz,
with his past record of successful compromises, might find a solution on the voting rights
issue. He soon learned that Zedlitz equated unequal voting rights with patriotism,
security and prudent financial management. In July, Otto von Dewitz, a Free
Conservative member of the Diet, discouraged Bredt from pursuing increased
democratization, let alone equal suffrage. He pointed out that true democracy would
greatly strengthen the Social Democrats and implied that Bredt risked a bright future as
one of the party's leaders. 92
Bredt kept his feelings to himself for some weeks after von Dewitz' s
communication, but disappointed with the leadership of his party, he wrote in the Post
on 21 November 1917, "We want to stay Free Conservative, but what is our political
future? Show some leadership! Clear the air!" Zedlitz repudiated Bredt as a spokesman
for the party in the next day's paper. One week later Bredt suggested that one must either
accept or reject equal voting rights outright. There was no middle ground. The party did
not heed his call. The Free-Conservatives' "inglorious" support of unequal voting rights
in Prussia disillusioned Bredt and weakened his loyalty. 93
When formal debates on the Prussian suffrage began 30 April 1918, Bredt's
views were well known. When Count Antonius Spee of the Centre Party solicited
Bredt' s vote for the equal suffrage, Bredt decided to follow his own conscience. As
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voting proceeded on 2 May the Free Conservatives voted "Nein!" Bredt "loudly and
powerfully shouted Ja!" Journalists' pencils flew. Three other Free Conservatives voted
yes, including von Kardorff, but the measure was defeated 183-235. Bredt' s fellow
officers reproached him that night in the officer's mess, but later one of their number
slipped him a note saying "I too would have voted for equal voting rights." Bredt was
told that, for his vote, he was now beloved by the common soldiers. Reflecting on the
Prussian Conservatives' defeat of equal suffrage, Bredt remarked that "in ten years we
will see who was right ...

"94

Kardorff left the party, while Bredt stayed on, sitting out sessions. The Marburg
City Council asked him to explain himself, but he put them off and returned to Kowno,
"where he found more understanding for his vote" and where he labored to provide some
autonomy to a conquered people. Bredt considered his call for equal suffrage his political
high point. Never again would he feel such certainty. He thought that the war was lost
and the German nation faced heavy shocks. This measure had been the only way to
preserve the Hohenzollern and political legitimacy. Few conservative Germans analyzed
Germany's plight and arrived at Bredt' s conclusion. He gambled that drastic
constitutional reform would preserve Prussia and the Reich once the war was lost. Here
Bredt boldly demonstrated his capacity for critical analysis and independent action. The
unpopularity of his position among his peers did not prevent the patriot Bredt from
promoting an action that many nationalists considered treasonous. In the officers' mess
his defeatist views became so well known that he did not bother with circumspection. 95
◊
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DEFEAT AND REVOLlTI10N

The defeat of equal voting rights came at the hands of Germans who, unlike
Bredt, still believed in the possibility of victory. They were soon disabused of their
triumphant visions. Unrestricted submarine warfare did not defeat Britain; fresh
American troops daily reinforced the Allied Powers; the German army's violent spring
offensives on the western front exhausted German reserves without achieving decisive
results. On 8 August the Allies pierced the "Hindenburg Line," Germany's main defense
in France. Following that "black day of the German Army," 96 hopes of victory shattered
with a resounding crash. At a conference at the Army High Command in Spa, Belgium,
on 28 September, Hindenburg and Ludendorff finally admitted defeat and the necessity of
reform. They insisted that Prince Max von Baden97 assume the Chancellorship and
immediately request an armistice of President Woodrow Wilson. 98
The abrupt call for armistice on 3 October shocked Germans of all classes,
paralyzed the German establishment and shook the imperial regime. Police forces and
garrisons were stunned. Workers now struck in rapidly growing numbers, in raucous
assemblies, and with shouts directed not only against the war but against the monarchy as
well. This increasing tendency was not entirely isolated to the working class or
Socialists, and Wilson added urgency to calls for abdication when it appeared he would
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not negotiate while Kaiser Wilhelm II held the throne. Further, the Allies demanded, not
a respite, but capitulation. 99
Prince Max and others hoped to satisfy the Allies with constitutional reform while
retaining the monarchy and the ante-bell um German Empire, less the French provinces of
Alsace and Lorraine. 100 In the first week of October the government prepared reform
laws that would provide equal suffrage in Prussia and introduce parliamentary
government all over Germany. On 22 October Bredt visited the Reichstag and listened to
Prince Max urge its members to pass the reforms, which they proceeded to do that week.
Near him in the chamber Bredt heard the Socialist representative Adolph Hoffman
respond, saying "Too late, too late! You should have done that much sooner. Now it
will not serve you." 101 Indeed, the representatives had returned from their recess only to
receive President Wilson's stem note of 23 October that demanded the Kaiser's
departure. 102
Bredt met the Kaiser in the WilhelmstraBe on 26 October. The Kaiser spoke
briefly to Bredt, who was in uniform, questioning him about his wound while tapping
Bredt with his baton. Later, the only words which Bredt would clearly recall were the
Kaiser's declaration that he was relying on "the mercy of royal justice"--in other words,
that he would accept the terms of the armistice. Bredt reported this remark to his fellow
representatives in the Diet; it was their first notice of the imminent surrender. On 29
October the Kaiser left Berlin for Army Headquarters in Belgium. Bredt later recalled that
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as a boy he had seen Bismarck's final departure, via the south gate of Berlin, and as a
man he observed the Kaiser take his leave via the north gate. 103
On 29 October, the same day the Kaiser left Berlin, a naval mutiny broke out
protesting the order to make a final sortie against the English fleet. The mutiny soon
turned into a rebellion. 104 The rebellion, quickly evolving into revolution, reached Berlin
with Bredt on hand to witness the unfolding drama. On 9 November, en route to his
garrison, he saw school-age recruits of his replacement battalion guarding the Spree Way,
"with discipline." Trucks and autos heavily laden with men and machine guns raced
through the streets, and various units and barracks flew the red flag. Bredt switched into
mufti and headed for the Reichstag. The red flag was flying there too. While the "hurlyburly" made it difficult to tell, he thought the Majority Socialists were running things, not
communists. In Prussia a Majority Socialist government, led by Max Hoffman and
Konrad Haenisch, attempted to assume control. They hoped to forestall a communist
revolution under Karl Liebknecht. 1 05
When the Hohenzollern dynasty came to an end, the Majority Socialists also
assumed leadership of the national government. Friedrich Ebert, head of the Social
Democratic party, received the seals of office from Prince Max. Ebert originally
contemplated a constitutional monarchy, but events ran ahead of him. The communists,
under Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxembourg, had occupied the palace and called for "all
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executive, legislative and judicial power to the workers' and soldiers' soviets. " 106
Philipp Scheidemann, the second ranking Majority Socialist, attempted to head off
Liebknecht and Luxembourg by appealing to that "hurly-burly" mass of citizens that
Bredt encountered at the Reichstag. Scheidemann ended his speech with the words
"Long live the great German Republic!" The masses hailed the Republic. The new state
called into being by Scheidemann on 9 November inaugurated a provisional government
of Socialists, led by Friedrich Ebert. A convention of Soldiers' and Workers Councils',
steered by the Majority Socialists, called for national elections to a Constitutional
Assembly. 107
As Berlin stumbled through collapse and revolution Bredt gave a thought to his
future, with comic opera results. It occurred to Dr. Bredt that the Kaiser's departure
threatened his academic standing. As King of Prussia, Wilhelm appointed full
professors, a distinction Bredt had yet to achieve. On the morning of 9 November Bredt
had gone to the Ministry of Culture and urged Carl Becker, 108 the King's advisor for
Prussian universities and Bredt' s friend, to secure his appointment. Bredt wrote that
Becker knew "I now had only one wish--to get the King's signature--so long as there still
was a King." 109 Walking out of the Ministry at noon, he had seen posted in the window
an announcement of Wilhelm's abdication. Still mulling over the apparently abrupt end to
his academic hopes, he could hear people singing the Marseillaise as he watched a train
bedecked with red flags steam into the city. Persevering, Bredt met with the acting
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Minister of Culture, the Majority Socialist Konrad Haenisch. 110 Bredt and Haenisch had
known each other well as delegates to the Prussian Diet. Haenisch chuckled and told
Bredt that "I regret with all my heart that I can no longer get your King's signature for
you. But if you will make do with the signature of a Social Democratic minister, then it
pleases me to be at your disposal." Bredt' s appointment as a full professor occurred over
the signature of the Majority Socialist Minister of Culture on 5 December 1918. Gunfire
in the street forced Bredt to exit the ministry by the cellar. 111 The German Empire was
no more.
◊

NEW POLITICAL PARTIES

The collapse of empire and the call for a constituent assembly led to the
organization of new political parties. On 24 November 1918 a call appeared in the
Kreuzzeitung to form a new party in which Conservatives, Free Conservatives, Social

Christians and like-minded men could find a home. This was the German National
People's Party, which replaced the defunct Conservative and Free Conservative parties.
The organizers had asked Dr. Bredt and Siegfried Kardorff to write a party program
adapted to the new political situation. Bredt accepted; perhaps he hoped to tum the new
party toward more support of the Mittelstand. 112
The rapid changes following defeat and revolution further unsettled a Mittelstand
already suffering from old divisions and the strains of war. The Mittelstand felt neither
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secure nor settled by President Ebert' s efforts, let alone empowered by republican forms.

It retained its old divisions, conceits and prejudices, while the revolution heightened old
fears. Religion and patriotism remained important Mittelstand values. Most
Mittelst:andler felt strong sentiment for monarchy. The feeling most commonly shared
among the bourgeoisie was fear: fear of socialism, the working class, social anarchy,
and economic decline. The political constellations forming in the wake of revolution
appealed to this divided and confused middle strata. 113
When conservatives asked Bredt and Kardorff to pen a call to found the party,
they attempted to adapt to the new electoral situation. Orlow wrote that "the authors of
the proclamation were obviously still influenced by the shock of the revolution," but it
was the sponsors who acted out of character, not Bredt. In the proclamation Bredt called
for moderation and cooperation in necessary reform of the political and economic
structure. The German Nationalists, through Bredt, accepted parliamentary government,
protected civil liberties, and respected private property. They supported limited land
reform, an expansion of welfare, and recognized the workers' right to form unions. The
party demanded the preservation of Prussia. All of this anticipated a need to appeal to a
mass of revolutionized voters in the elections to the Constituent Assembly scheduled for
January 1919. In the elections to the Constituent Assembly, conducted under the new
system of party lists and proportional representation, Bredt listed third on a ballot in
Hessen-Nassau. He campaigned little and did not visit the district at all. Not
surprisingly, he failed to win election. 114
◊

113 Jones, 'The Dying Middle," 45-7.
114 Orlow, Prussia. 1918-1925, 16-17.

46

THE WEIMAR CONSTITUTION AND TREATY OF VERSAILLES
This setback did not mean that Bredt had no influence on the projected
constitution. Even before elections to the Constituent Assembly the Democrat Hugo
PreuB, a Berlin Professor of Constitutional Law and new State Secretary, 115 asked Bredt
to join the Reich's Interior Ministry and share in drafting a republican constitution. Like
Bredt, PreuB had studied constitutional reform during the war and had presented a paper
to Bethmann Hollweg demonstrating how Germany could bring about democratic reform
within the monarchical system. Although Bredt initially told PreuB that he and the
German Nationalists opposed the provisional government, he quickly put aside his
loyalties to the party in order to work on a new constitution with his friend PreuB.
Drafting his own constitution modeled on his wartime work on Mecklenburg and
Neuland, Bredt then assembled a group of distinguished persons to review and endorse
it, but this draft received little attention. 116
Instead PreuB published his own draft in the midst of the election campaign; Bredt
thought little of it, and claimed that PreuB' draft was poorly worked out. It could serve
only as a starting point for discussion. Because Bredt' s own effort was dismissed, one
detects some pique in his criticism of PreuB' work. The two men might have
collaborated, as their political outlook was closer than Bredt indicated, and PreuB had
asked for help, not competition.117
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A committee in the Interior Ministry chipped away at PreuB' work, and the
Constitutional Assembly further modified it. It rejected the scheme to reduce the size and
power of Prussia and to vest more power in the central government. Even Bredt agreed
that Germany would benefit from more central and unified direction. The representatives
added several articles intended to address specific interest groups. Bredt' s middle class
could look to Article 164: "The independent middle class in agriculture, trade and crafts
is to be supported in legislation and administration and protected from over taxation and
assimilation." 118 This vague article, by itself, had little value. Only laws and rulings
would determine the nature of protection and consideration afforded the middle class.
Other articles offered similar assurances to workers and groups whose interests did not
coincide with those of the middle class. While the constitutional convention pondered
such questions, the Allies were meeting in Paris, apportioning blame, dividing spoils,
and assigning punishments.
The principal Allied Powers determined the fate of Germany and Europe at the
Paris Peace Conference of 1919. They did not invite the Germans. France and England
orchestrated the European settlement, guided by wartime emotions, promises and
propaganda. The result was a peace of retribution in which France attempted to secure
herself by emasculating Germany. British negotiators felt compelled to support France in
stripping Germany of land and weaponry and in imposing heavy reparations. The first
German delegation called to sign the treaty would not do so, and the Weimar Republic's
first government resigned. The second delegation signed the Treaty of Peace on 28 June
1919. The most onerous clause, Article 231, saddled Germany with responsibility for

118 Weimar Constitution, article 164.
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starting the war, and subsequent clauses detailed how Germany must begin to
compensate the Allies, although without setting a final sum. 119
Bredt did not comment directly on the Treaty of Versailles in his memoirs.
Perhaps, living and writing in the late 1930s, he had drilled himself too thoroughly in
tactful silence. He sheds some light on his view by recounting the response to lectures on
the Treaty that he presented to German Nationalist students in Marburg, probably
between late 1919 and early 1920. Bredt wrote that he refrained from constantly referring
to the Treaty as a "shameful peace, scandal and disgrace." When he was officially asked
to "speak more sharply" (he does not reveal whether by the German Nationalists or
Philipps University), he decided instead to forego lecturing on the Treaty.1 20 He also
wrote, when commenting on Gustav Stresemann's foreign policy, that "it was entirely
clear to me that since the lost war we could achieve nothing with mere words of protest,
as one heard from the German Nationals." Although Bredt accepted the Treaty of
Versailles as a fait accompli, he nevertheless believed in using "all means" to bring about
an end to the terms of the treaty . 121
◊

RUPTURE WITH THE GERMAN NATIONAL PEOPLE'S PARTY

Disgruntlement with the treaty caused a serious attack on the Republic in March
1920. Germany had remained unsettled throughout the post-revolutionary years. The
Allies occupied the Rhineland and other points, and eastern territories were shorn from
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Germany. Fighting raged between Poles and Germans in the east. Bavaria suffered
through a red coup and then a conservative reaction. The (nominally) 100,000 man
Versailles Army held itself aloof from the fighting but supported rightist units with
weapons, equipment, and training. The French attempted to apply the military strictures
of Versailles to paramilitary groups. The congruence of events led to a conservative coup
attempt that erupted on 13 March 1920. Dr. Wolfgang Kapp, the "chancellor", and the
Putsch's military head, General von Luttwitz, lashed out at the Republic without having
any workable substitute. Led by disenchanted monarchists and backed by Freikorps
units, the Kapp Putsch forced the legitimate government to flee Berlin and unmasked the
Reichswehr' s reluctance to defend the Republic against armed rightists. 122
In Marburg when the Putsch broke out Bredt was called to the office of Landrat
Max von Loewenstein, the county executive responsible to the Prussian government. En
route Bredt called the local chair of the Social Democratic Party to ask him to refrain from
a general strike in Marburg. The local Social Democratic agent was suspicious of Bredt,
as was the local Reichswehr commander, whom Bredt also tried to influence. Upon
arrival at von Loewenstein's office he said "we must now as the county committee simply
take the reins in hand and rule here on our own initiative." Bredt telegraphed the
provincial president of Hesse-Nassau that this ad hoc executive committee would act on
the basis of the constitution. All members agreed that they meant the constitution of
1919, not 1871. They congratulated themselves on staying calm. 123
A similar attitude of calm ended the Putsch, although not without a strike.
Berlin's workers shut down the city; the administrative offices refused to serve Kapp; a
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bank refused to advance his ad hoc government any money. The Kapp "government" fell
apart after just four days. The putschists fled, their troops firing into crowds of
onlookers as they marched from Berlin. Marburg avoided such political turbulence
during the putsch, but a sad sequel ensued. 124
On 19 March Bredt heard that a Red Army was marching from Thuringia,
plundering, en route to Marburg. This uprising was one of several examples of
Communist dissatisfaction with the incomplete revolution of 1918, and these incidents
confirmed the bourgeoisie in its fear of the proletariat. Violent outbreaks occurred most
frequently in the Ruhr industrial region, the Rhineland, Saxony, and Thuringia. The
march of the Thuringians caused the worst red scare in Marburg since the revolution.
Reichswehr district commander Eduard von Schenck called Bredt and said, probably
shouting into the phone, "the Fatherland is in danger. Thuringia is in rebellion, with
armed bands robbing and plundering the land." After Schenck called for mobilizing a
volunteer defense corps, Conservative student groups at the university formed two
battalions. Student supporters of the Social Democrats, Democrats and Centre formed a
"People's Company" that combined with miscellaneous units to form a third battalion.
Bredt and Rector Busch saw the Conservative units off at the rail station. Unfortunately,
the hastily assembled students lost their heads. Two days after leaving Philipps
University the Conservative students shot fifteen working-class prisoners in
Mechterst:adt. Against the wishes of the Reichswehr, members of the "People's
Company" forced a thorough investigation. The Rector defended the students in every
way and, back in Marburg, a military tribunal acquitted the students. Bredt agreed with
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the acquittal, but even so it was an ugly incident, confirming the leniency of ex-imperial
jurists and the Reichswehr towards right wing political violence. 125
During the Putsch Bredt still belonged to the German National People's Party.
Through 1919 and into 1920 he worked for the city and county and lectured at the
university and publicly. On one occasion he spoke to an overflow crowd on "What are
we doing about the National Assembly?", and "Finances then and now." He lectured on
the Versailles Treaty, at the request of Nationalist student groups. On one occasion while
debating a Democrat, Bredt' s students applauded him so loudly and for so long that he
could not speak at all. This enthusiastic response indicated his affinity for nationalist
sentiment and his effective rhetoric, but Bredt was not comfortable with the entire
spectrum of German Nationalist politics. 126
Bredt' s break with the German National People's Party, following the Kapp
Putsch, had roots in the party's formation. Bredt grew increasingly uncomfortable as
conservatism and reaction asserted themselves among the German Nationalists, and the
party's support of Kapp pushed him to the limit. In Marburg the German National
People's Party enthusiastically supported Kapp almost to a man. After the Mechterstadt
incident the Nationalists directed their anger enti rely at Marburg' s "People's
Company." 127 Bredt stated his concerns by letter to the German Nationalists' chairman
for Hesse-Nassau on 9 April 1920, and on 9 May to the national party chairman, Oskar
Hergt. They both answered hoping that Bredt would remain loyal to the party, but
neither accommodated him. 128
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Bredt finally resigned when the German National People's Party leaders refused
to renounce racism and radical anti-Semitism. Siegfried Kardorff, Dr. Otto Arendt and
Otto von Dewitz, former Free Conservatives like Bredt, also left the German Nationalists,
and they crossed over to the German People's Party. Even before the Kapp putsch,
Kardorff had asked Bredt to join the German People's Party. Located between the
German Nationalists and the Democratic Party on the political spectrum, the People's
Party suffered from personality conflicts and somewhat confused ideology. Bredt
perhaps did not trust the ideology; he certainly did not like Gustav Stresemann, the
People's Party leader. Thus, in mid-1920 Bredt became a politician without a party. 129
Bredt' s political outlook had changed considerably since the outbreak of the war.
He had suffered grievous wounds for the Kaiser and the Reich, but both had been swept
away. He had attempted to discharge his District Commander's duties faithfully and
well, if paternalistically, but Prussian conservative attitudes of superiority stymied his
efforts. Similarly, his attempts to bridge conservative and liberal values in his draft
constitutions met with resistance. Finally, the reforms he felt might have saved the
Kaiserreich from collapse, if not defeat, were delayed until as Hoffman, a Socialist,
called out, it was "too late ... " Bredt loved and admired the monarchy, but its own
leaders led it to ruin. He retained his sentimental faith in paternalistic, monarchical
government, and he still felt that "notables" like his father and himself should play leading
roles in government. But he had a heightened appreciation for the merits of broader
representation and participation. He also felt that the German people, and more
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particularly his own Mittelstand, must be politically self-reliant rather than depend on
traditional elites for guidance.
◊

CHAPTER 2: THE BUSINESS PARTY
◊

POSTWAR CHAOS

On the banks of the upper Lahn in 1920, as winter turned to spring, the hills and
mountains surrounding the old Hessian university town of Marburg greened beautifully.
Bredt and other academics went through their routine of studies and lectures. Perhaps
one quarter of Marburg' s folk were associated with Philipps University, founded by
Count Philipp the Magnanimous in 1527 as the first Protestant university in the world.
The university brought figures as diverse as Clemens von Brentano and Wilhelm
Liebknecht to Marburg' s winding streets, watched over by the gray SchloJJ of the Count,
while the wooded hills and mountains inspired the fairy tales of the brothers Grimm. 1
The turmoil of Germany's recent past did not obviously intrude on the scene, but the
town felt its effects.
Although the revolution did not greatly affect the form of Marburg's city
government, it democratized the electorate. Marburg had a magistrate system of
government: an elected city council, a ceremonial mayor, and a cabinet or Magistrat
containing both unpaid notables and paid professional specialists. This cabinet provided
administrative expertise and could block council action. Before the war members of the
bourgeoisie dominated city councils, whereas after the war an influx of lower-middle and
working-class members diluted middle-class dominance. As the city council became
politicized after the war, its members increasingly voted according to self-interest or
ideological party lines in open sessions but expected that the cabinet would block these

1 Marburg--the University Town on the River Lahn (Marburg: Tourist Office of the City of
Marburg, [N.D.]).

54

55
demagogic political initiatives in its closed sessions. Bredt, as chairman of the Marburg
city council, faced this problem along with insufficient Mittelstand representation. 2
According to German parliamentary procedure, council chairman Bredt would
have led the senior or rules committee, consisting of the senior member of each caucus
within the council, based on party affiliation. Bredt' s break with the German National
People's Party may have caused some awkwardness within the senior committee, as it
did in the Hesse-Nassau Diet, by upsetting the balance of party relationships. Bredt
represented Marburg in this provincial assembly together with Marburg's Mayor, a
German Nationalist, and a Democrat. Bredt ceased sitting with the Mayor after 27 April
1920 and found partial accommodation with a group of independents. For a time, he kept
silent about his troubles with the German Nationalists and held himself back from interparty discussion. 3
Bredt ended his self-imposed silence within three months by speaking out on
behalf of Marburg' s productive Mittelstand. Since officials and workers, from different
ends of the German social spectrum, had dominated city politics since the revolution,
Bredt believed only he represented Mittelstand interests. To Bredt, the Mittelstand' s
situation in Marburg reflected seemingly insoluble national problems. 4 On 7 July 1920,
the council devoted an entire session to discussing pay raises for city employees. Local
officials had proposed salary increases to compensate themselves for real income loss as a
result of wartime controls and inflation. Yet the suggested increase exceeded the salaries
paid to state officials and could only be paid for by inflationary currency issues and
increased property taxes. Bredt called foul, interjecting his opinion that "tradesmen and
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property owners," who paid the taxes, "would be crushed under the weight of the
officials." When the Social Democrats joined with Bredt and the independents in their
objection, the council finally agreed to limit local salaries to the state levels. 5
Despite this victory, Bredt still faced difficulties posed by a council divided
between administrators and officials on the one hand and tradesmen, craftsmen and
landlords on the other hand. Council members increasingly voted according to their
social status rather than by party. With municipal employees in the majority, Marburg' s
middle class was under-represented. According to Bredt the council conducted no
worthwhile business. Frustrated, he temporarily stopped convening the council. 6
Although Bredt remained chairman of the Marburg City Council, even without a
party affiliation, his attention clearly shifted to the national setting for Marburg' s
problems. His sense offrustration over the continuing political, social and economic
chaos in Germany stemmed not only from the problems he faced locally but also from his
narrow range of action as a mere town councilman. The one-time representative to the
Diet, nationally known speaker, and drafter of constitutions, who had heard Karl
Liebknecht rousing the proletariat and personally seen both Chancellor Bismarck and
Kaiser Wilhelm fall from power, could not have been satisfied to preside over a
squabbling local group. Bredt needed to apply his energies and intellect to solving
Germany's national problems. That would mean taking up the cudgels for Germany's
Mittelstand. Marburg, both town and university, would remain a haven for Bredt, but his
interest returned to national politics. 7
Amidst the civil violence following the revolution, demobilization caused further
tumult. Economic demobilization particularly caused problems. During the war, the
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government and General Staff had created a controlled economy. The new government
lifted controls gradually and incompletely, while businessmen sought an end to
restrictions. In November of 1918 the provisional government established the Reich
Office of Economic Demobilization with extensive powers. Joseph Koeth, its chief,
declared that "the main goal of the new Reich Office is the attempt to accommodate the
workers within the economy of the old system for the time being and to prevent the
teetering economy from collapsing entirely." His office facilitated the Stinnes-Legien
agreement of November 1918 that coordinated industrialist and trade union goals through
the Central Working Committee. The agreement, which stipulated an eight hour work
day and other accommodations, put the middle class at a relative economic disadvantage.
At the same time the severing from Germany of Alsace, Lorraine, West Prussia and
Upper Silesia represented a sudden loss of tremendous economic value just as refugees
from those regions, and lands occupied during the war, flooded Germany, drastically
reducing the per capita value of her resources. Reparations began immediately, in kind,
including over 5,000 locomotives, 150,000 rail cars, and other goods. 8
Along with reparations the internal war debt remained to be paid, leading to
postwar inflation. Inflation had eroded the Mittelstand's economic strength throughout
the years from 1914 to 1919. The Kaiser and his government financed the war by
borrowing. The Reich had also failed to use long-term loans or bonds effectively.
Germany's military leaders did not accurately predict the scale of the war and made no
serious effort to build up a war chest. The states, quite powerful relative to the central
government, blocked new powers of taxation, but wartime inflation had acted as indirect
taxation. The money supply expanded while production of goods and services declined
from pre-war levels. Although controls suppressed inflation until 1919, when the
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government lifted price controls the mark fell to one-quarter of its prewar value. The
early Weimar governments could not or would not address inflation. Indeed the French
decided that Germany purposely aggravated her monetary situation to avoid paying full
reparations. Allied occupation of the Rhineland, particularly as carried out by the French,
added a dark, threatening aspect to the times, while German resistance to the occupying
powers worsened inflation. 9
Political turbulence, shifting social relationships, civil warfare, military and
economic demobilization, Versailles, inflation, and reparations all contributed to and
perpetuated tumult for the Mittelstand. Bredt himself suffered the effects of recent events
and conditions in Germany, both materially and emotionally. He determined therefore to
enter national politics and work to improve the situation of his own class--the old
Mittelstand--and also the broader middle class.
◊

A MIITELST AND PARTY

Bredt considered the possibility of founding a new party to represent and support
the Mittelstand. He felt that the interests of professionals, small tradesmen and property
owners must be written into legislation and supported by action. His expertise in
property law and constitutional law, and his interest in the Evangelical Church, along
with his political history, suited him to this task. His background in property law
particularly gave him a connection with and concern for landlords and property owners.
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He canvassed associates about founding a new party. Receiving some encouragement,
he decided to proceed. 10
Bredt had great concerns for Marburg' s and Germany's urban property owners
and landlords, an influential group within the Mittelstand. His pre-war studies of worker
housing informed him on the issues facing landlords and fitted him to represent them.
While the housing that landlords provided had often been sub-standard and overcrowded, urbanization over the previous six decades had made them a large, prosperous
and fairly well organized group. Various public measures to improve the quality and
quantity of housing before the war had often worked against the financial interests of
private landlords. Wartime controls, perpetuated after the defeat, presented additional
problems. The Great War pinched renters and landlords alike as the war machine
consumed raw materials and thereby stopped housing construction, while the government
froze rents and blocked evictions, so that landlords lost money as inflation pushed up
their expenses. Rent Settlement Offices, established in the first year of the war, gained
the authority to review rent increases and evictions at the tenant's request. Landlords had
no appeal to the offices' decisions. The landlords called loudly for deregulation after the
war, but rent controls remained in place for some time. During demobilization the
government provided housing in public buildings. The situation discouraged investment,
so the government attempted to raise money for new housing, furthering its involvement
in the housing economy.1 1
The Weimar Constitution legitimized government intervention through Article
155, which pledged the state "to secure a healthy dwelling for every German and a place
of residence and work for every German family, especially those with many children,
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appropriate to their needs." 12 In March 1920 the national legislature defeated a proposal
to tax renters in order to provide building funds, but within a year a similar proposal
became law. The government intended this measure as a long-term fix, but inflation
destroyed the value of the monies collected. 13
At the same time building codes proliferated. A new, Prussian Housing Law,
passed during the last year of the war, included stronger public planning prerogatives,
rights of expropriation and zoning, established a framework for housing regulations on
health, morality and family privacy, and allotted twenty million marks in state loans for
building co-ops. In Greater Berlin building codes established by the Prussian State
Commission for Housing and Welfare encouraged low-cost, low-density settlements.
The Housing Shortage Law of 11 May 1920 prohibited razing buildings, consolidating
apartments, or converting residential property to commercial use. Necessary as these
laws may have appeared, they restricted the landlords' and builders' freedom, and the
state competed with them through loans to building co-ops and occasional resort to public
warehousing of people. Meanwhile inflation galloped ahead through the early 1920s.
During the five years after the end of the war, rates on first mortgages climbed from 8%
to 10 3 14%. The restrictions, interference and government competition were anathema to
an economic liberal such as Bredt. 14
Bredt's concern for property owners and the Mittelstand ran parallel to the
thoughts of others. On 16 February 1919 in Charlottenburg, a Berlin district, the Neue
2.eit, a local Mittelstand paper, carried "a call for all women and men of the Mittelstand" to
form an election committee; thirty-eight people responded. Little happened before the
spring of 1920, but in March of that year the Charlottenburg Economic Union formed,
12 Die Verfassung des Deutschen Reichs (Weimar Verfassung), Art. 155.
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and in April the Economic Association of Greater Berlin appeared. These two
organizations combined in elections as the Economic Union for Town and Country.
They promoted support for craftsmen and tradesmen "independent from any political
party." At that time they only won mandates for the Berlin city council, but interest
spread to Mecklenburg, Breslau and Pomerania. 15
From 11 to 13 September 1920 representatives from all of those regions met in
Charlottenburg to form a new party: The Business Party of the German Mittelstand (Die
Wirtschaftspartei des deutschen Mittelstandes ). Hermann Drewitz, master baker and one
of the original thirty-eight respondents to the Charlottenburg Neue Zeit; Franz Holzamer,
master carpenter and interior architect; and Mecklenburg State Representative Fritz
Sonnichsen chaired the new party. They acted in union with the associations of landlords
and property owners; the fledgling party offered to empower the landlords, who in return
would fund the party. Georg Baumert, chairman of the Central Association of House and
Property Owners' Unions of Germany, and a Business Party leader, wrote to all
bourgeois parties, offering electoral support in return for incorporating Business Party
planks into their program. Only the German National People's Party replied, and it did
so negatively. The fledgling party in Berlin and environs was left looking for a leader
with sufficient stature and influence to represent the Mittelstand nationally. 16
Johann Victor Bredt came to mind as a well-spoken former representative to the
Prussian Diet who was a conservative jurist well-versed in Mittelstand and propertied
concerns, an advocate for Christian issues, and at that time between parties. Bredt had
occasion to present his views in a speech before the Magdeburg Association of the
15 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 163; Schumacher, Bredt, 31-4, 166.
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Central Union for Landlords and Property Owners in August 1920. At the assembly
Bredt presented a lecture on ground rent, evoking lively debate. He had also spoken to
small groups of Mittelstiindler about the need for representation. Bredt told them that the
existing parties feared the masses and were thereby influenced by socialism. He thought
a new party could focus on real, enduring concerns, stemming the rise of socialism and
taking a decisive position. Baumert telegraphed Bredt on 31 December and invited him to
present a speech to a Berlin landlords' group on 3 January 1921. Bredt came, and that
day Baumert and Carl Ladendorff, a Reichsbank manager, 1 7 invited him to lead the new
Business Party in the forthcoming Prussian state elections. Bredt was disinclined,
thinking a party of his own creation would be better. He may have balked as well due to
the relatively low social standing of the party's constituency. 18
◊

FIRST ELECTION CAMPAIGN

Despite his misgivings, Bredt agreed to guide the party through the elections in
order to capitalize on the organizing work already done in and about Berlin. Still
harboring doubts about his decision, on 5 January he spoke to an assembly of the House
and Property Owners' Association of Dtisseldorf. Not expecting to hear about a new
party, the crowd responded enthusiastically, as did the chairman, Dr. Otto Stein. Bredt
had no more doubts about the Business Party. In a speech in Berlin's King of Portugal
Gasthaus on 10 January, he laid the cornerstone for the new party. Three days later an
announcement highlighting Bredt' s name appeared in the Deutsche Hausbesitzer-Zeitung,
and closed with this proclamation:

17 Carl Ladendorff; President of the Berlin Association of Urban Landlords; narrow-minded special
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The Association of Berlin Property Owners is no longer willing that landlords
bear the burden of slavery imposed against their will by the Prussian controlled
economy. The way to freedom will only be found if we look out for our own
interests and free business life from the bonds of party politics. In the Prussian
elections [the Association] can therefore have only one motto: "Out with party
politics!" 19
Bredt predicted that the new party would win at most four seats in the Prussian Diet: two
directly from Berlin and, due to the rules governing proportional representation, two
matching seats at-large. Six weeks remained before the Prussian election. 20
Bredt met with curiosity and enthusiasm when he returned to Marburg as head of
a new party. Dr. Werner Rhode, state attorney and leader of a Mittelstand association,
and Wernhard Schneider, chair of the local homeowners' group, both joined. Schneider
took over publicity for Bredt' s campaign. Bredt soon met Hermann Drewitz in the
undermanned, under-equipped party office on Zirkus street in Berlin, near Bredt' sold
barracks. The "somewhat plain" Drewitz, working amidst the sparse furnishings of the
Business Party office, did not impress Bredt. 21
Drewitz campaigned for a Berlin seat, while Bredt went on the party list. Since
the war Bredt had not reestablished Marburg, or any other place, as his home district.
Nevertheless, he decided to campaign in Hesse-Nassau in order to continue his lectures at
the Philipps University. He wanted to reach every homeowner across the province and
chose the railhead at GieBen as a convenient hub. Constrained by time and money, he
could not campaign everywhere, but between 22 January and 6 February he spoke in
Fulda, Wiesbaden, Frankfurt, and Bochum, where Paul Kraft, head of a local
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association, joined the party. Bredt also campaigned in Hanau and of course Marburg,
but did not visit the larger town of Kassel, and did not even consider visiting small towns
or villages. 22
The Business Party had little money and depended on donations from urban
landlords' groups. It could not afford large placards or newspaper ads. Ballots also
presented a problem; in some locations the party needed to stretch its meager resources to
have official ballots printed and distributed. Worse still, other bourgeois parties usually
controlled the printers and distributors. Because the Business Party lured away their
members and prospective voters, the Democrats and German People's Party opposed the
Business Party. Kardorff actually telegraphed Bredt on 23 February and again asked him
to join the German People's Party. 23 When the Business Party finally produced ballots,
the other parties had them "ripped from the distributors' hands and thrown in the
gutter."24
Under these conditions the support of landlords' associations was critical. Every
convert like Dr. Rhode or Paul Kraft meant hundreds of votes. Bredt spoke for the party
outside of Hesse-Nassau, and in Dlisseldorf he met with a good reception on 21 January,
but at a combined rally on 26 January the leaders of the more numerous Essen groups
blocked the attendees from supporting Bredt and his party. 2 5 Bredt' s efforts in HesseNassau failed in large measure, as Fulda' s electorate voted for the Centre Party, Kassel' s
for the German Nationalists, and most of the province's voters for the German People's
Party. In other Prussian provinces, Dr. Rhode campaigned energetically in Silesia, as did
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the well-known urban developer Georg Haberland26 in East Prussia but, like Bredt, with
little effect. 27
The same was not true in Berlin. As predicted, the Business Party won seats
there for both Drewitz and Holzamer. Across Prussia it received 192,780 total votes,
enough for four seats all together. Bredt and Ladendorff were selected from the party
list. For those four men the party chose its emblem, a four-leaf clover. They had attained
the limit of their expectations. On 10 March 1921 the Business Party's representatives
entered the Prussian State House. 28
Success raised questions about the Business Party's place in the Weimar political
system. Some representatives welcomed them warmly, but the members of rival
bourgeois parties did not. Even Bredt' s erstwhile friend Kardorff gave him a frosty
reception in the Diet. The Business Party's Georg Haberland, recruited by Bredt,
withdrew from politics following his defeat in the arduous winter election campaign.
Haberland decided that an independent Mittelstand party as he and Bredt envisioned it,
based on common economic interests, was impracticable. In the course of stumping
Germany's eastern-most province, giving speeches and lobbying for support, he learned
that the antagonisms within the Mittelstand--anti-socialism, anti-Semitism, Protestant
versus Catholic, anti-industrialism--could not be overcome; the wealthy Haberland
himself met with suspicion as an agent of capitalism. Haberland wrote that "the votes
which the Business Party could get fell to it only at the cost of the leading bourgeois

26 Georg Haberland (1861- ); led the Berlin's landlords' Association and served on the Commercial
Council. Developed and advocated large, densely populated dwellings such as rental barracks. Involved in
the development of Greater Berlin. Haberland, Leben. See also Wiedenhoeft, German Housing Reform,
4. He writes that socially-minded building reformers despised Haberland.
27 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 164-6; Haberland, Leben, 183-92.
28
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parties." He considered the weakening of those parties an advantage for socialists and
communists and thereafter supported the Democrats. 29
Despite these difficulties, Bredt led the fledgling group into the Prussian Diet,
ready to promote the interests of the German Mittelstand. The four representatives
included a university professor, master baker, master carpenter, and bank manager, a
cross-section of the old Mittelstand. But their backing came from a very particular subset
of the Mittelstand: landlords. Bredt had hesitated before joining the party out of concern
that his freedom might be restricted by pre-existing ideas. Whether or not that turned out
to be true, the single reliable source of funds could present the same dilemma. Bredt
certainly felt that the landlords, an important group within the Mittelstand, needed help.
Financial and legislative work aplenty had to be taken up on their behalf, dove-tailing
with Bredt' s other concerns. Whether or not the party could retain the landlords' support
while further broadening the party's base remained to be seen.
◊

THE PRUSSIAN DIET

The Business Party purported to represent the middle socio-economic estate. This
task differentiated it from the other parties. The Communists and Socialists spoke for the
working class, the Centre Party represented Catholics, smaller parties supported narrow
regional or occupational groups such as Hanoverians or farmers, and the other center and
right parties each fronted for a mix of ideologies and interests. None attempted to
represent either the entire Mittelstand or just the Mittelstand. The Business Party would
try to make the Mittelstand a self-sufficient political force. Bredt was nevertheless willing
to ally with anyone from the other bourgeois parties on Mittelstand issues and would join
them in governing. He said he would not serve in a cabinet with the Social Democratic
2 9 Bredt, ''Erinnerungen," 171; Haberland, Leben, 183-92.
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Party, but he would work with it in the legislature and determined from the outset not to
engage in opposition for its own sake. This stance reflected his prewar political position
and can be seen in his attitude towards the Versailles Treaty. He made his views clear to
the party, and the party accepted them. 3 0
In 1921 the Business Party had a narrow base and shallow support, but Bredt
prepared a program appropriate to the entire old Mittelstand. He and Drewitz shared
responsibility for the party between them. Drewitz, "with his great energy," built up the
party's inner organization and served as the chairman. 31 Bredt led the caucus in the
Prussian Diet and determined policy. At the first party congress, held on 25 April in
Breslau, he presented his national and cultural goals. His top priority was to stop the
printing of money to pay for "so-called" social programs without funding. There was to
be no socialism through "egotistic" extortion of the state. He expected thereby to stop
"inflation ... the crudest tax, which seized, not income, but [savings]." Stopping "the
race of the [money] presses" meant controlling government expenditure, which therefore
became the first requirement. He also wanted to block new taxes on property owners.
Bredt predicated these parts of his program on the ability to influence policy, but he knew
that the ministries directly controlled implementation. Bredt also insisted on a Christian
party, albeit non-confessional, to defend Christianity in church, school, and home. 32
The Business Party program fostered Mittelstand political union. It positioned
itself just right of the German People's Party. Nationalist and, initially, favoring
restoration of the monarchy, it officially opposed patriotic extremism exhibited through
radical anti-Semitism, intransigence, and intolerance. Support came predominantly from
the traditional old Mittelstand, especially small businesses, professionals, and urban
3 0 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 169-71.

31 Schumacher, Wirtschaftspartei, 58-60.

32 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 169-70; Schumacher, Wirtschaftspartei, 47-9.

68
landlords. Bredt encouraged Catholic membership, and eventually the party became onethird Catholic. There were also Jews in the party, some in leadership positions, despite
anti-Semitism among many party members. However, regional, confessional, social and
occupational differences often outweighed class identity or shared interests. The
Mittelstand had weakened throughout the long process of industrialization and
rationalization, then was shaken by defeat, abdication and revolution, posing Bredt and
the Business Party with a conundrum. 33
Although at first the party did not officially concern itself with foreign affairs,
Bredt was a "fulfiller." He believed that Germany must admit to herself that she had lost
the war, must satisfy the Versailles signatories of her good will and thus end the
Rhineland occupation, should win the Saar referendum, and only then think about a
rebuilt army and restored power. Bredt left the particulars of craftsmen's and
tradesmen's concerns to Drewi tz, and of landlords' to Ladendorff, who did "first-class
work" so far as that went. He supported these colleagues in their work and efforts, as
they did him. So far as sentiment and trappings went, the Business Party was
conservative and monarchist, so sat on the right in the Assembly and used the old
imperial Black-White-Red for its colors. Use of the old colors, rather than the BlackGold-Red of the republic, labeled them nostalgic and anti-socialist. Yet Bredt' s
willingness to work with any group, even socialists, and his negative reaction to the
rightist Kapp Putsch, indicated his preference for parliamentary reform rather than
reactionary opposition. 34
The Business Party remained however a small party, with no committee members
or chairs in the Prussian Diet. This was not a phenomenon of the Republic. Indeed the
3 3 Schumacher, Wirtschaftspartei, 49, 89, 111-2.

3 4 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 170-74. See also Walter H. Kaufman, Monarchism in the Weimar
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Business Party itself was essentially a product of the imperial political culture, not the
Weimar constitution. The party reflected ante-bellum economic, social, and religious
views, and regional differences. Under the Kaiser small parties made up 13.6% of the
Reichstag, including Bredt's Free Conservatives. Splinter groups made up only 1.3% of
the National Assembly in 1919, 3% of the Reichstag in early 1920, and had only climbed
to 5.1 % in the Reichstag by year's end. The membership of small parties would later
surpass the proportion so represented under Imperial Germany, but early in the Republic
relatively fewer, larger parties filled the Reichstag than had been the case in the Empire.
The foundation of the Business Party represented an early step in the fragmentation of the
Weimar electorate, but Bredt had no reason to think his party unusual or without
prospects. 3 5
In March 1921 Bredt went to work in the Prussian Diet of the disorderly Weimar
Republic. In opposition to the bourgeois parties, including the small Business Party, the
Centre Party and the Social Democrats formed the new coalition government of Prussia.
Adam Stegerwald of the Centre became Minister-President. That same month Bredt
proposed that state representatives to the Federal Council be freed from the possibility of
recall by provincial malcontents. He debated his old friend PreuB on the issue, and the
house thought his proposal sound. But without any committee seats the party could do
nothing about enactment. The Business Party's small caucus and lack of committee
representation hindered its ability to affect legislation; only Bredt' s rhetorical skill could
serve to further the party' s aims. 3 6
Bredt amply demonstrated his effectiveness, and the President of the Diet
gradually accepted Bredt as one of the assembly's better speakers. The first time Bredt
3 5 Schumacher, Bredt, 13-14; William L. Patch, Jr., "Class Prejudice and the Failure of the Weimar
Republic," German Studies Review XII, no. 1 (February 1989): 35.
36 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 172-3.
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rose in the chamber President Leinert hesitated to let him speak. But, given permission,
he performed well, and President Leinert then granted Bredt' s request for inclusion in the
regular orators' record. Bredt claimed that thereafter he spoke with thanks and
moderation, avoiding false or hypocritical opposition even more so than previously. 37
His "greatest day" came in October 1921, with a rebuttal speech defending public
prayer. A Social Democrat had proposed that the church should no longer pray for the
state and that church and state should be entirely separate. Bredt rose to counter the
proposal. He spoke easily and with humor, saying that "the church is happily prepared to
offer a public prayer for the enlightenment of the state government, in all of its regions,
every Sunday." Applauded by the entire right, "with that speech his position in the Diet
was made," and also that of the Business Party. Thereafter he always had "the ear of the
House," and even coaxed Drewitz and other Business Party members to speak. Over the
next three years Bredt spoke at length on business regulations, property taxes, communal
tax law, the economic crisis, Prussia, the Senate, the religious community, and the
University of Frankfurt. He commented on many other topics besides. With Bredt' s
rhetorical success the Business Party had "in every sense entered into the political life."38
Bredt spoke most frequently on church matters, a concern of his since the
revolution. The collapse of the old order in 1918 had threatened the standing of the
Evangelical Church of the Old-Prussian Union that combined under its administration
Reformed (Calvinist), Lutheran, and other Protestant congregations. During the
revolution, Bredt had literally dodged bullets in order to act as a go-between for the
Church Union with the revolutionary government in Berlin. His first service had been to
assure the Socialist cabinet that, prior to writing a new constitution, the Church Union

37 Ibid., 172-4.
38 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 1724; Schumacher, Bredt, 70-1.
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would hold democratic elections to a constituent assembly. This assurance forestalled
precipitate action by the new government, which had considered assuming control of
higher church administration and eliminating state financial support. Although the OldPrussian Church had been nominally independent from the state since 1850, the King of
Prussia had reigned as Summus Episcopus (highest bishop), with power over the
appointment of senior officials; the state had also paid for church administration while
protecting church taxes. With both confessional freedom and secular power at stake, the
immediate question had been--and remained--how to dispose of the King's power: Did it
revert to the new state or remain with the Church? In 1919 a provisional constitution had
assigned the Kaiser's authority to the state, prompting Bredt to submit a paper, "The Law
of the Summus Episcopus," in which he recommended that the Kaiser's purely religious
functions remain with the Church. He had also written a brochure entitled "Separation of
Church and State" that the Church distributed. Bredt attempted to protect the
independence of the Church from irreligious state governments while at the same time
securing as much of its previous privilege as possible. Some of the Republic's socialist
founders preached atheism, and the Weimar Constitution separated church and state. 39
Bredt had taken part in the process of preparing a new constitution for the OldPrussian Church and continued to support it in the Diet despite disagreements over the
final form of the constitution. The most important issue, other than disposal of the
Summus Episcopus' authority, was whether or not church administration would be
responsible to local congregations. In Marburg Bredt organized a folk church that he
hoped would serve as a model for popular church government. He was disappointed
when a constitutional committee dominated by conservatives opted to vest the power of
39 Daniel R. Borg, The Old-Prussian Church and the Weimar Republic: A Study in Political
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the Summus Episcopus in a senate free from responsibility to communicants. The
committee heightened tensions by writing a preamble that used language from the imperial
tradition to stress the highest church officials' authority over congregations. Liberals,
Bredt included, balked at the perceived risk of bishops condemning minority
denominations within the Church. Nevertheless, when the constitution came up in the
Diet Bredt continued his active support of the Church. After Frau Wegscheider, a Social
Democrat and first woman in the Diet, spoke against the Church, Bredt rose and defended
it in strong words. In 1924 the Prussian Diet accepted the new church constitution by a
narrow margin. At the same time it denied any legal weight to the authoritarian preamble.
Although the conflict was partly an intramural affair between different Protestant factions,
the contest with Frau Wegscheider over the Old-Prussian Church reflected the discomfort
that men such as Bredt felt with the new Weimar state; Bredt served as a flag bearer for
the religious traditions and practices of old Germany. 40
In 1925 Bredt and a Catholic companion introduced another controversial
religious bill seeking to protect confessional schools. The project foundered then because
the mostly Protestant German People's Party and the mostly Catholic Centre Party could
not reach a compromise, but the issue remained open. Finally, at the end of the decade,
Bredt helped to settle the school issue by encouraging the Concordat of the Prussian
government with the Papal Curate. Negotiations between Prussia and the Curate had
dragged on for years, and some Protestants had worked against the "Catholic" treaty.
Bredt, following a personal meeting with Otto Braun, the Prussian Minister-President,
argued before the Diet that Catholics and Protestants must unite against the atheistic "spirit
of the times." Passing with the votes of the Prussian Business Party, the treaty was
signed and ratified in 1929, against the votes of the German National People's Party, the

40 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 153-5, 172-3; Borg, The Old-Prussian Church, 110-16.
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National Socialists, and the Communists. It was the first time in eight years that the
Prussian Business Party voted for a government bill. 41
In the Prussian Diet in the early 1920s, with little administrative or legislative
work, academic writing on religion and church law occupied much of Bredt' s time and
energy. During this period, he produced twenty-three essays and articles and the twovolume New Evangelical Church Law for Prussia. In mid-decade the EvangelicalTheological faculty of the University of Bonn made Bredt an honorary doctor of theology
for his academic religious publications. 42
Bredt also wrote about the Federal Constitution. He studied it at first in relation to
his church work and felt that he had "an insight into the entire inner workings of the new
republic." He decided to make that knowledge available to a wide audience. As the
Republic staggered under the double blows of French invasion of the Ruhr and
hyperinflation, Bredt worked on The Spirit of the German Federal Constitution. In that
work Bredt brought together and completed all of his earlier arguments, analyzing in
detail and with historical context the entire Weimar Constitution. Since the days of the
revolution and constituent assembly, he had asserted his preference for a more centralized
form of government. Germany's troubles, aggravated and multiplied by the invasion and
inflation, were reflected in the timing and emphasis of Bredt' s work. Released in 1924,
the book provided national publicity just as the Business Party's prospects brightened. 43
◊
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REPARATIONS, INFIATION, STABII1ZATION

The greatest difficulties facing Germany in the early 1920s were rooted in the
economic consequences of the Great War. As already noted, the burden of paying off the
internal war debt fell to the Weimar Republic. The Versailles Treaty placed additional
heavy obligations on the Republic: immediate transfers of goods such as merchant ships,
rolling stock, and armaments; territorial confiscations that included all of Germany's
colonies and substantial parts of her European empire; and heavy reparations in cash and
kind, most importantly coal. The Allied occupation of the Rhineland was not only paid
for by German revenues, it imposed one-way trade barriers that suppressed German
exports while leaving her markets open to the Allies. These provisions further hampered
German economic activity. 44
The most immediate and serious problem was reparations payments. France
received the largest share and tried to support her recovery program with reparations.
She also used reparations as a weapon to ensure or at least prolong security from future
German aggression. 45 The Treaty of Versailles did not fix total reparations. Rather, in
1921, the London conference set total reparations at 132 billion gold marks, and the
Allies admonished Germany to make the requisite payments. In May the German
government officially acquiesced and entered into a policy offulfillment. The figures

44Articles 231-6 Treaty of Versailles, and passim; Gilbert, The First World War, passim; Braun,
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involved, which came to many times the German net national product before the war, 46
seemed both fantastical and destructive to Germans. 47
The situation deteriorated further when France occupied the Ruhr industrial region
on 11 January 1923, following continued disagreements over Germany's ability to make
full reparations payments. The French preceded the occupation with a notification to the
German government that they would deploy a "Mission of Control, composed of
engineers ... to supervise the workings of the Kohlensyndikat [and] to ensure ... the
strict application of the program fixed by the Reparation Commission."48 Germany
resisted immediately. The Coal Syndicate removed to Hamburg and deprived the French
of the means to execute their plan quickly and easily. The government pledged to support
passive resistance by supporting idled Ruhr workers and their families and by ensuring
coal supplies for the rest of Germany. Government expenditures jumped while revenues
declined, causing immediate and severe deficits. Inflation accelerated exponentially.
Violence ensued in the Ruhr and elsewhere. The worst incident occurred on 31 March,
when a party of French soldiers fired on a crowd of Krupp workers, killing eleven to
thirteen. 49 A series of proposals and counter-proposals followed over the next several
weeks, each involving adjusted reparations, an end to passive resistance, French
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conditions for withdrawal, and assurances of French security and German sovereignty.
Undercurrents of separatism, nationalism, and possible war flowed throughout. 50
In mid-August the German Chancellor, Wilhelm Cuno, acknowledged the failure
of passive resistance and resigned. 51 Gustav Stresemann, leader of the German People's
Party, took his place, declared a national emergency, and ended passive resistance. He
reached this decision in consultation with his cabinet and state representatives, to ensure,
if not unanimity, at least a broad base of support. 52 Although passive resistance ceased,
the Ruhr occupation did not end immediately. France only withdrew from the Ruhr after
the Reichstag finally accepted the Dawes Plan in August 1924 and payments of
reparations returned to a mutually agreed and supposedly manageable schedule.
American loans enabled Germany to resume payments. Parker Gilbert, an American
businessman, assumed the post of General Agent of the Allies for reparations
payments. 53
For Bredt and the Mittelstand, one of the worst effects of the Ruhr occupation and
passive resistance was to aggravate the spiraling inflation that had afflicted Germany since
the Great War. In the course of the war wholesale prices had doubled. Between the
Armistice and the Kapp Putsch prices rose five-fold. After a brief period of stability, they
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increased another five-fold by July 1922. Hyperinflation then began, with prices
doubling in August 1922, and going on to increase 27, 574% in the next year! 54
Some segments of the Mittelstand suffered financial disaster while others profited.
All suffered emotional trauma which further weakened support for the Weimar Republic.
Those with fixed incomes suffered the most, such as retirees living on pensions or
savings. Organized labor and other wage earners, including white-collar workers,
generally saw their pay increase at a rate something like that of rising prices. For
independent businessmen such as shopkeepers and craftsmen, the hyperinflation led
many to close up shop in August and September of 1923. Supplies and raw materials
lost too much value between purchase and resale. Investors, including savers, could be
wiped out, while debtors' liabilities shrank to insignificance. Landlords, usually
investors, made gains through elimination of mortgages but could not properly maintain
their buildings as rent controls reduced income. 55
The Business Party's constituents included people subject to both positive and
negative effects of the inflation. Bredt' sown family suffered a loss of comfort, security,
and recreation, but fortunately they avoided hunger. Reparations, the Allied occupation,
inflation, and a brewing debate on redressing the effects of the hyperinflation, heightened
the despondency of Germany's Mittelstand. The conflict and confusion stemming from
these problems provided impetus and recruits to the Business Party, weakening larger
bourgeois parties. 5 6
◊
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NATIONAL PARTY OF THE GERMAN MrITELSTAND

At first the Business Party did not capitalize on the disaffection resulting from the
Ruhr crisis and inflation. After the somewhat disorganized first party congress, the party
suffered setbacks and embarrassments in regional elections. The first congress accepted
Bredt' s position paper so readily because no coherent debate or platform developed in
other quarters. Elections in Saxony in 1922 were a fiasco. Then, on 9 July, came a
pivotal Mittelstand union meeting in Berlin. The gathering, which included non-partisan
groups, led to important new recruits, including cross-overs form other parties, and an
alliance with the Bavarian Peasants' League (Bayern Bauernbund). Then came the
success of the second party congress, on 19-21 November 1922 in Berlin, at which Bredt
delivered the keynote address. "With that day [we] became a real party." 57 Having
become a "real party," it then profited from the increasing disenchantment of the
Mittelstand as Germany's economic woes increased and further eroded confidence in the
political system. Following the second congress, and in this atmosphere of insecurity,
the party began to grow. 58
The modest electoral success in Prussia had increased the Business Party's
visibility throughout the provinces. The greatest direct gain to the party came in 1922
when, after nearly two years of internal debate, the National Union of the Christian
Mittelstand decided to combine with the Business Party. This group stemmed from a
movement in Cologne similar to the Business Party's core group in Berlin. Previously
these Rhenish businessmen had resisted combination in support of a single party,
particularly such a fledgling as the Business Party, and the Union's General Secretary
had warned against fragmenting the bourgeois vote. He believed that, despite their
57 Ibid., 174-5.
5 8 Schumacher, Wirtschaftspartei, 61, 230.
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previous disappointments, the members of the Christian Mittelstand would be better
served by the larger, established parties. Nevertheless, frustrated and stymied after an
initial period of growth, the association formally joined the Business Party on 24
September 1922 following a speech by Bredt before their assembly. The Christian
Mittelstand brought with it a membership of 3,000 in the Cologne area plus substantial
branches throughout the Rhineland, in Franconia, and in Wtirttemberg. Several Christian
Mittelstand leaders later served as Business Party representatives in municipal, state and
national assemblies.s9
Other drifting Mittelstandler also turned to Bredt' s party. In May of 1924 over a
half million Germans voted to send the Business Party to the Reichstag. Bredt himself
polled over 80,000 votes. Seven candidates entered the Reichstag following the May
election. In another national election that December the mandate grew to over a million
and sent twelve Business Party representatives to the Reichstag. The reasons for their
success and rapid growth clearly lay with the inflation, the Ruhr occupation, and the
attempts at restitution following stabilization of the currency. 60
The ground had been prepared for Business Party growth when revaluation
became a major domestic political issue. Following the destructive effect of the
hyperinflation, with many Germans losing investments which had insured their business,
social standing, or retirement, the Reichstag was compelled to redress some of the
economic dislocation that had occurred. A movement started to revalue old debts. The
government and powerful groups such as heavy industrialists had benefited from the
hyperinflation as their debts were wiped out. Therefore creditors faced stiff opposition in
trying to recoup their losses. Only the courts demanded revaluation or restitution to
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creditors on the basis of equity. A confused electoral situation also aided the creditors'
cause. 61
The proposed remediation included a revaluation of debts to restore the preinflation relationship of debtors and lenders. Bredt fought excessive revaluation as
hyperinflation had benefited indebted landlords and artisans, the former his principal
financial backers and the latter his most numerous support group. Bredt also felt that
landlords had already suffered unduly from wartime and postwar government
interference. However Bredt could not dismiss revaluation entirely as he harbored hopes
of representing the broader Mittelstand, which consisted largely of creditors. For that
matter about one-in-six artisans had been creditors rather than debtors, so he had to deal
carefully with the issue. The Business Party and the associations of landlords themselves
had proposed 10% revaluation without interest, but the law of 1925 required 25%
revaluation at a progressive rate of interest topping out at 5%. 62
Legislation painfully worked out was signed in July 1925. This law provided for
a maximum revaluation of mortgages at 25%; industrial obligations were revalued at only
15%; old government bonds at 12.5%; new government bonds at just 2.5%; and other
private and commercial instruments at variable rates. The mortgages and industrial
obligations were due to be paid in lump sum at the debtors' convenience but not later than
1 January 1932. Old bonds were paid at the rate of 1130th per annum. 63
Bredt played down revaluation somewhat because Mittelstiindler were on both
sides of the lines, but the party's core constituency of small businessmen and landlords
opposed revaluation, so the party tried to limit its extent. It also argued that if mortgages
were revalued, then rent controls should be lifted. In the midst of the debate, Bredt
61 Hughes, The German Inflation, 42-53, 109-10, and passim.
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published an article on mortgage revaluation. He argued that mortgages should be
protected from the general revaluation. Since landlords had suffered unduly from
government intervention during the war and afterwards, the elimination of debt brought
about by hyperinflation seemed a redress for the landlords more so than an injustice to
lenders. Property owners widely distributed this article, but the government did not share
Bredt' s view. Ultimately the Business Party profited from the revaluation process
although it did not broaden its Mittelstand base, and the other bourgeois parties slipped in
strength. From 1924 on Johann Victor Bredt and the Business Party were important
national players in Weimar Germany's multi-party system. 64
The party program, ill-defined in May and December 1924, took shape through
action in the state houses and Reichstag and at party conventions. On 13 September 1925
the Business Party had its first congress since entering the Reichstag. At that convention
Bredt proposed renaming the party "The National Party of the German Mittelstand." He
wanted the name to reflect his vision and to avoid confusion with economic or business
associations. He also wanted to avoid a narrow economic classification, to indicate a
broad, national character, and to reflect a connection with the earlier Free Conservatives.
Allowing that Bredt's ideas had merit, his comrades wished to retain the recognition value
of the existing name. They became The Business Party - National Party of the German
Mittelstand (Die Wirtschaftspartei - Reichspartei des deutschen Mittelstandes ) .65
Claiming leadership for the third of all Germans who might be considered
Mittelstand, Bredt actually hoped for more than that. Placing more faith in economic
cooperation than in the League of Nations, he urged the bourgeoisie of the world, or at
least of central Europe, to unite. He traveled to Prague and Vienna and published articles
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abroad in an attempt to foster an internationally united or at least coordinated Mittelstand
movement. He invited other national party leaders to visit Germany. His party mates,
forbearing enough to allow Bredt such idealism, concerned themselves with more
mundane matters. 66
The Business Party members in the Reichstag determined to build a caucus with
the Bavarian Peasants' League and Hanoverian Party, each representing certain
Mittelstand interests in their respective areas. The three parties had seven, four and four
representatives, respectively. As caucus leader they chose Professor Anton Fehr, the
chief of the Bavarian Peasants' League, who had briefly served as Minister of Food and
Agriculture in the early years of the Republic. Ludwig Alpers, leader of the Hanoverian
Party, became Deputy Chair. Bredt respected Fehr and wanted to prevent his party from
incorporating with another group. Thus in the Reichstag they founded the Economic
Association (Wirtschaftliche Vereinigung). 67
Fehr' s service as a minister was not due evidently to any leadership ability or
initiative. According to Bredt, neither Fehr nor Alpers spoke well, and they did not put
themselves forward in the Reichstag. The tension among the leadership and
organizations of three such small bands mirrored the larger problem of Mittelstand
disunity. These fifteen men among four hundred odd representatives formed an
association but not a larger party, and they had a low profile for want of effective
leadership. Bredt had diluted his personal vision first by joining the Business Party
rather than forming an entirely new party, then by subordinating himself to Drewitz and
the landlords, and finally by following Fehr and Alpers. Not surprisingly, "the caucus
played a rather pitiful role at that time." 68
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Remembering these years, Bredt considered "it ... a wonder that our party
survived that period." Fehr and Drewitz worked against him in the caucus once the latter
entered the Reichstag in December 1924. Rejected by voters in the earlier election,
Drewitz wanted to regain lost influence. For a while Bredt broke completely with
Drewitz and held himself back from the caucus, as he had withdrawn in Marburg.
Meanwhile Fehr and Drewitz supported the government in all things without expecting
any influence in return. For example, the party voted for Stresemann' s Locamo treaty
and entry into the League of Nations over Bredt' s objections and without asking for any
concessions for their constituents. Bredt felt that the self-proclaimed leaders of the
Mittelstand should have been pushing Mittelstand interests in the Reichstag. 69
Bredt himself enjoyed increasing national prominence. He flourished in Berlin.
His reentry into the Reichstag must have felt like a homecoming. In comparison with
Marburg his social life expanded dramatically. Upon entering the Reichstag and
assuming a seat on the Foreign Affairs Committee, Bredt enjoyed a round of dinners and
dances surrounded by various dignitaries, and he attended the "obligatory beer socials"
upon the formation of new cabinets and the Reich President's installment. He clearly
enjoyed his political and social life in the capital.7°
◊

IN THE REICHST AG

The Reichstag years defined the Business Party. A few years of relative stability
followed the end of hyperinflation, but that stability was remarkable chiefly for its
superficiality and limited compass. Other parties continued to place Mittelstand interests
below those of labor, big business, or nationalist ideology. Only the activist Business
69 Ibid., 178.
7 o lbid.,183.
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Party provided an outlet for Mittelstand grievances. Finally the party and its leaders could
attempt to put their ideas into practice.
Although the Republic enjoyed a surplus of a half billion Reichsmarks at the start
of 1924, expenditures quickly rose and a deficit emerged before the year ended. At the
time a ten percent cut in government spending was proposed in order to avoid a deficit,
but the idea was rejected as a threat to national defense. Bredt sought an amendment to
the constitution to give the President veto power over deficit outlays. He particularly felt
that the Reichswehr should be made fiscally accountable. The Reichstag rejected his
suggestions. Germany's financial situation was not yet catastrophic but, clearly enough
to Bredt, things could not continue as they had. Finally, in frustration, Bredt and the
Business Party published a pamphlet to let people know their stand: "Once the budget is
set, based on certain tax receipts, it must be adhered to." Foreign powers, that is the
reparations recipients and lenders in the United States, needed to understand that
Germany could not afford to reduce domestic spending in order to make increased
payments on reparations and debts. The Business Party voted for the Dawes plan, which
reduced the economically crippling reparations payments while instituting foreign
oversight, and hoped eventually to return to a gold-based mark. 71
While advocating a sound budget, the Business Party also played a role in
selecting a conservative president. When the first President, Friedrich Ebert, died 28
February 1925, Bredt was invited to join the conservative Loebell committee. Friedrich
von Loebell, head of the committee and President of the National Citizens' Council, was
a friend and admirer of Bredt' s. His committee wanted to nominate a non-socialist
candidate. In line with this plan, the Economic Association suggested Otto von Gessler,
former Minister of Defense, as a candidate. Stresemann, now Foreign Minister, opposed
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Gessler as a candidate because he did not want to antagonize Britain and France with a
president having Reichswehr connections. In response, the committee settled on former
minister and mayor of Duisburg, Dr. Carl Jarres, a People's Party member with solid
conservative credentials. 7 2
In the crowded field of the first ballot Jarres polled nearly eleven million votes,
more than any other candidate and about forty percent of the total, but less than the
thirteen million votes of the combined left-center candidates. A simple majority was
required to win on the first ballot. Merely a plurality would capture the presidency on the
second ballot. Thus, if the left-center parties settled on one candidate, they could easily
defeat Jarres. However the second ballot was open to new candidates. 73
The Loebell committee met again on 31 March and 2 April and confirmed Jarres
candidature, against former-chancellor and Centre Party member Wilhelm Marx, who had
been the strongest performer of several center-left candidates on the first ballot.
However, at a dinner in Dr. Jarres' honor, while "he definitely made a very good
impression, confidence was not high." Apparently Dr. Jarres did not have the charisma
or image of a national leader. Some conservatives now doubted his ability to win a
popular election, and their stand provoked a change in the conservative camp on 4 April.
When von Loebell opened a third meeting of the committee, reiterating Jarres' standing,
Max Wallraf, briefly State Secretary of the Interior during the war, declared Jarres'
candidacy hopeless. He called for a more popular, better-known candidate. Someone
proposed von Hindenburg; debate ensued. The German National People's Party wanted
von Hindenburg, but the German People's Party still held out for Jarres. 74
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Bredt realized that he and Drewitz could decide the nomination. As previous
supporters of Jarres, which way should they go? Drewitz said "surely we cannot reject a
man like von Hindenburg!" Bredt replied, "Anyhow, with him we have a prospect, with
Jarres none." Patriotic, military, and authoritarian, von Hindenburg appealed to the
middle as a respected father figure. That von Hindenburg lacked parliamentary
experience, had resisted democratic reforms during the war, and was over seventy years
old weighed little. Bredt and Drewitz threw in with the German Nationalists, handing
von Hindenburg the nomination. 75
In the second national ballot, 29 April, von Hindenburg received well over
fourteen million votes to Marx' nearly fourteen million and Communist Ernst Thalmann' s
two million. By Bredt 's reckoning that meant the Communists, by splitting the leftcenter vote, assured von Hindenburg's election. Bavarian Catholics also defected to von
Hindenburg. Their preference for the Prussian general over the Catholic politician
indicated the Bavarian People's Party's rightward drift. As von Hindenburg was
installed 11 May 1925, Bredt declared that "the jubilation was indescribable."76
While Bredt helped to select the Republic's new president, his feelings for the
fallen empire remained strong. He had said in 1921 that "for me the ultimate goal remains
the restoration of the Hohenzollern." On 19 April of that year he had attended the funeral
of Kaiserin Auguste Victoria in Potsdam, wearing his imperial full dress uniform, with
gold braid and a white horse hair crest on his helmet. The scars of his war wounds may
have itched with pride, but he realized that nothing meaningful could come from Doom,
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Kaiser Wilhelm's place of exile. Following the ceremony, he had said that the Germans
could aspire "at least to have a respectable and orderly Republic. " 77
Bredt' s monarchist sentiments led him to aid the Royal House in a dispute that
began upon the Kaiser's abdication. At that time, Wilhelm's property rights in Prussia
came into question. The issue received various treatment, approaching a critical stage in
1924. Because of his prior experience and interests, Bredt came to conduct a study of
this matter. He first published an article, then a comprehensive memorandum, in 1925.
He based the widely published memorandum on constitutional law going back to the early
nineteenth century. Although it was contrary to Prussian state interests, Bredt considered
the work honorable. 78
The Prussian government proposed to seize all royal property and refused
repeatedly to cede the issue. The first hearing on this matter, in the Prussian Diet in
February of 1925, "was decided without qualification in favor of the Royal House,"79
thanks in large part to Bredt' s work. The same result was attained in a June hearing. A
vote in May 1926 rejected the proposal 236: 141. Even when the government submitted
its case to a referendum, the people rejected it, though fifteen million Germans voted to
expropriate the princes without compensation. 80 Nevertheless, Chancellor Marx had the
contract between the Prussian State and the Royal House renegotiated in October 1926 to
the detriment of the Hohenzollern. Bredt continued to work this issue, but his interests
shifted. The Kaiser's perfunctory and impersonal thanks, for what Bredt considered his
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significant contributions to the proceedings, strained Bredt' s loyalty. The Crown Prince,
understanding Bredt' s chagrin, thanked Bredt personally and warmly. 81
By then President von Hindenburg had replaced Kaiser Wilhelm in the hearts and
minds of many Germans. Even within the monarchist German National People's Party,
representative Walther Lambach suggested that von Hindenburg was more respected than
the Kaiser. Monarchy remained as a source of nostalgia, but had little or no political
significance. In Bredt' s view, von Hindenburg's election spelled "the final burial of the
Kaiserdom of the Hohenzollem!"82
Meanwhile the Business Party continued to oppose the government on budgetary
matters. It particularly focused its attention on civil service salaries. By 1927, the real
wages of workers had recouped their prewar value but the salaries of white-collar
workers had not. In October of 1927, Finance Minister Heinrich Kohler proposed a 10%
increase in civil service salaries and found general support. But in a speech before a civil
service organization in October he called for increases of 25% for lower civil servants,
21 % for mid-grade and 18% for senior civil servants. Although even the larger increases
would "merely" redress an existing imbalance, Christian trade unionists, and others,
would not support such a drastic rise. The opponents claimed that the cost of increasing
officials' salaries, some one and a half billion Reichsmarks, exceeded social outlays to
benefit workers, including unemployment insurance. Shopkeepers and artisans, who
expected to bear the subsequent tax burden, echoed the unions' opposition. The middle
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was divided against itself, and labor further separated from white-collar workers, in spite
of their other shared circumstances and aims. 83
Bredt, caught between his tax-paying constituents and the bourgeois civil service,
with which he had been associated, declared on 29 March 1928, that the Business Party
"opposed the raises with heavy hearts, but ... without some corresponding definite
source of revenue, ... the burden was simply too heavy at that time." This view was
unpopular with officialdom. Bredt blamed the worsening controversy on State Secretary
for National Finances, Dr. Popitz, who believed that taxes could be raised and the money
found. Bredt felt that recognition of the Mittelstand burden and impending financial
catastrophe would have allowed early and effective economic countermeasures. 84
Bredt found other frustrations in his work on the budget committee, including the
Reichswehr' s effective independence from civilian financial control. Bredt thought the
Reichswehr' s uncooperative and inconsiderate conduct a direct result of the machinations
of Colonel Kurt von Schleicher,85 head of the Army Personnel office since 1919 and
Chief of the Army Staff from 1926. Otto Gessler, as Minister of Defense, also
contributed to this problem of civil versus military supremacy. Throughout the 1920s
Gessler, lacking a forceful personality, acted more as the Army's ambassador to the
Reichstag than as the civilian director of national defense. 86
In addition to dealing with the domestic budget, Bredt was an active but frustrated
member of the important Foreign Affairs committee. Problems in achieving results came
from several sources. The Communists took guidance from Moscow; caucuses did not
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work out practical methods of cooperation but rather opposed each other on partisan
grounds; the legal section in the Foreign Ministry had excessive control of policy through
regulation. The Minister's and committee's work could be significantly modified by the
ministry's corps of professional bureaucrats. 87
Bredt' sfrustration also stemmed from clashes with Foreign Minister Stresemann.
The Business Party gave his foreign policy limited support. Whereas Stresemann hoped
to use economic leverage and international cooperation to advance German causes, Bredt
favored a more direct approach. Although the Business Party voted for the Locarno
Treaties in 1925, which guaranteed the borders of Germany and her neighbors in the
west, it voted against entry into the League of Nations in 1926. Bredt had opposed both
measures, but he and Drewitz issued a statement announcing that "the Business Party is
an unqualified supporter of the European peace and international reconciliation, as much
in the east as in the west."88 Rather than hastening prematurely to join the League, Bredt
voted against entry into the League because he considered it a vehicle for British policy
that desired German membership in the League as a counter-balance to Russia. Although
Bredt was not a friend of Soviet Russia, he thought Germany could pressure the British
by hesitating to fulfill her desire. He was quite satisfied with the 1926 Berlin Treaty with
Russia, because it resembled Bismarck's "reinsurance" treaty. These stands confirmed
the party's position to the right of the German People's Party. 89
The Business Party's stance represented only a mild rebuke of Stresemann and
his "policy of fulfillment." Personally, Bredt thought Stresemann a sycophant and
plodder. At first the two men got along well enough but fell out over the support
Stresemann expected from Bredt' s party. When Bredt objected to the degree of foreign
87 Ihid., 183.
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oversight of Germany's budget, Stresemann took exception. Bredt accused Stresemann
of clashing with any party that did not support his policy one hundred percent. Bredt
thought that "even a fifty-one percent supporter should be considered a friend." It also
bothered Bredt that large banks funded Stresemann. These feelings demonstrated the ire
Bredt felt for Stresemann and the limits on his own willingness to compromise. 90
In addition to his parliamentary duties and related work Bredt continued to work
and write as an academic. He wrote in and cooperated for a while with the Der deutscheSpiegel. He was glad for the forum, but the paper did not accept his financial ideas, and
the relationship ended. His most pleasurable and important work was in writing a series
of articles for the PreuBische Jahrbticher, edited by his compatriot Hans Delbrtick. This
gave Bredt an opportunity to expound his ideas in academic contention with other good
minds. His most notable efforts combined academic and parliamentary labors in the
furtherance of understanding Germany's fate in the World War.

91

◊

INVESTIGATING THE GREAT WAR

Throughout the second half of the 1920s, Bredt conducted legislative and academic
investigations that confirmed, for him, Germany's over-aggressive stance in 1914 and the
self-inflicted wounds that contributed to the Empire's collapse. During the war, Bredt
had taken exception to Germany's expansionist and unrealistic aims and had foreseen
defeat in the renewal of unrestricted submarine warfare. In his university lectures, he
treated the Versailles Treaty as a natural consequence of defeat. Yet he rejected
Germany's sole guilt and wrote, in a 1928 article, that "the catastrophe of the World War
was directly caused by the Russian mobilization." Bredt accepted that the conservative
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imperial government had contributed to causing and losing the war, but he rejected total
culpability. 92
Bredt found a national platform for his view on the parliamentary investigative
committee, formed immediately after the forced ratification of the Versailles Treaty, to
study and report on the outbreak and conduct of the Great War. The Investigative
Committee consisted of four sub-groups: One to examine the background to the world
war; another to research the peace options; a third to focus on individual rights during the
war; and a fourth to explore the causes of the German collapse. Bredt worked on subcommittee four along with Colonel Bernhard Schwertfeger, General Hermann von Kuhl,
and Professor Hans Delbrtick. He began work on the causes for the military collapse in
March 1925. 93
After five months of investigation and study he presented his views in a threehour lecture on 26 November 1925. There was great opposition and reaction to his
views, but he was not without supporters. Debates were rancorous. At best, Bredt was
praised for shedding light on the Reichstag's peace politics of summer 1917. He also
dealt with the Pope's peace initiative that foundered on German refusal to renounce the
annexation of Belgium. 94 Bredt particularly came into conflict with Georg Michaelis,
who was Chancellor during the exchange with the Pope. Ultimately, documentary
evidence which Michaelis attempted to suppress proved Bredt' s interpretation correct.
The Investigative Committee rendered its final, official decision, supporting Bredt' s
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conclusions, on 11 October 1927. There ensued attacks on Bredt by Michaelis and his
allies, including the German Nationalists. The Kaiser bestirred himself in Doorn to
defend the claim that Germany fought a defensive war. Professor Delbrtick, Germany's
preeminent military scholar and strategist, outside of the Army, sided with Bredt. 95
The committee report and Bredt' s memoirs provide a complete picture of his
views on the collapse of the Kaiserreich. The committee stated that initially no clear war
aims prevailed, and it specifically mentioned the originally defensive nature of the war,
obscuring later calls for extensive annexations. It determined that, given Germany's
relative advantage following the settlement in Russia, the decision to attempt a warwinning offensive in the west as late as Spring 1918 was logical. The committee
admitted however that Germany had made no meaningful attempts to secure a peace until
militarily defeated. The report clearly stated that even political matters came to be
dominated by the supreme military commanders. But, in defense of this obstinacy, it
echoed the earlier findings of Prince Max' cabinet secretary that, in mid-July 1918 when
von Hintze asked Ludendorff "whether it was certain that we would defeat the enemy
definitively and completely as a result of the present offensive," Ludendorff had given "a
firm and definite yes. " 96 The committee found that after the military reverses of 8 August
no reserves of men or material remained to salvage victory. The spring offensives had
exhausted Germany to the final measure. At the same time, the committee determined that
the Army had done everything possible to achieve victory, that no field officer bore
responsibility for the defeat, and that Germany had collapsed from within. The ultimate
responsibility for the collapse of the Empire was assigned to the Kaiser; to the last
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Chancellors, Count von Hertling and Prince Max von Baden; and to the last Secretaries of
State for Foreign Affairs, von Ktihlmann, von Hintze, and Dr. Solf. 97
The committee ascribed the responsibility for the internal collapse to civilian
forces. War-weariness and defeatism had stemmed from a number of factors that
included the attitude of labor towards the state and the war; strikes; class conflict; "the
blockade with its devastating effect;" 98 enemy propaganda; and attrition. 99 While
General von Kuhl stated unequivocally that the Allies defeated Germany in autumn 1918,
still he went on to say that socialist agitation, the Spartacist letters, shirking, the naval
mutiny, and the revolution did constitute an ignoble blow to Germany's battered army.
Thus, the committee confirmed the "stab-in-the-back" legend. 100
These findings excused and obscured individual and national culpability in a
number of ways. The military performed well in its realm of mastery--battle--while its
political failings were implicitly excused. For example, Tannenberg was a concrete
victory for which von Hindenburg continued to receive acclaim, whereas blame for the
collapse could be ascribed to forces such as socialism, class conflict, and weariness.
Although defeat was quite logically ascribed to the massive Allied preponderance of
force, Germany could still claim superior military leadership, skill, and ardor. Only
Socialist agitators were defeatist.
Bredt subscribed fully to the committee's report, voting with the majority on
every point of the published findings, but he did not sacrifice academic or personal
integrity when dealing with the substance of separate issues. Essentially, Bredt
contradicted the report on the question of Belgian neutrality in 1914. This issue was
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sensitive and dangerous to address in the Germany of the 1920s. During and after the
war the German state claimed that Belgium, nominally neutral, acted as an ally of France.

It followed that Germany could justify a preemptive attack on her small neighbor. Bredt
reached a different, unpopular conclusion. He held that Belgium was truly neutral, even
if she integrated her defense plans with France. In 1929, Bredt published Belgian
Neutrality and Schlieffen's Campaign Plan, based on his research and committee work.
His book produced varied reactions in Germany and abroad. Many attacked him as an
enemy of Germany. Schlieffen's family thanked him for accurately describing the
General's plan and its premise. The French President, Raymond Poincare, praised his
objectivity in a speech at Verdun but added that "one robin does not make a spring. " 101
Bredt turned to the issues of the German collapse and the attack on neutral
Belgium as a way of regaining the scholarly freedom he gave up in 1920. He had a
genuine and intense desire to find out for himself who was responsible for starting the
war and for destroying the Kaiserreich through the study of government documents, the
testimony of witnesses, and open discussion with the members of his committee. His
experiences in the east and in Berlin at the war's end also encouraged him to question the
leadership of Prussian conservatives and the military. Yet, for all his study, and in the
face of his personal experiences, Bredt could not take the final step and openly condemn
the leaders who caused Germany's defeat. In the end his patriotism and nostalgia
outweighed his academic objectivity. Bredt relished the chance to take part in a great
national debate, and he went further in criticizing the old order than most of his peers
could have done, but he limited his criticisms to specific points while diffusing
culpability, thus allowing himself and the nation to preserve their self-image. The results
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of Bredt' s committee work and his parallel academic studies revealed his capacity for, if
not demagogy, then disingenuousness.
◊

BUSINESS PARTY ExPANSION

The early period of Bredt' s activity in the Reichstag coincided with a steady
expansion of the Business Party. Despite limited effectiveness in the Diets and
Reichstag, the party expanded throughout the twenties. Campaigning with the slogan
"Middle Class Awake!" in 1924, the party retained a high proportion of disgruntled
homeowners' votes and added part of the artisanal sector, which they had purported to
represent all along. Significantly, in May 1924, the National Federation of German
Artisanry gave qualified support to the Business Party. Until then the Federation had
rejected its overtures and encouraged its members to support the larger, more established
bourgeois parties. From that point on artisan and small business issues played an
increasing role in the party's program and sometimes conflicted with the landlords'
groups. The artisanal groups also played a large role in the party's growth in Saxony,
Thuringia and other states in the remaining years of the decade. 102
By the mid-twenties the party represented and appealed to a broader section of the
Mittelstand, yet it still omitted the new Mittelstand of white-collar workers as well as civil
servants, retirees, small investors and, except through alliance, the rural Mittelstand. The
party's electoral successes stemmed from continued poor economic conditions and the
commercial Mittelstandlers' ill will toward government actions and toward those parties
that served in the government. Continued housing and rent controls and small business
taxes helped tum influential artisanal and landlords' groups to the Business Party. The
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party campaigns also emphasized the continuing social threat of revolution and
Mittelstand fears of proletarianization. I 03
Entering the Reichstag with seven representatives in May of 1924, the Business
Party went on to greater success in December and showed marked growth in several
German states. The party expanded most rapidly in Saxony when Ernst Lucke brought
his well-organized House and Property Owners' Association into the party. It also
benefited from a stark polarization between the Saxon Mittelstand and the
Socialists/Communists who polled over 50% in some districts. The Mittelstand in
Chemnitz-Zwickau contributed about seventy thousand votes toward the Reichstag
victories in both May and December, a dramatic increase over the five thousand votes
earned in local elections there two years before, and Chemnitz-Zwickau had the
distinction of being the only district to elect a Business Party Reichstag representative
directly. In one swoop this district in western Saxony became the party's greatest
stronghold. I 04
In December 1924, the Business Party went before the voters simultaneously in
the Reich and several states. In the national election, as before, it formed an electoral
alliance with the Bavarian Peasants' League, but for the first time its own name also
appeared on a national ballot. Increasing its vote by a third in the Reich and Prussia, the
party nearly doubled its Reichstag vote in Saxony, Thuringia and Bavaria It scored
comparable victories in the smaller states of Ltibeck, Oldenburg, Mecklenburg-Schwerin,
and Anhalt. The party earned 2.3% of the vote in Prussia (which encompassed about
three-fifths of the Reich), 4.7% of the total Saxon vote (Germany's third largest state),
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and 4.2% in the smaller but still important state of Thuringia. The combined Dtisseldorf
electoral districts (which included Barmen) elected Bredt to the Reichstag with 58,000
votes. 105 Eleven Business Party representatives entered the Reichstag at the end of 1924.
In Prussian Diet elections, held at the same time, the party polled 2.5%, earning eleven
delegates to the Assembly.106
A year later, in Prussia's fifteen provincial elections in November 1925, the
Business Party again averaged 2.5% of the vote. However in simultaneous county
elections it polled under 1%, confirming its weakness among the peasantry and other
rural Mittelst:andler. Then on 31 October 1926 the party again doubled its support in
Saxony and attained fully 10% of the vote in state elections and ten representatives in the
Diet. On 13 January 1927, Hugo Weber, 107 a tradesman and leader of the Saxon
Business Party, joined the state government as Minister of Finance. The Saxon Diet had
become the party's strongest regional base, and Saxony provided two of the party's
eleven Reichstag representatives.108
The next national elections, 20 May 1928, again simultaneous nationally and in
the states, seemed to show that the leap forward in Saxony had not been a local
phenomenon. Business Party representation in the Reichstag and Prussia nearly doubled,
climbing to 4.5% in each assembly, although their Saxon mandate fell to 8.5%. The
party returned to the Reichstag with twenty-three delegates, and twenty-one party
members entered the Prussian Diet. In May 1929, it more than recouped its losses in
Saxony and captured 11.3% of the return with eleven representatives in the state
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107 Hugo Weber (1889-[?]), master craftsman, Syndikus of the State Committee of Saxon Craftsmen
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Assembly. That November, Prussian provincial elections likewise confirmed the party's
strength, with a doubling of its vote from a year before. 109
One disquieting aspect appeared in some of the Business Party returns. Its
growth appeared in new areas, while it stagnated or lost votes in regions with an older
Business Party constituency. For example, while the party steadily increased its share of
the Prussian vote, in Berlin its share fell from 4.8% to 3.2% and finally 2.4%. The
pattern was by no means uniform, but at the least the core constituency seemed to shift
south to Saxony and west to the Rhineland. So long as publicity and resources allowed
campaigning in new areas, the party grew, masking a disenchantment with the Business
Party similar to that suffered by other bourgeois parties. 110
The larger bourgeois parties slipped steadily in the polls from 1924 onward,
losing votes to extremists of right and left and to smaller parties such as Bredt' s.
Between the Reichstag elections of June 1920 and May 1928 the combined vote of the
Centre, People's Party and Democrats fell from over a third to just one quarter of the
electorate. Only the Centre Party performed fairly consistently. The large bourgeois
parties' failures, rather than the Business Party's successes, best explains the growth of
"splinter" parties, each representing a specific socio-economic interest group. Splinter
parties flourished and grew, with eight parties coming to represent nearly 20% of all
Germans in the 1928 elections, or nearly half again as many Germans as smaller parties
had represented in late Imperial Germany . 111
Bredt worked actively to support small parties, notably in Hesse. Hessian law
required seven thousand members for a party to appear on the ballot, whereas national

109 Ibid., 222-3, 228, 230-1, 234,238,240.
11 o Ibid., 235.
111 Jones, 'The Dying Middle," 34-8; Patch, "Class Prejudice," 43-5; Kolb, Weimar Republic, 767, 194-5.
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law required only five thousand party members. Bredt did not believe that the Business
Party could meet the higher requirement. When state elections approached, Bredt took
Hesse to court and argued the case personally and successfully. Among the two coplaintiffs were Adolf Hitler's National Socialists. 112
Since the Kapp Putsch, Bredt had founded a party to represent the Mittelstand and
carried that party from its provincial beginnings to a noteworthy role in national politics.
Although his limited constituency forced Bredt into various compromises, he had, to a
great extent, shaped the Business Party according to his own ideology and personality.
Both his high ideals and his prejudices molded the party and guided its policy. If
legislative successes were limited by the caucus' small size and the power of other interest
groups, Bredt nevertheless effectively represented elements of the old Mittelstand as a
spokesman and, increasingly, as a significant voice in parliamentary affairs. He enjoyed
personal fame through his roles in preparing the national budget, handling foreign
relations, and dealing with sensitive national issues such as church law and the collapse
of the Empire. The party's size had increased along with Bredt' s reputation. By 1928,
Bredt and the Business Party were poised to enter center stage in German politics.
◊

112 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 181-2, 86ff.

CHAPTER 3: NATIONAL PROMINENCE
◊

FORMING MULLER'S GREAT COALITION

The Business Party entered the Reichstag after the elections of 20 May 1928 with
twenty-three mandates, 4.6% of the Assembly, or about 12% percent of all
representatives right of the Social Democrats and left of the German Nationalists. Their
former allies, the German Peasants' League (previously the Bavarian Peasants' League),
had eight seats and the Hanoverian Party had four, for a potential bloc under the
Economic Association of thirty-five votes, 7% of the total and nearly 20% of the political
center. But with the Business Party's new strength Bredt and Drewitz did not renew the
Association, and Drewitz gradually reduced his cooperation with the other party
chairmen. Now Drewitz as chairman ran the Business Party internally, while Bredt as
deputy chair led the legislative caucus. Bredt believed that the Business Party, with
sufficient numbers to affect the balance of parliamentary power and determine the
outcome in close votes, could therefore tackle the financial situation. 1
The Business Party took part in negotiations to form new governments in both the
Reich and Prussia after the May 1928 elections. Twenty-three votes in the Reichstag
made the caucus half again as large as that of the Bavarian People's Party, with sixteen
representatives, and nearly as strong as the Democratic Party, with its twenty-five
delegates. During the negotiations Drewitz accused Social Democrat Herman Mtiller, 2
called by President Hindenburg to form the new cabinet, of failing to take up issues
important to the Business Party. Mtiller for his part claimed that the Business Party made

1 Brech, "Erinnerungen," 189.
2
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unreasonable demands. 3 Certainly the party program outlined at Gorlitz two years before
included some anti-socialist positions, such as reducing "state socialism" to "a reasonable
level,"4 and in 1921 Bredt had declared that he would not join a Socialist cabinet, but the
Gorlitz program did not preclude participation in government with Socialists and, in the
seven years since the party had first entered Prussia's republican Diet, Bredt' s own
attitude had evolved to a point of greater acceptance. Drewitz told President Hindenburg
that the party was basically ready to cooperate, but according to the party yearbook of
1929 Mtiller had forced them into the opposition. 5
The presence of twenty-one delegates of the Business Party in the Diet also
created possibilities for the Party to enter the Prussian state government. Other bourgeois
parties had long hoped to coax the Business Party into assuming governmental
responsibility. The liberal traditions of businessmen and landlords suggested their
amenity to joining like-minded members of the People's Party and even the German
Democrats. During cabinet negotiations in 1928 the Prussian People's Party had
demanded Business Party participation as a precondition for its own entry into the
government. The People's Party abandoned the ploy because the Prussian Business
Party followed a more nationalistic and oppositional line than did Bredt' s national
organization. Led by the anti-socialist and anti-Catholic Carl Ladendorff, who labeled the
Prussian Coalition a "dictatorship of Social Democracy assisted by the Centre Party," the
Prussian branch hewed closely to German Nationalist policies. In the Diet the party
caucus opposed every government bill from 1921 through 1929. At the end of the decade

3 Schumacher, Wirtschaftspartei, 123.
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it finally voted for the Prussian Concordat with the Catholic church following a personal
meeting between Dr. Bredt and Prussian Minister-President Braun. 6
In the Reich after 1928 only a coalition stretching from the Social Democrats
through most of the center parties could muster a parliamentary majority, yet the Great
Coalition very nearly did not take shape. A Great Coalition had existed briefly under
Gustav Stresemann' s leadership five years before, but a more recent attempt to form a
broad coalition had failed. Both the People's Party and Centre made stiff demands on
MUiler in 1928, and President Hindenburg had already demonstrated a willingness to
accept a minority government. 7
In late June 1928, after weeks of difficult negotiations, Social Democrat Hermann
MUiler, head of his party's Reichstag delegation, finally formed a cabinet. His
government stretched from the Social Democrats on the left to the German People's Party
on the right. The Great Coalition parties represented 301 of the Reichstag's 493
representatives, or sixty-one percent of the Assembly. The addition of the Business Party
would have given the government a majority of nearly two-thirds. On the other hand the
government could not always rely on the votes of its member parties. When the new
Reichstag convened on 3 June, rather than risk a vote of no-confidence by requesting an
endorsement of his cabinet, MUiler simply asked the Assembly to vote approval of his
government's opening declaration. MUiler' s Great Coalition then proceeded, without a
firm commitment of support from its own members, to tackle the issues before it. 8
◊
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THE YOUNG PLAN

Almost immediately the government addressed a final settlement of reparations
along with an adjustment of annual payments. Following the end of the Ruhr crisis,
Parker Gilbert, the General Agent for the Allies, had monitored the German economy for
American investors in accordance with the Dawes plan of reparations payments. In 1927
he had advised that American banks should not extend more loans to Germany, because
German borrowers, particularly cities, were overspending. According to Bredt, Gilbert's
"fixed smile" made it difficult to know whether he was a friend or foe of Germany, but
Bredt and Reichsbank president Hjalmar Schacht both had agreed, in essence, with
Gilbert's position. While Gilbert's warning raised a storm of protest in Germany, Bredt
said in a speech on 2 December 1927 that it was a disgrace that German cities relied on
foreign loans, further sacrificing financial control and endangering the economy. 9
The credit crisis produced by Gilbert's recommendation alerted disparate political
groups that some action should be taken to restore financial equilibrium, and in 1928
Finance Minister Heinrich Kohler 10 of the Centre Party, with Dr. Johannes Popitz, State
Secretary for the Ministry of Finance, convened a committee to address this issue. Every
party was represented, and Schacht took part on occasion. Bredt made the radical
proposal to settle all reparations payments by loans from the United States. According to
Bredt only one other representative even understood his suggestion to manipulate the
exchange rate. Most still held to previous years' proposals--that more money was to be
had through taxes. At the same time Kohler announced publicly that Germany could not
make the reparations payments scheduled by the Dawes Plan. The government made no
progress in solving the problem. Parker Gilbert took the poor reaction to his advice
9 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 193.

10 Stachura, "Kohler, Heinrich (1878-1949)," in Political Leaders, 108-9.
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badly. He said that Germany, her states, and communities could do more to make their
Dawes payments.11
The Dawes Plan had regularized payments and the procedure for transfers but left
total reparations unrealistically high. A revision or continuation of the Dawes Plan
became urgent as the 2.5 billion marks of specified payments neared completion in 192829. Also, Foreign Minister Stresemann hoped to use a promise to pay reparations as
leverage to secure an early Allied withdrawal from the Rhineland, and this enticement
would lose its effectiveness as the scheduled withdrawal dates of 1930 and 1935
approached. Conditions for negotiations improved following positive international
reactions to Germany's 1928 elections and the signing of the Kellogg-Briand nonaggression pacts in August. 12 In Geneva in September 1928, with Chancellor Millier
representing the Reich personally, the international community agreed to a conference on
both early withdrawal from the Rhineland and a final reparations arrangement. In
February 1929 the conference, sponsored by American lawyer and businessman Owen
D. Young, who had also served with General Dawes in working up the earlier plan, 13
opened in Paris to discuss reparations. The attendees, most importantly Germany,
France and Great Britain, intended to settle the issues once and for all.1 4
That same month Bredt published an article in the PreuBische Jahrbticher entitled
"Parker Gilbert and Us," in which he stated his political and economic views on
reparations. Bredt described Gilbert as a man who may not have been unfriendly to
11 Breclt, "Erinnerungen," 193-4.
12 The initial French-American bi-lateral treaty led to a long series of similar agreements between
many other nations, including Germany. The agreements had no practical effect.
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Germany but who nevertheless served as the political agent of Washington D.C. and the
Allied Powers. Gilbert "reigned from his office" and provoked German officials into
responding to his comments on their economic policies. Bredt wrote that the reparations
issue was "perhaps the most important question that has presented itself to us since the
end of the war or that will present itself in the foreseeable future." He argued that
reparations and the world financial situations were interrelated, and that Germany could
not continue making payments without expanded foreign trade. He further contended that
total reparations must be low enough to preclude overtaxing Germany's productive
capacity or reducing the standard of living. Further, he believed that American loans
associated with the Dawes plan created an illusion of German economic health. As
evidence he pointed out that new loans exceeded reparations payments and increased
Germany's debt load; foreign protectionism depressed trade; industrial capacity lay idle
and unemployment climbed. Depressed economic conditions in turn exacerbated
budgetary problems by increasing social spending and taxation. He added to this list of
evidence a jab against the wage policies pursued by trade unions and the Socialist
Minister of Labor.15
Bredt felt that, due to the masking effect of American loans, the foreign powers
overestimated Germany's capacity to pay. He believed that Parker Gilbert's 1928
recommendation to cut off further credit to Germany, if followed, might have had the
positive effect of ending a false image of economic health. Bredt agreed with Gilbert that
German states and cities borrowed and spent too much. Yet he feared that Gilbert had an
ulterior motive, one which would result if Young Plan negotiators set total reparations too
high: "commercialization" of the German debt. In February 1929 Bredt foresaw
excessive reparations converted into private commercial instruments, traded between
15 Johann Victor Bredt, "Parker Gilbert und Wir," PreuBischeJahrbticher, 215, no. 2 (1929): 12931.
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creditors and subjecting Germany to "stable and unending" liabilities that would lead to
reduced economic capacity and livelihoods. He believed that political obligations such as
reparations should remain between governments, and in any case he argued that only full
industrial employment and free trade would enable Germany to settle her debts. Bredt
warned Germany against lasting economic and financial servitude and called on all
Germans to unite in a "resounding no" to further reparations payments. 16
The delegates in Paris did not heed Bredt' s call, and on 7 June 1929 they initialed
the Young Plan, officially known as the New Plan, which was then published in the
experts' report. Between August 1929 and January 1930 two conferences at the Hague
worked out implementation of the New (Young) Plan, to begin 1 September 1930, and
the Allied withdrawal from the Rhineland, scheduled for completion 30 June 1930. It
adjusted reparations for annual payments averaging two billion marks over fifty-nine
years, ending in 1988, and reduced the immediate bill to 750 million marks. The plan
provided flexibility in case of fluctuating economic conditions, allowing for reduced
payments, and a third of each payment would be in kind. Although debt certificates
against the railway remained as collateral, the Young Plan also eliminated foreign controls
and the Dawes Plan mortgages on the German railway. A new Bank for International
Settlements, with German board membership, would administer the debt. Violations of
payments would be referred to the International Tribunal at the Hague. France acquiesced
to an accelerated evacuation from the Rhineland. 1 7
The chief signatories thought it expedient to stipulate, in view of conditions in
Germany and in the wake of a nationalist campaign against further payments, that they
16 Ibid., 131-5.
17 "New (Young) Plan," 20 January 1930, in The Treaty of Versailles and After: Annotations of the
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would retaliate if a future German Government broke the Hague Agreement and thus
"[revealed] its determination to destroy the New Plan." 18 With this extraordinary
addendum the Plan went to committee in the Reichstag on 11 February. Two weeks later
the Young Plan passed committee. The fight for its passage then moved to the floor. 19
The Business Party had taken up the fight over reparations even before the
experts' report revealed the details of the Young Plan. Bredt considered the Allied
withdrawal from the Rhineland and the cessation of "the heavy burden of reparations"
two necessary steps in Germany's international rehabilitation and restoration of complete
sovereignty. He claimed to agree with Foreign Minister Stresemann on these goals. But
in 1929, after Finance Minister Hilferding had proposed extraordinary revenue measures
in anticipation of reparations payments under the Young Plan, Bredt had addressed the
Reichstag and had explained his party's opposition to the evolving plan. Stresemann
believed in making a good faith effort to pay reparations but, as the Young Plan's
particulars became known that spring, Bredt and the Business Party stressed that the
German people could not afford further payments. 20 Bredt believed that Young Plan
payments would be shifted onto the middle class in the form of taxes or through inflation
caused by increased borrowing. He also insisted that the Reich be independent of foreign
agents such as Parker Gilbert. Bredt convinced his party to oppose the Young Plan based
on his economic-political assessment, and he voiced his concerns to the Reichstag: "The
[Young Plan] delegation has reckoned on 18 billions from Germany - from where? By
magic? They have given no thought to the national capacity."21

18 Ibid., 940-41.

19 Feuchtwanger, Weimar to Hitler, 208-9; Eyck, History of Weimar, 2: 188-92.
20 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 170.
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As the Young Plan moved through the legislature, Bredt continued his opposition.
Although the plan included an immediate reduction in payments, removal of foreign
oversight, and early Rhineland evacuation, it realized Bredt' s fears of an excessive total
bill. Detailed instructions directed the Bank for International Settlements to
" [commercialize] those parts of the annuities which are susceptible of being
commercialized," which Bredt had particularly warned against. During floor debates
Bredt spoke out against new taxes that would stem from economic conditions pursuant to
continued reparations. He reminded the chamber of an earlier government plan to reduce
taxes (a plan that, as Bredt had anticipated, did not materialize). The Business Party
remained in opposition and voted against the Young Plan. Nevertheless with assurances
of future accountability and the implied threat of recourse to presidential powers, the
Young Plan passed by 266 votes to 193 and Hindenburg signed it into law 13 March
1930. 22
The Young Plan faced violent opposition from many Germans. Even before
negotiations at the Hague opened, a storm of protest had broken out on the German right;
despite the benefits also found in the Plan, six decades of national indebtedness created a
powerful image for anti-republican propagandists. Alfred Hugenberg, newspaper
magnate and leader of the German Nationalists, interpreted the total reparations bill of 1.50
billion marks as an increase over the previously open-ended arrangement. Hugenberg,
the National Socialists, other small right-wing groups, and the influential veterans
organization, the Stahlhelm (of which President Hindenburg was an honorary leader),
combined in a nationalist bloc and attacked the Young Plan through a proposed "Freedom
Law." Requiring repudiation of the Versailles Treaty's war guilt clause and branding
traitor any government official accepting reparations or territorial losses, this law would

22 Eyck, History of Weimar, 2:233-41; Bredt, "Erinnemngen," 192-4.
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have made it a crime to carry out the Young Plan. The "Freedom Law" went before the
Reichstag by way of a popular initiative with the signatures of 10% of eligible voters. All
but laughed out of the Reichstag, it proceeded to a referendum. Attaining less than 14%
support, it also failed to pass by referendum. At the same time, Reichsbank president
Schacht, who had previously voiced no objections to the negotiations, also publicly
attacked the government over the Young Plan. Finance Minister Hilferding and State
Secretary Popitz resigned in response to Schacht' s attacks. The Business Party opposed
the "Freedom Law" despite voting against the Young Plan. The nature of Bredt' s
opposition was always loyal, and with the governmental Free Conservative Party as a
model, one would not expect him to attack officials discharging their responsibilities. 23
After the passage of the Young Plan, Chancellor Mtiller proceeded to work on the
budget, but he had used his last reserves of confidence with the President and Reichstag.
His government stumbled over funding construction of an armored cruiser for the Navy,
then foundered over the issue of unemployment relief. The relative stability following the
hyperinflation had ended, and the American stock market crash of October 1929 signaled
a world-wide depression. Throughout 1929 unemployment rose and revenues declined.
Already in spring 1929 Finance Minister Hilferding had proposed a temporary measure
raising contributions to the workers' compensation fund by a half-pfennig. The
government, on the defensive over the Young Plan, struggled to satisfy both workers,
represented by Mtiller' s Social Democratic Party, and employers, particularly as
represented by the German People's Party. Hilferding' s proposed temporary solution,
somewhat amended, finally passed the Reichstag on 3 October 1929, with the Business
Party joining the German Nationalists, National Socialists and Communists in
opposition. Bredt believed that relief payments should be reduced, rather than

23 Eyck, History of Weimar, 2:220-5, 238-44; Feuchtwanger, Weimar to Hitler. 214-16.
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contributions increased, and he feared higher taxes to maintain relief. The People's Party
only let the measure pass through abstention, thanks to strenuous efforts by Stresemann
the day before he died of a double stroke. 24
Mtiller' s Great Coalition had maneuvered both the Young Plan and the increased
unemployment contributions through the Reichstag by early March 1930, but the financial
problem had meanwhile worsened. The budget's balance remained at risk from further
increases in unemployment and declining revenues. Mtiller proposed a further increase in
workers' and employers' contributions, and this time his own Social Democratic Party
raised the more strident objections. The party's trade-union members and leadership
could not bring themselves to compromise further with the industrialists of the People's
Party. The Mtiller government fell, ending the Great Coalition. 25
◊

THE BRUNING CABINEf

President von Hindenburg called on Heinrich Brtining of the Catholic Centre
Party to form a new government, and once again the Business Party had an opportunity
to take part in cabinet negotiations. 26 Because the nationalist right had turned against the
President when he signed the Young Plan, Hindenburg desired a capable, conservative
centrist who could solve Germany's economic crisis while improving its position in
Europe and quelling domestic strife. He wanted to end government dependence on
socialists, and to accomplish that he required a chancellor sufficiently conservative to
24 Feuchtwanger,
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appeal to the right, yet moderate enough to attract centrists and to avoid the complete
antagonism of the Social Democrats. The Reichswehr chiefs approved of Bruning
because of his fiscal conservatism, support of the military, and anti-socialism. Bruning' s
Centre Party was second largest in the Reichstag with sixty-two representatives and
formed a stable core for any govemment. 27
Heinrich Bruning had become the Catholic Centre Party's financial expert in the
late 1920s and advanced to the party chairmanship early in 1930. His most formative
experiences included helping with Catholic workers' relief where he acquired an
understanding of social conditions among Germany's lower classes. He also served as a
lieutenant in the Great War. As a veteran and patriot he honored and respected Field
Marshal von Hindenburg. Arnold Brecht, a contemporary of Bruning who worked with
him frequently from 1927 onward, described Bruning as intelligent, modest, objective,
with a soldierly sense of duty, but also noted that he was not personable: "Not only did
[Bruning] always speak in a low voice; he kept looking around cautiously like one who is
afraid of being overheard." 28 Bredt, who first made Bruning' s acquaintance in the mid1920s, noted Brtining's high intelligence, reflective nature, and decisiveness. Bredt
considered the Chancellor's Reichstag speeches "powerful and important."29 Both men
shared the common experiences of war service and their work among lower classes.
Their excess objectivity and intellectualism rendered them both inflexible and less able to
address the emotional content of issues. 30
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Bruning entered into negotiations to form a cabinet on 27 March 1930. If the
Socialists were not included, every party from the Centre to the German Nationalists had
to join the cabinet in order to achieve a majority. Bruning needed the Business Party's
twenty-three votes. Its moderate-right constituency also fitted Bruning' s needs. 31
Bruning' s need for Business Party support grew as the possibility of German
Nationalist support receded. Alfred Hugenberg, reactionary and recalcitrant head of the
German National People's Party, did not want a moderate, rightist government which, by
offering nationalists the prospect of maintaining their integrity while supporting the
government, would weaken support for Hugenberg' s own leadership. Because of
differences within the party, Hugenberg' s leadership was endangered. Twenty-three of
seventy-eight German National members had broken party discipline and had voted to
accept the Young Plan. Twelve members, most notably Gottfried Treviranus, had left the
German Nationalists. Hugenberg feared that if he supported Bruning, then the right wing
of the German Nationals would desert to the National Socialists. President Hindenburg's
hopes for a rightist majority disintegrated, and these developments probably helped the
Business Party secure a ministry. 32
During initial cabinet negotiations Hermann Drewitz attempted to secure a ministry
for the Business Party and asked Bredt which one he wanted. Bredt had a ready answer:
Justice. He believed that he could best advance the Mittelstand' s cause in the Ministry of
Justice because it wrote the administrative instructions to implement laws. There was a
minor obstacle. Bruning wanted a People's Party member as Minister of Justice, and
when that fell through he offered the position to the Centre Party's Theodor von Guerard.
Bruning had believed that the Business Party would remain in opposition and Drewitz'

31 Kolb, Weimar Republic, 195.
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proposal caught him unprepared. 33 When Bredt suggested von Guerard for Transport,
Bruning accepted the suggestion. 34 One incident marred the negotiations. On 29 March,
Drewitz threatened that the Business Party might remain in opposition because the Centre
Party had too much power, the conservatives too little. The Centre Party's Joseph Wirth
had two posts, while the conservative Treviranus was a minister without portfolio. While
vice-chairman Bredt remained unaware of Drewitz' objection, the party chairman signed
his complaint to Bruning from "the leadership of the Business Party." Bruning
subsequently rearranged the cabinet, with Treviranus as Minister for Occupied Territories
in lieu of Wirth. Bredt found this usurpation of his position disturbing, and Drewitz'
independent action presaged later difficulties within the party. 35 In return for its support
the Business Party extracted a single concession from Bruning: A tax increase from
.75% to 1.35% on the turnover of any retail establishment, such as department stores,
which earned over a million marks a year. Bredt and Drewitz hoped to do more for the
Business Party's supporters in the course of governing. 36
Bredt' s appointment marked the pinnacle of the Business Party's
accomplishment. The party had entered the corridors of power and could be assured by
Bredt' s appointment that it would enter the history books. A party newspaper marked
this event as "a turning point in the history and development of the party. " 37
Brtining had formed his cabinet, against all precedent, in just three days, and on
Sunday, 30 March, President von Hindenburg confirmed the cabinet. For the first time a
cabinet included veterans of the Great War. It consisted of: Heinrich Bruning and fellow
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Centrist members Adam Stegerwald for Labor, Theodor von Guerard for Transport, and
Joseph Wirth as Minister of the Interior; the Democratic Economics Minister Hermann
Dietrich; People's Party members Julius Curtius at the Foreign Ministry and Paul
Moldenhauer with the all-important Finance portfolio; the Bavarian People's Party's
Georg Schatzel in the Postal Ministry; former German Nationalist members Martin
Schiele for Agriculture and Gottfried Treviranus for Occupied Territories (soon to be
defunct); General Wilhelm Groener remained as Minister of Defense; and from the
Business Party came Johann Victor Bredt, Minister of Justice. Bruning had replaced
Millier' s Socialists but retained all others. Although he had wanted ministers who could
transcend party politics, only Treviranus had such independence. Schiele, as president of
the Agrarian League, was subject to that group's influence. 38
By excluding the Social Democrats and failing to find accommodation with the
German Nationalists, Brilning formed a minority government. The parties that formed
the government did not pledge unconditional loyalty to Bruning and he, like Millier in
1928, sidestepped this problem by calling for a vote approving the government's
declaration rather than validating the government itself. As if to underscore the trend
toward authoritarian government Bruning stated that he would attempt to solve
Germany's problems with the Reichstag or without it. 39
◊

THEBUDGEf

Bruning' s cabinet faced an economic situation that had been steadily deteriorating
since 1928. In 1929 Finance Minister Hilferding had proposed borrowing 500 million
3 8 Eyck, History of Weimar, 2: 255-7; Stachura, "Moldenhauer, Paul ( 1876-1946)," "Schiele, Martin
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marks against the National Railway to correct an unanticipated budget deficit. Counterproposals and debate ensued in the Reichstag, producing a "Law on Measures to Improve
the Monetary Situation" which would balance the budget through decreased expenditure
and increased taxes, including a revaluation of property. The law had passed at its third
reading on 3 October, against the votes of the Business Party, the German Nationalists,
the National Socialists and the Communists. 40
Bredt believed that the statesmen were "living beyond their means," and that the
situation would worsen as the deepening financial crisis increased the drag on the
economy. Now he discussed the situation with Bruning who disagreed with the
Business Party's position. Bredt explained why he thought the Law on Measures to
Improve the Monetary Situation a complete mistake. He feared higher taxes on property
through increased valuation. When Finance Minister Moldenhauer had actually proposed
lowering taxes two years before, based on immediate savings from the Young Plan,
Bredt had taken exception. Apart from believing that the government was appealing to
the masses without intending to lower taxes, he asserted that foreigners must not be given
the false impression that Germany was economically sound and could make the Young
Plan payments. Someone in the Business Party shouted the word "Swindle!" and a
rancorous exchange had followed between Moldenhauer and Bredt, with each accusing
the other of improprieties. Events proved Bredt correct, as increases in unemployment
relief absorbed the anticipated first year's savings from reduced reparations payments. 41
The larger parties did not heed Bredt' s complaints, and "attacked" the Business Party "in
the worst way, while [Mtiller's government had] laid a finger on the open wound:"
Budget deficits from increased social spending. 42
40 Eyck, History of Weimar, 2:238.
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The great obstacle to financial rehabilitation, in Bredt' s opinion, had been State
Secretary Johannes Popitz, a one-time academician who became State Secretary in the
mid-1920s and attempted to rationalize both national finances and the financialadministrative balance between national government and the federal states. He had played
a key role in reordering the tax law after the hyperinflation. 43 Bredt felt that while Popitz
guided the ministry with skill and knowledge, he believed erroneously that taxes could go
higher. Bredt thought that had Popitz been prepared to work for a genuine rehabilitation,
the financial catastrophe of 1930 might have been avoided. Bredt was wrong on two
counts. Popitz could not have averted the financial crisis which stemmed from earlier
mismanagement, inflation and Germany's defeat in the war. Secondly, since entering
office Popitz' efforts had helped stabilize the financial situation. Bredt may be excused
for claiming that the middle class could not afford to pay higher taxes, but according to
the economic orthodoxy of the time, the budget had to be balanced either by increased
revenues or decreased expenditures. Bredt claimed to consider the financial situation in
the context of domestic and foreign politics. Neither could be controlled by a single
government official, and rehabilitation would not occur without greater unity in the
Reichstag. 44
On the afternoon of 31 March Bruning' s new cabinet met for the first time, and
proceeded to work up the formal pronouncement on the government's intended program.
The unemployment relief problem, which precipitated Mtiller' sfall, remained unresolved.
Now Bruning wanted to move quickly. He reintroduced Moldenhauer's old plan, calling
for increased workers' and employers' contributions to the unemployment relief fund,
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and added subsidies to agriculture known as Osthilfe. Agriculture Minister Schiele
intended Osthilfe to aid existing enterprises among whose owners were Prussian
aristocrats, like President von Hindenburg. Bruning let the Reichstag know that this plan
would go into effect with or without its majority's consent. 45
He had two orders of dissolution prepared, one in the event he lost a vote of noconfidence, and a second for issue even if he passed such a test. He made no attempt to
compromise with the factions of either the left or right. This refusal stemmed in part from
the confidence he felt in the plan, in part from his lack of confidence in the Reichstag.
His personality also played a role: Bruning was not an accommodating individual. 46
Despite Bruning' s high-handed treatment of the Reichstag, the unemployment
compensation and agrarian aid programs passed, 217 to 206, on 12 April 1930. A noconfidence motion brought by the Social Democrats failed. Brtining had feared that the
German Nationalists would support the Osthilfe but not workers' compensation. The
majority of the Nationalists, led by Count Westarp, supported Bruning on both the aid
bills and the vote of confidence. The tax on large retail establishments, the Business
Party's condition for entering the cabinet, also passed by just five votes, so the party
received its payoff and at the same time demonstrated that its twenty-three votes could
provide the margin to govern without recourse to the president's emergency powers. 47
Having solved the unemployment fund problem, Brtining still had to pass the
remaining budget. Moldenhauer had prepared a plan that allowed for a deficit of 750
million marks, to which Moldenhauer had added 100 million marks for unfunded public
45 Ibid., 226.
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projects. Moldenhauer's plan to cover expenses led to his recall by the People's Party,
and he tendered his resignation on 18 June. Bruning, after conferring with Hindenburg,
replaced him with the Democrat Hermann Dietrich, who moved from the Economics to
the Finance Ministry. The Ministry of Economics remained vacant. 48
Dietrich revised the Moldenhauer Plan and presented his modifications to the
Reichstag on 7 July. Bredt claimed a decisive part in developing this plan. Seeking to
advance the Business Party's long-standing interests, he proposed a pay cut for
government employees. It appeared to Bredt that nothing else could be done without new
taxes or greater thrift. Bruning approved a reduction in civil service salaries. The cabinet
eventually committed to Bredt's view, and Moldenhauer worked up his plan. 49 Although
he may well have suggested a reduction of civil service pay, perhaps to head off other
cuts, this recollection again seems to exaggerate Bredt' s importance. In any case, Bredt' s
memoirs ignore other major elements brought up in Moldenhauer' s plan and other
important aspects of the plan as modified later by Hermann Dietrich.
The cabinet had already debated the original Moldenhauer plan, so it was familiar
with much of Dietrich's work. The revised proposal called for a reduction of officials'
salaries, by way of a 2 112% "national aid" tax or Reichshilfe; a flat poll tax;
supplementary taxes; and allowances for new municipal taxes, most controversially the
authority to tax beer. The first part of Dietrich's plan passed, with the Social Democrats
abstaining, on 15 July. The second part included the reduction in civil servants' salaries-the Reichshilfe--and the flat poll tax. The Social Democratic Party, in combination with
the Communists, many German Nationalists, and the National Socialists, defeated the
second article by a vote of 2.56 to 193. 50
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On 26 July, after the Reichstag nullified his budget as first introduced, Bruning
issued an emergency decree over von Hindenburg's signature enforcing a revised budget.
The entire cabinet counter-signed the decrees. The revisions included a more generous
Osthilfe, but it retained the Reichshilfe and graduated the poll tax from a low of three
marks to a high of one thousand marks. This budget, if offered earlier as a compromise,
might have sufficed to save the vote in the Reichstag. The Social Democrats considered
the recourse to emergency decree a death blow to the Republic and introduced the motion
to nullify. During the budget negotiations that led to this act, and as the decree's
unforeseen consequences unfolded, Bredt conducted the affairs of the Ministry of
Justice. 51
◊

THE MINISTRY OF JUSTICE

Throughout the Reichstag session from March to July Bredt had worked hard on
various bills in his ministry with both his constituency and the nation in mind. The
Justice Ministry wrote all ordinances, and he therefore had considerable potential
influence on their precise wording and implementation. Whereas Bredt signed all
regulations, the president signed the basic laws.
The morning after his appointment, Bredt visited the Ministry of Justice, where
State Secretary Curt Joel, accustomed to a succession of ministers, greeted him coolly but
correctly. Bredt was certain that mutual respect would eventually develop. Besides Joel,
the chiefs of the three sections were Ministerialdirektors Friedrich Oegg, Franz
Schlegel berger, and Ernst Schafer. Bredt also supervised two executive agencies: the
Reich Patent Office and the National High Court in Leipzig. He worked well with the
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president of the court, Erwin Bumke, and with the national prosecutor, Georg Werner.
He did not work closely with the head of the patent office, Johannes Eylau. 52
The ministry occupied three floors at VoBstraBe 5 in Berlin. Bredt had all of the
third floor to himself while the directors shared the one below. The ground floor housed
subordinate offices and administrators. The arrangement might have been comfortingly
(and flatteringly) hierarchical, but it left Bredt without routine oversight of his staff. He
was subject in large measure to the management of the State Secretary, and he even had to
struggle to keep private his personal mail, delivered through a ministry chain. In that case
the solution was to tell his compatriots to write to him at the Reichstag. Less easy was
asserting himself in his ministry. He received only those items which Joel stamped with
a red "M." This presumption stemmed from the career ci vii servant's sense of
professional competence and control vis-a-vis the new Minister's unknown qualities and
presumed political motivation. The arrangement called to mind the Marburg city council
in which the paid professionals ensured that the elected members' grandstanding did not
disrupt city administration. 5 3
Germany's civil service consisted of a professional corps separate, traditionally,
from party politics. However, the civil service, similar to the military,judiciary and
school systems, remained the preserve of a conservative bureaucratic elite, inclined to
privilege and monarchism and aloof in its social sub-set. The Republic attempted to
secure the loyalty of this agency of government through protected status in the
constitution, pay raises, and half-hearted attempts at democratization. Up to a point, the
bureaucracy adhered to the Republic, as demonstrated by its resistance to the Kapp
Putsch and its professional detachment from political squabbles, but it remained cool to
parliamentary government. When governments changed neither the Chancellor nor his
52 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 224-6.
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ministers appointed new state secretaries. Joel, for example, remained in office before
and after Bredt' s term and served the National Socialist regime as well. The strengths of
this system were efficiency, competence and apoliticism. At the same time, to describe it
as responsive to the minister of the day would be an exaggeration. Bredt and his peers
faced the problem, daily, of permanent ministry staffs quasi-independent from their
transient cabinet masters. 54
Bredt' s worst experience in his ministerial and cabinet work was in combating
special interests. For example, a law was proposed to raise additional funds through an
extraordinary tax on businesses. This measure was one of several intended to address the
financial crisis. Bredt unhappily accepted the necessity. He understood that the money
had to come from somewhere but also knew that its "fair" application would hurt small
businesses more than large firms. While both would pass on some of the cost to the
consumer, for small businesses such shifting would mean a greater proportional rise in
cost and loss of profit, accompanied in all likelihood by migrations of customers to more
efficient, larger companies. When Economics Minister Dietrich proposed an exception
easing the burden on large firms, Bredt could not fathom it except as a response to
interest-group pressures. Neither he nor his staff wanted any exceptions in any laws, and
in this case the proposed law failed to reach the Reichstag. Bredt spent the rest of his
term in office sniffing out exceptions to proposed laws at the committee level. He could
suffer the Mittelstand' s sharing part of Germany's burden but only so long as all others
carried their weight. Correct in maintaining that his position in the Ministry of Justice
enabled him to look out for his constituents' interests, he claimed to act equally in the
interest of Germany.55
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Bredt also felt weighed down by the cabinet work. It reminded him of his earliest
academic work on national economics, as the ministers discussed, for hours on end, the
details of prices, cartel regulation, costs of living, and real wages, while seldom
discussing the basic framework and operation of the economy. Furthermore, when all
was thoroughly talked out, Bruning had no real options anyway. Understanding and
trust within the government were minimal. Even within his own ministry Bredt trusted
only a couple of colleagues well enough to discuss with them the substance of the daily
direction from the cabinet meetings. 56
Despite difficulties Bredt set to work immediately to improve the administration of
justice. The judicial structure, including his ministry, lacked a sound budget, consistent
internal policies, and a good system of training and quality control for jurists. Having
done what he could to expedite hearings, on 15 May he put forward to the Reichstag a
proposal for judicial reform. He wanted the various kinds and levels of justice to be
coordinated, so that different places within the Reich did not have different systems.
More uniformity would decrease commercial expenses and the indirect taxation of a
multiplicity of court costs. Bredt's proposed reforms failed to meet with approval from
any quarter, as greater centralization would have curtailed the power of the states. 57
Then came what Bredt considered his most important legislative work as Reich
Minister for Justice: the adjustment of payments on revalued mortgages following the
hyperinflation. As noted previously, Bredt and the Business Party had been involved in
formulating the original law in 1925. The revalued mortgages would all mature 1 January
1932. Bredt felt that property owners were in great danger. While the 1925 law had
been painstakingly worked out, the economy had declined since then, and Bredt felt that
the 25% revaluation of the old loans, with their 5% interest rate and combined with rent
56 Ibid., 234-5.

57 Ibid., 236-9.
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ceilings and the special renters' tax, would consume landlords' profits. Bredt hoped to
defer payment while holding the interest rate down, and he once again raised the issue of
decreasing government regulation of housing. He worked on the revaluation problem
with Josef Humar, a Munich city councilman and president of the Central Association of
German House and Property Owners' Unions. Bredt and Humar both felt that not only
property owners but the whole economy depended on this issue. Humar introduced their
plan for delayed payments in the National Economic Council; in the cabinet, Bredt
supported a similar plan that Minister von Gueard had already submitted. 58
Bruning' s cabinet, in consultation with the Reichsbank, also desired to defer
settlement of the revaluated mortgages while limiting the interest rate. Their chief
concerns were that the financial institutions involved could not afford the seven to eight
billion marks needed for a one-time settlement on 1 January 1932, and that a massive,
one-time settlement would worsen the economic depression. But because the existing 5%
return did not provide creditors sufficient incentive for refraining from withdrawing their
investments, the government provided increased rates of return for deferred claims.
While this aspect of the plan favored creditors, the government imposed a one-year
moratorium on payments and further provisions permitted debtors to withhold payments
an additional one to two years. The bill that passed into law in July 1930, one similar to
Bredt' s proposal, incorporated these delays but graduated interest rates from 7.5% to
14.5% for deferred payments. 59
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Breclt worked personally on all the laws and regulations which might affect the
Mittelstand. Concurrent to the revaluation law he devised a bill to rectify the land
registers, in the belief that landed property holders had escaped the effects of the inflation
and should now pay higher taxes. This measure applied primarily to large agrarian land
holders, a German Nationalist and Agrarian Party constituency. Bredt had also
introduced a law to change the "muddled" civil trial codes. The mortgage, land register,
and law codes bills all went to the Reichstag 11 July. Many questions and debates
followed in the assembly. Bredt appeared personally to answer questions. Each bill was
in danger of being " ... lost in the crevice of parliamentary unpredictability." It appeared
the measures would not be voted on before more urgent matters, so Bredt appealed for a
vote and countered the various objections to the bills. The Reichstag passed all three bills
and Bredt and von Hindenburg signed them into law between 18 and 25 July 1930. 60
◊

ASSASSINS AND TRAITORS

A touchier issue was the affair known as the "Pardon of the Assassins." In 1930
an initiative to grant amnesty to certain "political" criminals resurfaced. The many
potential pardons included the murderers of former Ministers Matthias Erzberger and
Walther Rathenau, two republicans who had accepted the Versailles Treaty and were
killed by so-called patriots in 1921 and 1922. The proposed amnesty would likewise
have forgiven members of the "Black Army," a secret nationalist paramilitary group that
had killed informants who revealed German violations of the Versailles Treaty's military
limitations. The murderers of Rhineland separatists such as Heinz Orbis and his so-called
cabinet, shot down by fellow Germans in the French occupied zone in 1923, would also

60 Bredt, "Erillllerungen," 245-8.
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be forgiven. Nationalists considered this group of killers to be Fememorde-,-6 1 or
"righteous assassins," and a movement to amnesty them had existed for several years.
The proposed amne.ities appealed to many Germans. 62
Since its founding the Republic had struggled with the issues of protecting itself
from internal strife while forgiving its citizens for crimes committed from political
motivations. Through 1924 the Republic itself faced threats verging on civil war; from
1925 on violent elements directed their attacks against private citizens, particularly in
election campaign brawls, and paramilitary groups battled one another. The federal
government, states and parties lacked consensus on this issue. 63 Bredt' s experience in
1920 with the student battalions and the murdered laborers in the Mechterstadt incident
illustrated the dilemma. In that instance the students were acquitted at trial. In 1922, after
the Erzberger and Rathenau murders, the Reichstag passed the Law for the Protection of
the Reich. This law proved to be an effective tool for combating extremists of the left and
right. Conversely, on 14 July 1928 the Reichstag passed a law granting amnesty for
crimes committed with political motives, excepting corporal crimes. The Law for the
Protection of the Reich came up for renewal in the summer of 1929, but the Business
Party blocked passage until March 1930, when a provision barring the ex-Kaiser's return
to Germany was removed. Protecting the Republic was less of a priority for the party
than paying homage to the Kaiserreich. 64
That same spring Bredt foresaw a resurgence of the Fememorder issue as the final
evacuation of the Rhineland approached. He feared particularly for the anti-separatists-well known by Germans but never turned in to the French--as he thought that, once the
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French withdrew from the Rhineland, they might be charged by Prussia's Socialist
government with the many assaults perpetrated against suspected separatists. The
Prussian Minister-President, Socialist Otto Braun, considered amnesties appropriate only
to redress individual cases of injustice. He feared that general political amnesties would
unleash the most disorderly and violent elements of society. During an amnesty
campaign two years later, Braun's Minister for Justice calculated that nearly 39,000
persons in prison or facing charges in Prussia would be pardoned. In 1930 the numbers
may have been less but the impact of blanket amnesties would have been comparable.
Braun noted that whereas amnesties in the early 1920s had at least excluded crimes to life
and limb, plunder and robbery, the latest movement would excuse even these. 65
Bredt favored the amnesties but was reluctant to take a public position due to the
high emotion and controversy surrounding the matter. His ministry recommended no
amnesty, in part because Joel and others thought the precedent would be dangerous. In a
cabinet meeting on 3 May 1930 Bredt sprang the issue on Bruning without first putting it
on the agenda. While Bredt may have hoped to get political cover from Bruning, the
Chancellor demurred. He questioned Bredt in turn, and Bredt recounted that he received
much mail from patriots and army acquaintances supporting pardons. Bredt also learned
that he had met one of the accused through a mutual acquaintance and knew the father-inlaw of another, in both cases through regimental comrades. Although he clearly favored
all three amnesties, Bredt wanted others to share the responsibility for making a decision.
Bruning and the other ministers were reluctant to take a stand. They concluded that it
would be best, for political reasons, to wait on an initiative from the Reichstag. 66
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By May three separate amnesty proposals had been introduced: one by the
Communists, another from the People's Party, and a third sponsored by Dr. Friedrich
Everling of the German Nationalists. A committee met in Bredt' s Reichstag office to
amend the Everling bill for introduction to the plenum. Several issues had to be
addressed. The Centre and Democrats, as well as the Social Democrats, would vote
against any pardon of the Erzberger-Rathenau assassins, so the working group exempted
murders of national officials from the draft amnesty. The Communists, led by Ernst
Torgler, wanted the amnesty to extend to 1 September 1924, when separatism in the
Rhineland had ended, and as their votes would be needed for passage this measure was
duly written into the law. Although the Communists did not stand to receive many
amnesties compared to the Nationalists, Torgler and five other Communist delegates had
trials pending against themselves, and proceedings scheduled for the next legislative
recess were dropped after the Communists voted for the amnesties. 67
Bredt tried to use the issue of "literary treason" to weaken Socialist opposition,
but with no result. He wanted to eliminate the practice of trying persons for treason
based on material published in open sources such as newspapers. This practice was used
primarily in Prussia against Nazis and Communists. Bredt felt that "one could take action
against the Communists only with a mighty blow, not with a flood of little trials." 68
Although the National Socialists would be equally affected by the law he reassured them
that his maneuvering was directed against Communists and Socialists. He reported that
the National Socialist Party understood his position entirely. 69
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Bredt took such care to craft a widely supported bill because he wanted to ensure
a two-thirds majority. According to the Weimar Constitution a general amnesty required
a national law passed by a simple majority. Yet the Reichsrat could block such a law with
only a one-third vote, and it would then require a two-thirds vote in the Reichstag to
override the Reichsrat' s objection. 70 Bredt knew that the Prussian government opposed
the law and would vote against it in the Reichsrat, but the upper house had never
previously objected to any law passed by the Reichstag with a two-thirds majority.
Everling' s amended amnesty bill was introduced in plenum 2 July. Following much
raucous debate, with the Social Democrats the chief opponents, the measure passed, 290
for amnesty, 135 against--a two-thirds majority of the 425 delegates present, though not
two-thirds of the full Reichstag. 71
As expected, Braun's coalition government in Prussia objected to the law in the
Reichsrat as an incitement to murder. Twenty-eight members supported the objection,
meeting the one-third requirement, and the measure was returned to the Reichstag without
becoming law. Bredt, in consultation with Joel, decided that even though the Reichstag
had passed the bill with a two-thirds majority the first time, the Reichsrat could still halt
the legislation with just a one-third minority vote. Bredt wrote that "doubtlessly my
decision was correct. I could not however know where it would lead."72 The Reichstag
voted on Prussia's objection 16 July. Of 453 representatives present, fully 28 more than
on 2 July, 146 voted to support the objection, 295 to reject it, and 10 abstained. The
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Reichstag fell seven votes short of overturning Prussia's objection, so the proposed
amnesty did not occur, "to the great astonishment of everyone involved."73
Bredt' s attitude toward the amnesty highlights his ambivalence toward the Weimar
Republic and even-handed treatment of left and right. The same forward-looking liberal
who promoted equal voting rights in 1917 and 1918 and who supported paternal
socialism and cooperation with Socialist officials, the jurist and constitutionalist,
nevertheless sought to pardon murder and assault perpetrated among Germans. He did
not seek to right individual miscarriages of justice but rather to forgive wholesale criminal
acts based on their political motivation. This outlook recalls his sentiment following the
Marburg students' mass murder of fifteen suspected Socialist revolutionaries at
Mechterst:adt; Bredt wrote that "it was little wonder that the young people lost their
heads," and that "it was legally correct that the students were later acquitted."74 Would
he have felt the same if young laborers had murdered fifteen university students? Bredt
could not overcome his essentially nationalist, conservative character and class bias, and
he allowed considerable latitude in others who expressed fervent patriotism and antisocialism.
His conciliatory attitude toward the National Socialists reinforces this impression.
The National Socialist movement, engaged in acts of violence similar to those of the
Communists but on a greater scale, consisted of nationalist Germans of mainly lower
middle-class backgrounds. Bredt' s brand of patriotic nationalism favored but did not
mirror that of the Nazis and other extreme nationalist-racist groups. That he forgave them
their crimes did not mean that he advocated bloodshed or hated Socialists as well as
opposing socialism. Bredt contained within himself complex and sometimes
73 Sackett to the Secretary of State, 30 July 1930, memorandum, RG59, 862.00/72, DSNA.; Bredt,
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contradictory feelings which led him to accept terrible excesses in others which he would
never promote himself. That he could not see, as Otto Braun did, that patriots in many
cases were also Germany's "most disruptive and violent elements," that he could so
easily set aside his own fears of begetting more violence by forgiving past excesses,
demonstrated how his social background could cloud his otherwise objective and clear
thinking.
Bredt also orchestrated the government's response in the "Trial of the Ulm
Officers," sometimes known as "The Affair of Bredt and Hitler." In the well publicized
trial three Lieutenants, Ludin, Scheringer and Wendt of the Ulm artillery regiment, stood
accused of high treason for attempting to alter the constitution by illegal means, fomenting
insubordination and discontent, reducing the combat readiness of the army and
disregarding orders from superior officers.7 5 Ludin, the son of a secondary school
professor, the other two sons of military officers, formed the most active part of a loose
circle of junior officers that shared anti-republican and anti-socialist sentiments. Born
between 1904 and 1905, commissioned in the early 1920s, all three belonged to the bitter
and confused post-war generation. The recent events and agitation surrounding the
Young Plan and "Freedom Law" incited their activism. Throughout 1929 they flirted
with various organizations and ideas, such as the paramilitary Stahlhelm, seeking to find
an outlet for their discontent with the military strictures of Versailles, republican army
politics, and their perception that pacifism had 'infected' Germany. In early 1929, these
men distributed a pamphlet entitled "The Spirit of the Reichswehr is Dead" that
encouraged officers to support a rightist coup. In autumn Scheringer and Ludin visited
the National Socialist Headquarters in Munich and met with Preffer von Salomon, chief
7 5 S. William Halperin, Germany Tried Democracy: A Political History of the Reich from 1918 to
1933, (London: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1946; reprint, Hamden: Archon Books, 1963), 447; Peter Bucher,
Der Reichswehrprozess: Der Hochverrat der Ulmer Reichswehroffiziere. 1929-1930 (Boppard: Boldt,
1967), 57.
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of Hitler's Storm Troops, Salomon's chief-of-staff Otto von Wagener, and other National
Socialist leaders. For a time the National Socialist Party became the principal beneficiary
of the lieutenants' agitation. In the course of their pro-Nazi proselytizing the officers
disobeyed their commander and acted with indiscipline. Shortly thereafter they were
arrested and charged with high treason. 76
The trial became a political event. As Minister of Justice Bredt believed that swift
discipline by the army would have been the wisest course to follow; in hindsight Defense
Minister Groener told Bredt that he agreed with his opinion, yet Groener pursued civil
court proceedings at the time. 77 Groener had distributed a policy letter that condemned
the Nazis and directed officers to remain true to their oaths to the constitution or else to
resign. He followed this up with a second letter, in January 1930, directed against both
National Socialists and Communists. Speaking in the wake of the trial Groener explained
that "the manner of the army's service to the nation shall not be decided by party
programs but only by the President and the leaders appointed by him .... Who
undermines their authority wrongs the army and the Fatherland."78 Apparently Groener
wanted to send a more forceful message than standard disciplinary procedures might have
done, and at the same time he personally could avoid some of the criticism that a guilty
verdict would surely bring from the political right.
The High Court in Leipzig convened to decide the case between 23 September and
4 October 1930. The treasonous activity and arrests had occurred when the National
Socialist Party had little formal national power, but the trial took place shortly after the
National Socialist Reichstag delegation had jumped from twelve representatives to 107.

76 Bucher, "Der Hochverrat," in Der Reichswehrprozess, 15-37.
77 Breclt, "Erinnerungen," 250.
7 8 As quoted in Halperin, GermanyTriedDemocracy, 448.
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This upswing in Hitler's political fortunes increased dramatically the potential significance
of the trial and changed its course.7 9
The National Socialist Party sprang from a regional, populist party incubated in
revolutionary and reactionary Bavaria. The party's leader, Adolf Hitler, 80 returned from
a failed coup and imprisonment in the early 1920s to re-found the Nazi party and set it on
the path to national power. Hitler, an Austrian Catholic of lower middle-class origins,
preached rabid anti-Semitism, racism, anti-communism, nationalism, militarism, the
rejection of Versailles, an end to liberalism, and a return to national power under a
National Socialist regime. As part of his strategy, Hitler worked to undermine the
republican loyalty of Reichswehr members in order to forestall army opposition if he
should attempt a putsch. 81
On the first day of the trial Dr. Hans Frank, the officers' lead attorney, created a
sensation by requesting that Adolf Hitler appear as a witness for the defense. Frank was
a National Socialist of middle-class family background. Born in 1900, the son of a
Karlsruhe lawyer, Frank missed combat in the World War. During the revolution, he
fought in an anti-Communist Freikorps unit, then in 1923 joined first Hitler's Storm
Troopers and then the National Socialist Party. He completed his doctorate in 1924 and
by 1928 began defending destitute Nazi Party members accused of illegal activities,

79 Francis L. Carstens, The Reichswehr and Politics, 1918 to 1933, (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1966; first published as Reichswehr und Politik. 1918-1933, Cologne: Kiepenheuer und Witsch, 1964),
315-7.
80
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including physical violence. 82 In the courtroom Frank argued that "whether or not the
National Socialist Party wishes to do away with the constitution by illegal means is the
essential question of the trial."83 He requested that in defense of the officers Hitler testify
on this point. State counsel pointed out that neither Hitler nor his party were on trial and
the actual illegality of Hitler's activity was not germane to the guilt of the officers. The
judges thought otherwise and called Hitler to testify. 84
Bredt became personally involved in the Reichswehr trial when Interior Minister
Joseph Wirth approached him about aggressively prosecuting the case and when Werner,
as state's attorney, requested instructions on how to handle Hitler as a witness. Wirth
and his State Secretary, Erich Zweigert, requested a change in venue to Berlin in order to
avoid giving the National Socialists an opportunity for propaganda and violence and to
prevent a circus trial. They also wanted two officials to appear as witnesses for the
prosecution: a specialist on political movements from the Interior Ministry and another
specialist from the Prussian Ministry of the Interior. They would present Ministry
documents damaging to Hitler. 85
Bredt disagreed. In this instance Hitler was not on trial, and because he was
charged with treason in another case, Bredt wanted to observe strictly correct forms in the
trial of the officers. Any departure from the normal process would be both fuel for Nazi
82 Christoph Klessmann, "Hans Frank: Party Jurist and Governor General in Poland," in The Nazi

Elite, edited by Ronald Smelser and Rainer Zitelmann, translated by Mary Fischer (New York: New York
University Press, 1993), 39-47. While serving as Bavarian Minister of Justice in 1934 Frank helped
Hitler dismantle the old system of justice in Germany. Following the German conquest of Poland in
1939 he became Governor General of a rump Polish state. As such he set a certain standard for murder
and pillage, earning his reward on the gallows at Nuremberg in 1946.
83 Bucher, Der Reichswehrprozess, 192-3. The accounts of the trial by Bucher and others are

reconstructions. The court records did not survive the Second World War. Bucher's is the only
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propaganda and a refutation of the very government the Ministers represented. Bredt told
Wirth that the National Socialists had to be treated as a party capable of governing and
that past actions could not be used as a basis for judgment. He refused to allow Wirth to
present a case for the prosecution against Hitler. Bredt claimed that the two State
Secretaries, Joel and Zweigert, came to agree with his position. 86
Minister Wirth continued in angry opposition and accused Bredt of intending to
give Hitler an opportunity to swear allegiance to the constitution in order to hold the door
open for National Socialist participation in the government. Bredt conceded in his
memoirs that "in the end Wirth spoke the truth in his open and honest way." He added
that personally, contrary to his arguments in the debate, Bredt believed that any oath by
Hitler was a matter of convenience. At the time however he threatened to resign if any
but he, as Minister of Justice, attempted to influence the trial. This threat appeared in a
daily paper, but Bredt did not repeat it to Bruning. Bruning moderated his ministers'
dispute on the evening of 23 September, the day the trial opened in Leipzig. He proposed
that State Secretary Zweigert proceed to Leipzig, as a neutral witness, to make the state
evidence available to the panel of judges. Bredt found this compromise satisfactory and
Zweigert departed for Leipzig. 87
Hitler established the legitimacy and legality of his movement to the satisfaction of
the judges in the course of a two-hour examination on 24 September. The senior judge
conducted a friendly interrogation, after warning Hitler against propagandizing, but also
assured him of the court's protection. Operating under Bredt' s guidance, the state
prosecution barely interrupted. Hitler opened his remarks by ascribing Germany's

86 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 250-1.
8 7 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 250-1; Carstens, The Reichswehr and Politics, 318-20; Charge d' Affaires
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collapse and reduced condition to internationalism, foreign races, the devaluation of
individualism, the rise of democracy, and pacifism. He said that his movement
represented an appeal to new ideas in order to restore Germany. He testified that his
party did not seek to overthrow the constitution or government, did not attempt to
undermine the Reichswehr, and did not advocate illegal methods. He expected to secure
a majority in the Reichstag within "two or three" elections. He even said that the Munich
Putsch had been against his wishes. Speaking directly to the issue of violence, Hitler
maintained that his Storm Troopers merely protected party functions and members.
When he spoke of revolution, he claimed that he meant a revolution of the German spirit.
He could not control every act by every member of a party of "hundreds of thousands."
He affirmed the supremacy of the Reichswehr and said that "we want the Reichswehr to
become again a great German people's army." In one over-exuberant moment Hitler
declaimed that "when our party emerges victorious by legal means, a new supreme court
will replace this one, and the criminals of November 1918 will find their reward. Then
heads will roll." Applause from the gallery greeted his comments. Hitler's words caused
immediate consternation in the cabinet, as Bredt read aloud an early news report and then
telephoned Werner, the state prosecutor, in Leipzig. In light of Hitler's testimony, Bredt
approved Werner's request to place the Interior Ministries' material before the judges. 88
State Secretary Zweigert presented his testimony that same afternoon. The
judges, having admitted Hitler's testimony on his party's aims and methods, responded
to an objection by Frank and attempted to limit Zweigert' s testimony to the narrower
question of contacts between the National Socialist Party and the accused officers.
Zweigert did reference the Interior Ministry's evidence, but only in the summarized
88 Bucher, DerReichswehrprozess, 83-8, 237-80, 2%-8; KabinetteBriining, 1:447-9; Joachim C.
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fashion circumscribed by the judges' uncritical acceptance of Hitler's comments.
Following Hitler, the State Secretary elicited a dismissive response. Despite Hitler's
testimony and the support it received from the public, the court convicted the three
accused officers, after another week of testimony, and each received eighteen months of
"honorable imprisonment. "89
The trial of the Ulm officers had a number of repercussions that stemmed from the
increased prospects of the National Socialist Party. The court handled the verdict very
gingerly, limiting its publication. The sentence upbraided the officers gently and
described their treason in narrow terms. If Groener had intended a significant
disciplinary effect, then he must have been disappointed. The court restricted the
announcement of the verdict and the army suppressed discussion on the topic. 90 Bredt
on the other hand attained his goal of legitimizing the National Socialists, leaving the door
open for their participation in government.
While senior spokesmen maintained the facade of legality, violent and subversive
words and actions continued at the local level. Josef Goebbels, Hitler's chief
propagandist and head of the party in Berlin, considered Hi tier's testimony a brilliant
stroke that protected the party from future government action. 91 An additional, less
direct, benefit for the National Socialists occurred when the evidence of disaffection in the
Reichswehr, made public in the trial, led General Kurt von Schleicher, then head of the
disguised General Staff and the Defense Ministry's liaison with the Reichstag, to open
secret negotiations with Ernst Rohm, a high-ranking Storm Troop leader, urging the
Nazis to participate in government. 92 The verdict also caused problems for Chancellor

89 Bucher, DerReichswehrprozess, 89-91, 110-13, 284-94; Bredt, "Erinnenmgen," 251-2.
9 0 Bucher, DerReichswehrprozess, 110-13.

91 Fest, Hitler, 292-3.
92 Halperin, GermanyTriedDemocracy, 448-9.
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Bruning. The nationalist right expected acquittals and labeled as communists those
supporting the convictions. This emotional response opened a further cleft between
Brtining and the right.93
◊

SEPTEMBER 1930

Between Bredt' s treatment of the amnesty law and the Reichswehr trial the
political balance in Germany had shifted precariously, leaving the bourgeois parties
dangerously exposed. On 18 July, after Briining enacted the budget under the emergency
powers signed by the President, the Social Democrats challenged his decree and called for
nullification. Most German Nationalists voted with their chief, and along with the Social
Democrats, Communists, and National Socialists, nullified the decree 236:221. Briining
immediately dissolved the Reichstag and set new elections for as late as possible: 14
September 1930. 9 4
This September election produced a dramatic shift in electoral power, away from
the center-right towards the Nazi Party on the far right; the Communists also gained at the
expense of the Social Democrats. Over four million more Germans voted in September

1930 than two years before, and over six million voted for the National Socialists. The
Nazi Reichstag caucus increased from 12 members to 107, making them the second
largest party after the Social Democrats. The German Nationalists fell from 73 mandates
to 41, the German People's Party from 45 to 30, and the German State Party (formerly
the Democratic Party) from 25 to 20. Various minor changes occurred, including slight
losses to the Social Democrats, gains for the Centre Party, and a net of 24 new
representatives in various small parties, generally regional and volkish in character. The

93 Eyck, History of Weimar, 2:255; Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 252.
94 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 249; Eyck, History of Weimar, 2:269-71.
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Business Party held steady at 23 mandates, but fell from 4.5% of the popular vote to
3.9% in the expanded Reichstag of 577 members, which equated to a relative loss of 13%
of their former strength in the Assembly. The National Socialists controlled 18.5% of the
Reichstag. 95
The National Socialist upsurge shook the Business Party and presented a
challenge its leaders and members could not ignore. Many, including Bredt, had been
willing to accept Brtining' s austere budgets of taxes and spending cuts, which they hoped
would stop the financial hemorrhage, so long as the burdens were shared equitably.
Difficult as it was for Bruning to satisfy his supporters, he also faced groups that would
not be satisfied by any program. The National Socialists, Communists and German
Nationalists opposed the government on principle. Parochialism in the states further
limited Bruning' s scope of action. The Chancellor thought he could push critical
legislation through with a limited recourse to emergency powers. Anticipated or not, the
results of the September elections upset Bruning' s calculations and also left Bredt
wondering how to respond. 96
◊

95 Bredt, "Erinnenmgen," 228-9, 249; Kolb, Weimar Republic, 194-5; Eyck, History of Weimar,
2:278-85.

96 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 249; Eyck, History of Weimar, 2:269-71, 294.

CHAPTER 4: COLLAPSE
◊

THE NAZI PHENOMENON

The Business Party had to reevaluate its attitude toward the National Socialist
German Workers' Party after the Nazi breakthrough in the elections of September 1930.
The Nazis competed directly with the Business Party for votes. Initially however the
Nazi movement found more recruits among the rural and new Mittelstand rather than from
Bredt's old Mittelstand. The two parties, growing nationally at about the same time,
offered differing views of Germany and the future. Bredt looked back to Imperial
Germany for inspiration. He wanted a revitalized Germany with each segment of society
accorded a certain status, fulfilling separate, distinct roles, and contributing discretely yet
fairly to the power of the whole nation. He similarly worked toward an international
settlement in which Germany could act in concert with her peers as a nation of the first
order. Hitler painted a picture of Germany returned to her old glory and power, but with
an entirely new, Nazi-coordinated society and government. While the intended
coordination was not explicit, Hitler painted a picture of Germans striving together to
attain national and individual goals under the guidance of an inspired leader. Enemies
foreign and domestic would be overwhelmed by the force of the Germans' will. The
nation would rise to power and act independently on the world stage. Hitler tailored
appeals to distinct groups, but the overall message was of a united Germany battling its
foes.
The National Socialist Party had entered state government for the first time in
January 1930. Wilhelm Frick, 1 a lawyer and civil servant from the Palatinate who joined
1 Strachura, "Frick, Wilhelm ( 1877-1946)," in Political Leaders, 51-2. Frick went on to serve as
Minister of the Interior for the Reich (1933-1943) and for Prussia (1934-1943). The Allies executed Frick
at Nuremberg in 1946.
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the Nazi Party in 1920 and who had served as the Nazi Reichstag caucus leader since
1928, became the Thuringian Minister of the Interior and Education. 2 Thuringia was a
Business Party stronghold, and so even if the National Socialists had remained weak in
the Reichstag the Business Party would have had to respond to the Nazi movement. By
June Hitler also believed that his party could enter the government in Saxony where his
party's representation had climbed from five seats to fourteen. Hitler told Otto Wagener,3
his economic policy advisor, that the Saxon Gau/eiter or district party leaders had
reported that all of the bourgeois parties except the Democrats could be won over,
presumably including the Business Party. 4 At that time the Business Party was strongest
in Saxony, having received 10.6% of the popular vote in the 22 June Diet elections. 5
Hitler dispatched Wagener to negotiate in Saxony, but the Nazi Party did not join the
government at that time. 6
Hitler reoriented the National Socialist Party to attack the moderate bourgeois
parties after failing to enter the Saxon cabinet. He believed that his movement had grown
as far as it could through recruiting uncommitted and new voters. According to
Wagener' s recollections of many years later, Hitler told him and Frick that "we must rob
the other parties of so many votes that we gain the majority .... and we must do so on
the principle of least resistance. Our first attack must be directed at the weakest of them."
2
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Frick replied, "that would be the German People's Party and the Business Party." In
another conversation Hitler had related to Wagener that he considered the Business Party
(and other middle-class parties) to be "a swarm of ants scurrying busily back and forth
from mom till night along the path of business ... These people are quite harmless,
insignificant, unpolitical, weak. They merely vegetate ... "7 Hitler did not broadcast
this opinion, but rather made a calculated attempt to legitimize his movement in the eyes
of bourgeois voters, moving away from the worst excesses of rhetorical and street
violence as demonstrated by his testimony in the Reichswehr Trial.
The sources of the phenomenal growth of the National Socialist Party after 1928
is a subject of debate. An early and still useful argument was that the Nazi movement
swelled with middle-class Germans, particularly white-collar, lower middle-class voters
such as clerks. In the early twenties members of the bourgeoisie had seen National
Socialists as proletarian rowdies. After 1928 the National Socialists began to direct their
appeals to urban and new Mittelstand groups. The party acknowledged their concerns,
penetrated their interest groups, and toned down its socialist image. In 1930, according
to August Winkler, the idea grew among the lower middle class that National Socialism
was no longer a proletarian movement and that Nazism was based on common action and
would protect their position and prestige. 8 A more recent hypothesis is that, along with
defectors from the German National People's Party, new voters and previous non-voters
joined the Nazi movement. In this latter theory bourgeois losses at the polls resulted from
stay-at-homes rather than outright defections to the National Socialists. 9
7
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Youth represented another element in Nazi growth. The Weimar constitution had
lowered the voting age from twenty-five to twenty, so many bewildered and disappointed
youth, who did not take part in the Great War but had full share in Germany's
humiliation, had the vote. Middle-class youth often thought that the rulers should be
more socially minded and that it would be good to foster nationalism among the workers.
Middle-class youth were notably absent from the Business Party. Few bourgeois parties
appealed effectively to the newly enfranchised, post-war generation. 10
Some members from the old Mittelstand, the Business Party's core constituency,
did join the National Socialist Party in the mid- to late-twenties. One case study examined
professionals in the National Socialist Party. They joined the party in increasing numbers
from 1928 on, the same years in which the Business Party experienced its greatest
expansion. Professionals seemed to join for both economic and social reasons. The
inflation and depression had thrown many professionals and students into unemployment
and had driven many more to proletarian levels of subsistence. Many were antidemocratic and anti-Semitic. Some drifted from the German National People's Party and
Stahlhelm to the more radical National Socialist Party and brown-shirted Storm Troopers.
While the "old fighters" among the Nazis did not always admire their new comrades from
the established bourgeoisie, the professionals helped legitimize the party to outsiders and
could usually devote more time and money to the party than could proletarian members. 11
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In September 1930, while Bredt and other party leaders contemplated the
implications of a Reichstag with 107 National Socialists, the state parties and local leaders
responded to local pressures. State branches of the Business Party had to accommodate
themselves to a situation that had changed swiftly and drastically from that of the previous
spring. Production costs increased, taxes rose, unemployment spiraled upward, social
expenditures mounted, exports dropped, wages fell. Just as the party seemed to attain its
greatest influence the worsening economic and political situations disrupted and
constrained its activities. Attempted controls of the cost of living seemed to hurt small
businessmen and retailers. The manner in which various state governments took action
resulted, for some sectors, in reduced income while the cost of living increased. The
Business Party failed to show significant positive results before the September elections,
and at that time external and internal difficulties revealed themselves dramatically. 12
During the last two years, simultaneously with the growth of Hitler's extreme nationalist
and populist party, the Business Party's constituency had also become more nationalistic
and populist; the political center-right shifted towards the Nazi Party. The combination of
national and local political shifts, which heightened existing stresses rather than forcing a
protective consensus, led to problems for the Business Party's national caucus and for the
Bruning government. Symptomatic of these shifts, the new Reichstag, at the end of
1930, passed into law the amnesty for the Fememorder, 394 votes to 147, and against
such numbers the Reichsrat found it futile to object. 13
◊
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CRISIS IN THE BUSINESS PARTY

On 26 September 1930, during the Reichswehr trial, the Business Party's national
committee decided that it would no longer participate in the government. The party
claimed that in prosecuting the National Socialist Party Bruning was turning to the left.
Bredt, entering the committee meeting late, argued that his handling of the Reichswehr
trial had prevented Brtining from turning to the left, but the decision to withdraw had
already been settled. The party announced in the press that it could not support a
government "in which the Social Democrats had direct or indirect influence." They also
called for a reorganization of the cabinet on the basis of the September election results-meaning the cabinet should reflect the Nazi success. 14 Apparently Bredt continued to
argue for remaining in the government, because on 2 October the committee followed up
its original announcement with a list of demands for further participation, most relating to
economic matters such as tax regulations. Bredt must have briefly convinced his
compatriots that, for their small caucus, the benefits of participation in the Bruning
government, even if meager in their eyes, nevertheless outweighed the freedom of
opposi tion. 15
Seeking to placate the party's dissidents, on 13 October Drewitz wrote directly to
Bruning that Bredt would be withdrawn if the cabinet were not reorganized and the
demands of the two earlier declarations not addressed. 16 Bredt did not concur with this
maneuver, but internal party pressures reduced him to this gesture. He and Drewitz
dutifully threatened Bruning with a withdrawal from the government,just as the

14 "Pressennotiz zur weiteren Regierungsbeteiligung der Wirtschaftspartei," as reprinted in
Schumacher, Bredt, 359-60.
15 "F.rklarung der Reichspartei des deutschen Mittelstand (Wirtschaftspartei)," as reprinted in ibid.,
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composition of the new Reichstag reduced Chancellor Bruning's possibilities for a
majority government. 17
The reasons for this confusion in the party bear further examination. The Social
Democrats allowed Bruning to govern by abstaining from voting on important issues with
which they disagreed. The Business Party was officially anti-socialist, but then so was
Bruning. He had attempted to form a right-of-center majority, including the German
Nationalists under Hugenberg, as Bredt well knew. Significantly, the twin centers of
greatest opposition to Bruning were Saxony and Thuringia, Nazi as well as Business
Party strongholds, and in the case of Saxony the very scene of the Reichswehr trial. It
seems probable that Hitler's attack on the Business Party, indicated by Wagener, included
personal contacts with influential party members in those states. The Business Party had
participated in the Saxon negotiations in June, when Wagener requested a National
Socialist Ministry. Both Saxony and Thuringia had also experienced an erosion of party
strength in the September election. The Saxon branch had lost some fifty-thousand votes
since the June Landtag election. In Thuringia the party had lost fifteen thousand votes in
the last two years.1 8 These losses, coupled with a brewing leadership crisis in the party,
may have led Drewitz to proceed with the recall as a smoke screen to hide the party's
internal problems. The American Ambassador opined, somewhat later, that the Business
Party pulled out over the government campaign to reduce prices. He also pointed out that
"the ostensible reason for the withdrawal of the Economic Party's representative from the
cabinet has been rejected by all other parties supporting the government. " 19 When the
Business Party leaned right, it signaled the imminent collapse of representative,
1 7 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 252-3; Jones, German Liberalism, 411.
18 Schumacher, Bredt, 229,232. The party lost 77,000 votes gross in older party districts while
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parliamentary government. Years of dissatisfaction, economic losses, local party
erosion, the rightward drift, and National Socialist dynamism all had as much to do with
the recall as did political anti-socialism or party integrity. 20
Surprised and anxious to retain a functioning government, Bruning suggested that
Bredt visit President von Hindenburg. He also urged Bredt to disregard the influence of
the party. In these comments Bredt says Bruning first thought of a Presidential cabinet
divorced entirely from party influence. Bredt considered the possibility of acting without
the support of his party. If he were to stay in the government as "Fachminister", or
independent, and if his party joined in a vote of no-confidence, then he would be the best
example of the government's separation from the German people. Although his
inclinations and the party's program called for a government less subject to popular will,
he would not undermine representative government, whatever its flaws, whatever the
crisis. Bruning allowed time for Bredt to change the party's position. Pressure from
Bredt, Drewitz (after Bredt convinced him to reconsider the withdrawal) and von
Hindenburg finally convinced the national committee and local party leaders to end their
recall effort, and for the time being Bredt remained Minister of Justice. An article in the
Deutsche HausbesitzerZeitung on 16 October announced the reversal, crediting von
Hindenburg's appeal to Bredt' s sense of duty in Germany's time of crisis, and also noted
that Bredt had done excellent work for the Mittelstand as Minister of Justice. 21
The concerns of the Business Party had not been satisfied, any more than the
National Socialist threat had receded, and fresh conflicts with Bruning' s economic policy
led to another recall effort. On 13 October, as Bredt and Bruning settled the first recall
effort to their satisfaction, the Reichstag took up debate on U. S. loans associated with
20 Jones, Germanliberalism. 411.

21 "Minister Bredt bleibt in Amt!" Deutsche Hausbesitzer-Zeitung (Berlin), 16 October 1930, no. 42,

p.681, as reprinted in Schumacher, Bredt, 360-1; Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 253-4.
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the Young Plan. The government had negotiated for 125 million dollars in credits, about
half a billion marks, on the promise of allocating 420 million marks to debt settlement for
each of the next three years. The party objected to this new financial burden and the
appearance of foreign control. Both objections accorded with the party program, Bredt' s
economic ideas, and the declaration of 2 October. With the Business Party in opposition,
the bill authorizing the fresh debt passed 318:236 on 16 October. The Reichstag then
recessed. On 24 November, the national committee again called for Bredt' s resignation,
and he forwarded a formal request to Bruning on the 25th. The Chancellor called Bredt,
convalescing in Marburg during one of his spells of illness, and Bredt told Bruning that
while he would prefer to remain in office, he would follow the will of his party. 22
Hoping that the party would again reverse itself, Bruning let the matter lay for over a
week. When Bredt arrived at the Reichstag on the first day of the new session, an
agitated group of Business Party representatives intercepted him and urged him to resign
immediately. Although Bruning continued to urge him to remain in the cabinet, Bredt
resigned formally on 4 December. The next day Bruning accepted the resignation,
following sharp attacks by the Business Party and its call for a vote of no-confidence. 23
Bredt's departure was not the only loss suffered by Bruning in the wake of the
September elections. Besides the burgeoning Nazi strength, he also had to deal with a
weakening and fragmenting bourgeois center. The composition of the Reichstag that

22 Bredt (Marburg) to the National Party of the German Mittelstand (Berlin), 24 November 1930;
Bredt (Marburg) to Chancellor Bruning (Berlin), 25 November 1930; 'Transcription by State Secretary
Piinder" (Berlin), all preceding as reprinted in Schumacher, Bredt, 363-5.
23 "Zum Riicktritt von Minister Bredt" Deutsche Hausbesitzer-Zeitung (Berlin), 11 December 1930,
no. 5, p.811, as reprinted in Schumacher, Bredt, 365; Eyck, History of Weimar, 2:291-3; Bredt,
"Erinnerungen," 259, 262-4. Bredt wrote that he had not realized that "on 7 November [when he] left for
a short stay in his house in Marburg, ... he left the Ministry for all time." It is not certain that he left all
ministry work behind him. In Der Reichswehrprozess Bucher cites an exchange of letters between Bredt
and Werner, the state counsel, which continued well into 1931. Also note Bredt's mixed feelings on the
possibility of serving as Fachminister, and Bruning' s delay in replacing Bredt (see below reference
Bruning' s second cabinet).
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convened on 13 October had eliminated any possibility of a majority government. Even
though Bruning tried to draw Adolf Hitler into the cabinet, cooperation with the Nazi
Party seemed impossible. Although his past effectiveness had depended in large measure
on the tacit support of the Social Democratic Party, Bruning continued to reject the
possibility of a new Great Coalition with the Social Democrats. 24
Bredt and Bruning discussed the situation over coffee, sometime after the
September elections and Bruning' s meeting with Hitler. According to Bredt, Bruning felt
that without the German Nationalists he would be forced to rely for support on the Social
Democrats. Bredt assured Bruning that the Chancellor was not dependent on the Social
Democrats. Because the Social Democratic government in Prussia depended on the
Centre Party for support, Centrist Bruning could deal with the Social Democrats in the
Reichstag from a secure position. Ironically, Bredt meant that Bruning should deal
directly with the Social Democrats, the very activity which Bredt's party used as an
excuse for leaving the government. According to Bredt, Bruning replied that he would
not consider compromise with the left; he still had recourse to emergency powers. Von
Hindenburg had, after all, charged Bruning to forge a union of the center-right, not the
center-left. In his memoirs Bredt analyzed the Socialist position further, adding that the
Social Democrats came to understand that the fall of Bruning' s government could lead
only to a National Socialist government and to the demise of their own party; thus they
continued to support Bruning. It is not clear when Bredt came to these conclusions. He
later wrote that "In hindsight, the Social Democrats understood the power of the Nazi
movement better than the Business Party or Centre Party."25

24 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 229; Gordon to the Secretary of State, 17 September 1930, memorandum,
RG59, 862.00/2518, DSNA.
25 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 229-30.
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Bredt looked back on his cabinet service with extraordinary pleasure. The
Ministry of Justice was the third great educating experience in Bredt' s life. As a minister
he stayed above the Business Party's intra-party wrangling and anti-government
maneuvering. He could deal objectively with the facts relating to his ministerial
responsibilities. Further, he enjoyed respect from all sides. He and the Business Party
gained stature in the Reichstag and in committee. The older parties tempered their
hostility born when the Business Party first presented itself as an alternative bourgeois
party in Prussia. After serving as a minister Bredt had no desire to bother with the party
clique where he met with annoyance and enmity. He curtailed his Reichstag activity and
returned to Marburg. Happy to leave party squabbles and the grind of legislative service
behind him, Bredt' s final thoughts came from the Acts of the Apostles, chapter 8 verse
39: " ... and he went on his way rejoicing. " 26
Ironically, Bredt was the first minister denied a pension under a law he had
enthusiastically supported just before taking office. Lack of a pension or severance pay
did not spare him from attacks of profiting from his office. The campaign of anonymous
letters and rumors circulated against Bredt may have been conducted by Nazis, Business
Party opponents, or both. The character assassination dragged on until Bredt publicly
refuted the charges in a newspaper posting in July 1931. He stated that he had returned
to a full schedule of lectures at Phillips University out of financial need. His declining
health and impending remarriage probably also contributed to his decision to take a respite
from politics. 2 7 He reflected that due to a combination of Bruning' s demanding pace, the

26

Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 246-7, 266; the New English Bible, Acts of the Apostles, 8:32, 8:39.
27 Bredt, FamilieBredt, 213-4. Bredt returned to teaching 12 February 1931 and married his cousin
Olga Bredt on 23 March.
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quantity of his own work, limited personal or public funds, and the atmosphere of thrift,
he had not enjoyed any social life for his nine months in office. 28
Bredt was not the only party member accused of wrong-doing. In June 1930,
Paul Busch, a party member on the Berlin city council responsible for purchasing real
estate for Greater Berlin, was accused of misappropriating city funds. Bredt confronted
him and saw that he was expelled. Busch spared the party further embarrassment by
dying before coming to trial.2 9 In November a more prominent member faced
accusations. The Prussian Social Democratic Party accused Carl Ladendorff,30 Business
Party caucus leader in the Prussian Diet since 1921 and a party financier, of financial
improprieties involving the Dessauer Realkreditbank. Ladendorff was able to clear up the
matter in a few days, but not before the accusations had appeared in the press. 31 Even
worse scandal and division then shook the party.
That same November, as the party struggled with the issue of participation in
government, an internal leadership conflict became public. Carl Ladendorff felt that the
party structure concentrated too much power in the chairman, and he had moved for a
formal reduction in Drewitz' power during the 1929 Berlin party congress. Failing in that
attempt, since then Ladendorff had sought Drewitz' ouster. 32 The conflict grew more
heated in November 1930, when Otto Colosser accused Hermann Drewitz of
misappropriating party funds. Colosser, an architect and master builder, had been a party
member serving on the Berlin City Council since 1921 and had become the deputy party
28 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 264.
29 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 183; Sackett to the Secretary of State, 30 June 1930, telegram, RG59,
862.00/2621, DSNA..
3 O Carl Ladendorff ( 1869-1947), counsel for the Reichsbank, chairman of the Prussian Rural League
of Home and Property Owners' Associations and of the Union of Berlin Home and Property Owners (lllltil
1932), one of the first four Business Party representatives in the Prussian Diet in 1921, and caucus leader
of that group until 1932. Schumacher, Bredt, 149ff.

31 Schumacher, Wirtschaftspartei, 164.
32

Ibid., 167.
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chairman under Drewitz in 1924. He was also the party's chief propagandist from 1924
through 1930. 33 The struggle stemmed from Colosser's frustration with what he
considered Drewitz' dictatorial leadership. They had disagreed over policy and electoral
matters in the past and sometimes took their arguments onto the pages of the party
newspapers. For example, when Moldenhauer resigned in June, Colosser had insisted
that Bredt move from the Ministry of Justice to Economics. In December, Colosser
charged Drewitz with using deposits in the party-owned Deutsche Mittelstandsbank to
buy personal securities and to build himself a suburban home. At the same time retailers
who used the bank complained of having to pay excessive interest on loans due to
mismanagement. 3 4
The party cleared Drewitz of the charges through a series of meetings and
judgments, but the process wracked the Business Party for months and did not end the
campaign against Drewitz. In January 1931, the national committee voted to retain
Drewitz as chair but also decided to investigate the charges through a party court. At the
same time they initiated expulsion procedures against Colosser who promptly called for
their resignations and then quit the party over Drewitz' "one-man rule." 35 The special
court found Drewitz innocent of all charges in March 1931, and at the Hanover party
congress in April, following appeals by Bredt and others, Drewitz won reelection by a
three-to-one margin, 731 votes to 258. 3 6

33 Schumacher, Wirtschaftspartei, 165. Otto Colosser (1878-1948); General Seretary of the Union
of Berlin Home and Property Owners (under Ladendorff), Prussian Diet member in 19'27-1928 (replacing a
member who had died), and member of the Reichstag from 1928 to 1932. Schumacher, Bredt, 258ff.

34 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 258; Gordon to the Secretary of State, 30 December 1930, memorandum,
RG59, 862.00/83, DSNA. Charged' Affaires Gordon noted that Drewitz continued to operate his bakery
personally until 1928.
35

Jones, German Liberalism, 412.

36 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 258-9; Schumacher, Wirtschaftspartei, 164-8; Sackett to the Secretary of

State, 12 January 1931, memorandum; Sackett to the Secretary of State, 25 March 1931, memorandum;
Gordon to the Secretary of State, 6 May 1931, memorandum, RG59, 862.00/84, 89, 92, DSNA.
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The Colosser affair might not have damaged the party too much, but Hugo
Weber, Business Party chair and former Finance Minister in Saxony, supported
Colosser. Weber chaired the largest state branch of the Business Party, and Saxony sent
the largest proportion of Business Party representatives to the Reichstag. He had
supported Ladendorff s attempt to curtail Drewitz' power in 1929, pushed for Bredt' s
recall since September 1930, and agitated for Drewitz' ouster since at least November.
Not later than January the Thuringian party joined the Saxon opposition to Drewitz, as
did groups in other states. That month, with the national committee's support for Drewitz
and the action against Colosser, the Saxon Business Party seceded from the national
organization. Intensive lobbying, and perhaps Drewitz' absolution in March, brought the
Saxon branch back in time for the Hanover congress. Weber was offered a greater role
for the Saxon party on the executive councils. Even this measure did not satisfy Drewitz'
opponents or end the poison press he received. Having won every battle in his fight to
retain leadership of the party, on 18 August Drewitz voluntarily stepped aside and
appointed Johann Victor Bredt acting chair of the Business Party. Otto Colosser
meanwhile went over to the German State Party (formerly the Democrats) and continued
to attack Drewitz while calling on the Mittelstand to abandon the Business Party in favor
of the State Party. 37 The leadership crisis played out in the party and national press and it
confused and dismayed party supporters who already suffered from the economic and
financial crisis and who faced the temptations of the encroaching National Socialist
movement. 3 8
◊

37 Jones, GennanLlberalism, 415.
38 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 258-9; Jones, GennanLlberalism, 412; Schumacher, Wirtschaftspartei,

164-74.
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THE BRUNING GOVERNMENT, 1931-2

During the party troubles in the spring and summer of 1931, Dr. Bredt returned to
academic life in Marburg, but he did not entirely forego political activity. He took on a
full lecture load for the first time in eleven years and was elected Dean of the Law
Faculty. Still a Reichstag representative, he conducted much of his political activity by
mail. However, he participated in the Business Party's Hanover congress in April and
delivered a lecture on government reform. He also lobbied for Drewitz reelection as party
chair. Apparently acting in some ex-officio capacity for the Ministry of Justice, he also
kept up a correspondence with state counsel Werner and with the Prussian Minister of
Justice; Bruning had not replaced him at the Ministry. 39 Bredt may also have assisted
Bruning in negotiations with Austria. In March Chancellor Bruning and Foreign Minister
Julius Curtius had initiated negotiations to form a customs union ('Zollverein) with
Austria. While international complications threatened the project by May, negotiations
continued until early September. In mid-summer Bredt enjoyed a Zeppelin cruise,
courtesy of Transport Minister Guerard, with fellow travelers Karl Buresch, Chancellor
of Austria, and three Austrian cabinet ministers. Bruning may have used Bredt as an
unofficial contact as the two governments tried to determine whether or not to proceed in
the face of French and British objections. At the same time Bruning kept the door open
for Bredt to rejoin the cabinet. 40
While Brtining faced a difficult political situation he had to attempt to solve
Germany's serious economic problems. Those problems continued to worsen through
39Bucher, Reichswehrprozess, 131ff., 132f., 135ff. Letters and records of phone conversations,
pertaining to legal actions and other outcomes of the Reichswehr trial, continued between at least 16
April and 7 September 1931. This covers virtually the entire period between Bredt' s recall and the
appointment of a new Minister of Justice in October (see below).
40
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the spring and summer of 1931. In February German unemployment approached five
millions. In March, France reacted to the attempted credit union between Germany and
Austria by withdrawing short-term notes from the Austrian Kreditanstalt, and Germany
also lost foreign credit. In May, the Kreditanstalt failed. It was the first major European
bank to collapse, and its fall sent reverberations throughout the continent. Although
French action in March did not cause the collapse, it provided ammunition for Bruning' s
opponents. In June, President Hoover called for a temporary moratorium on all
international debts, including reparations payments, yet when his proposal went into
effect in July Bruning failed to accrue any credit. The foreign credits lost to Germany
since the Austrian fiasco exceeded the amount of reparations payments. On 13 July, as
Bredt prepared to glide above Germany in an airship, the failure of Germany's
Darmstadter und National Banks signaled the start of Germany's' own banking crisis.
Bruning responded to these increasingly heavy blows by escalating his deflationary
program of taxes and budget cuts. 4 1
Following the bank crises of the summer, Bruning issued his third "Emergency
Decree for the Safeguarding of the National Economy and Finances" on 6 October 1931.
He also finally reorganized the cabinet. Bruning had left the Economics and Justice
ministries vacant for twelve and six months respectively. Various parties, including the
Business Party, had called for a government reorganization. 42 In the wake of the
collapsed customs union and bank failures, followed by Bruning' s third emergency
decree, Eduard Dingledey ,43 new leader of the People's Party, recalled Foreign Minister

41
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42 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 249; Eyck, History of Weimar, 269-71, 294; Sackett to the Secretary of
State, 17 June 1931, memorandum, RG59, 862.00/95, DSNA.

43 Stachura, "Dingledey, Eduard (1886-1942)," in Political Leaders, 35-6. Dingledey started out on
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Curtius. The next day, 7 October, the rest of the cabinet tendered their resignations.
President von Hindenburg asked Bruning to form a cabinet without regard to the parties;
the "Old Man" also met with Hitler, apparently at General Schleicher' surging, on 10
October, but Hitler did not soften his opposition to Bruning. 44
The new cabinet reflected the rightward drift of the nation. Centrist Joseph Wirth,
the most Republican minister, was not given a new ministry, and General Groener
became Minister of the Interior. 45 When Drewitz made a tentative inquiry about a
ministry for the Business Party, Bruning replied that he could not accept the party into his
cabinet, and in any case he had no special considerations to offer. Bredt did not reenter
the government. In Bredt' s analysis, the cabinet of October 1931 signaled the first truly
"presidential" cabinet. Bruning had wanted Bredt as a Fachminister and would not accept
party strictures on his freedom of action. Despite Bruning' s attitude, after the German
People's Party joined the opposition, the Business Party held the balance of parliamentary
power in the Reichstag.4 6
Bredt wrote that although Bruning offered them no concessions, the Business
Party, "based simply on the general political situation, had to decide ... whether or not
Bruning would remain in office. "47 The national opposition raised this question
immediately after the Reichstag reconvened. On 11 October, the day after Hitler first met

44 Sackett to the Secretary of State, 7 October 1931, memorandum, 3-7, RG59, 862.00/103, DSNA;
Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 272. Bredt and Ambassador Sackett both opined that Dingledey pulled out Curtius
for tactical, electoral reasons, expecting that distancing his party from the increasingly unpopular Briining
would improve.
45 Eyck, History of Weimar, 2:327-32. As Interior Minister, Wirth had combatted both Nazi and
Communist extremism, as demonstrated by his attempt to influence the Reichswehr Trial. Briining took
up the Foreign Ministry himself and General Groner served as Minister of the Interior and Defense
simultaneously.
46 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 271-2; Sackett to the Secretary of State, 10 October 1931, memorandum,
RG59, 862.00/82, DSNA. State Secretary Curt Joel became the new Minister of Justice; Dr. Hermann
W armbold became Minister of Economics.
4 7 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 272.
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President von Hindenburg, the National Socialist Party, the German Nationalist Party,
and the paramilitary Stahl helm organization met in Bad Harzburg and announced a
"national front" opposed to the Bruning government. On 13 October this group called for
a vote of no-confidence in Bruning. Knowing that the National Socialists, the
Nationalists, the Communists, and the German People's Party opposed him, Bruning,
together with Bredt and Drewitz, convinced the Business Party's caucus to vote
unanimously in support of the Chancellor: Bruning defeated the motion by 295 votes to
270. For Bredt, no other option existed, but discord and defections in the party locals
followed the vote.48
Bruning continued to manage Germany's affairs with mixed results, but not to the
satisfaction of Bredt' s party members. The combination of Bruning' s reserved
personality, fiscal conservatism, and uncompromising measures, at a time of economic
crisis and domestic political turmoil, failed to engage the people or satisfy their political
representatives. Bredt continued to support the Bruning government as one which the
Business Party could conceivably rejoin at some future point and out of respect for
Bruning himself. But the party as a whole did not follow his lead. The constituents of
the Business Party lost faith in Bruning and the Weimar party system, just as Bruning' s
most important supporter lost faith in him.
Bruning's government ended in the spring of 1932 when President von Hindenburg
withdrew his support from the Chancellor. Following a presidential election in which
Bruning, the political center, and the Socialist Democrats reelected von Hindenburg to
office, the President became disgruntled with his chancellor. Disagreement developed
over Bruning' s waning support for Osthilfe and the inefficient large eastern estates. The
48 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 272; Gordon to the Secretary of State, 21 October 1931, memorandum,
RG59, 862.00/104, DSNA. Contrary to Bredt's memoirs, the U. S. Embassy believed that the Business
Party had been promised aid for its financial institutions, which included a number of banks and savings
and loan institutions.
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underlying problem had been the failure to forge a conservative majority government.
The final break came when General von Schleicher and Oskar von Hindenburg convinced
both the Reichswehr and the President that Bruning stripped Germany of an important

defensive force by declaring the National Socialist Storm Troopers illegal. On 29 May,
von Hindenburg informed Bruning that he would sign no more emergency decrees.
Bruning resigned the next day. Franz von Papen49 and a "cabinet of barons" replaced the
Bruning government, and set elections for July. 50 Bredt later reflected that he had
experienced the twilight of German parliamentary government as a member of Bruning' s
cabinet. He thought Bruning was a good and effective Chancellor and held many views
in common with him. For Bredt, Bruning was too intellectual and aloof, but mastered
every situation and spoke well and clearly. Bredt claimed that he remained loyal to
Bruning and that his best memories as Justice Minister were of serving with BrUning. 51
◊

COLLAPSE OF THE BUSINESS PARTY

The fall of Bruning' s government followed one month after the complete
elimination of the Prussian Business Party and preceded, by just two months, the nearly
total collapse of the national organization. The Business Party had enjoyed few successes
since reentering the Reichstag in 1930. Bredt considered the party's worst failure its
inability to keep agrarian prices from rising while sales prices for small businesses fell.
These price shifts stemmed in part from Bruning' s policies, and he was blamed for the
ruin of many small merchants. Many of Bruning' s decisions, whether or not imposed on
him by the Great Depression, reparations, or other factors beyond his control, ran counter

49 Stachura, "Papen, Franz von (1879-1969)," in Political Leaders, 130-1.

so Craig, Gennany. 557-60.
51 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 226,261, 264-5.
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to Business Party policy and the interests of shopkeepers. Bredt' s membership in the
Bruning government had offended increasing numbers of Business Party supporters, as
did the party's continued support of Bruning' s government in 1931. Whether or not
Bruning was the best Germany could hope for, erstwhile Business Party supporters fell
away. Drewitz had also made many enemies. It was only with great effort that he kept
the party together. Therefore the political opponents of Bruning found a following within
the party among the opponents of Drewitz. The Prussian Diet elections of April 1932
confirmed the collapse at the grass roots when, although its total vote approached
200,000, the party failed to win any single district. Furthermore, Business Party
representative Max von Detten defected to the Nazis. 52 The subsequent Reichstag
election of 31 July 1932 crippled the Business Party and only two of its representatives
returned to the Reichstag. Another defection occurred when Wilhelm Siegfried joined the
National Socialists. 53 Simultaneous elections in Saxony likewise demonstrated the
effects of the leadership crisis and party turmoil; the popular vote fell from over 200,000
in September 1930 to barely 30,000 in July 1932, so not a single Business Party
representative reentered the Saxon Diet. The party's implosion in summer of 1932
deprived Bredt of his seat in the Reichstag. 54
The question after the July debacle was what to do with the Business Party?
Should it dissolve as the Reichstag had ... "or could we take one last run at it? ... The
outlook was not bad." For Bredt, whether or not to remain active was a difficult
decision. The energetic man who first entered the Reichstag at thirty-one was now a
chronically ill fifty-three year old. The most intense experience of his life was his brief
combat service in 1914. He described his greatest political moment as his vote fourteen
52 Schumacher, Bredt, 235; Wirtschaftspartei, 234,237; Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 256-8.

5 3 Schumacher, Wirtschaftspartei, 226, 234.
54 Ibid., 228, 232, 234.
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years previously to replace the unequal Prussian voting rights system with equal
manhood suffrage. His most productive acts were, for him, joining the Free
Conservative party in 1910 and founding the Business Party in 1920. Finally, his
highest office, Minister for Justice in Bruning' s first cabinet in 1930, dampened his
enthusiasm for service as a party representative. He did not relish the squabbling and
compromises that made up a representative's lot. He desired rest in his own house and
the calm of academic life. 55
Nevertheless, Bredt decided that he should make one last attempt at preserving the
national organization while he still had his health. He thought a comeback for the
Business Party, or a larger bourgeois union, might still be possible. He also wanted to
work on the constitutional revisions then under consideration by the Reichstag. In
October 1932, shortly before elections scheduled for the fall, the Business Party held a
party congress in Charlottenburg, where the party had been founded. To Bredt it felt like
old times, with the loyal core of members in the hall, he in the chair, and Drewitz back in
good standing. Even the lack of money reminded him of earlier times. 56
◊

MIDDLE-CLASS DISUNITY

That July, elections had also brought the National Socialist Party to its greatest
electoral strength. National Socialists stormed into the German parliament with 230 of
the 577 representatives. 57 Hitler's siren calls had promised order, stability, and a redress
of wrongs, and previously apathetic, marginalized citizens turned out to vote for the
National Socialist Party. 58 Hitler's party had become the largest in German history, yet
5 5 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," passim.

56 Ibid., 281-2
57 Kolb, Weimar Republic, 194-5; Miller and Robbins, "Who did Vote for Hitler?" 662-677.
58 Miller and Robbins, "Who did Vote for Hitler?" 655-77.
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he did not command a majority of the Reichstag. The Catholic Centre and Bavarian
People's parties held their own, as did the combined Socialist-Communist vote. 59
In the summer and fall of 1932, the National Socialists themselves gave the
weakened bourgeois parties hope of revived fortunes. The violence of the National
Socialist Storm Troopers had grown to a crescendo as the July elections approached. The
increased frequency and brutality of their attacks, directed now against the conservative
German Nationalists and the Stahlhelm veterans' organization, as well as against
Communists and Socialists, caused a backlash. Mainstream newspapers reported their
acts of brutality and compared the National Socialists to Communist street thugs. 60
The National Socialist movement showed other signs of slowing down. In local
elections as early as March 1931, the Nazi Party showed losses in Brunswick. At the
same time, the German People's Party forced Wilhelm Frick out of the government of
Thuringia. The High Court also delivered a finding that, contrary to Hitler's Reichswehr
trial testimony, elements within the Nazi Party had indeed planned for an overthrow of
the state. On 1 January 1931, warning against National Socialism's ideology,
Germany's presiding Catholic bishop had spoken out against "the foolish imaginings of
false prophets, "6 1 and in many parts of Germany Catholics were forbidden to join the
Nazi party. These factors all contributed to hope for a reversal of the bourgeoisie's
fortunes. 62
59
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The importance of the developments to Bredt was twofold. First, he did not face
the daunting task of single-handedly winning bourgeois party converts back from a
universally lauded Nazi Party. Rather, he had the easier task of reinforcing the negative
reports already circulated about the National Socialists, in concert with the other middle
parties, in order to return stay-at-home Mittelstiindler to the polls. At the same time new
Nazi voters might lapse back into apathy. Bredt might also have hoped for Nazi
defections to the middle parties as many citizens began to recoil from the excesses of
brown-shirted violence. Secondly, the National Socialists' failure to achieve a
parliamentary majority provided time. The possibility of a bourgeois resurgence still
existed. These tenuous and admittedly problematic hopes depended on the state of mind
of the German Mittelstand.
Bredt did not delude himself with notions of expanding the Business Party as an
independent counterpoise to the National Socialist Party. With the party's collapse he
turned to an idea about which he had spoken for years and thought for decades: a
concentration of the entire Mittelstand. He would attempt to resuscitate Business Party
fortunes just sufficiently to provide himself a vehicle and entree into negotiations for a
broader bourgeois union. His goal became a national Mittelstand combination rather than
an enlarged Business Party.
Early attempts at bourgeois unity began in the Kaiserreich. Threatened by big
business, factory production and department stores, the "old" Mittelstand took steps to
organize. Early efforts included the United German Craftsmen's Union (1882), the

Generally, the Catholic church opposed Nazism's nationalist and racist religious ideology, but withheld
judgment on Hitler's political program. Many Catholics, particularly in Bavaria, embraced the
movement. Protestant clerics and lay persons tended to accept or overlook Hitler's religious doctrine and
several nationalist and racist Protestant church organizations appeared which supported National
Socialism.
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German Central Association for Trade and Commerce (1888), and the National German
Middle Class Union (1911). 63 Friedrich Naumann led the most important political effort,
but his attempts to found a united liberal party resulted only in the short-lived National
Social Association. The Great War forged some temporary bonds, but the German
collapse showed that many old rifts remained, new ones formed, and traditional social
cohesion had broken down. 64
Following the war Naumann helped found the German Democratic Party that played
a major roll in shaping the Republic but failed to capture broad middle-class support.
Gustav Stresemann took with him many bourgeois supporters when the Democratic Party
rejected his leadership and he founded the German People's Party. The two parties
fought over the same voters throughout the Republican era. The German National
People's Party remained aloof from the liberal bourgeois parties. The appearance of
splinter groups, first and foremost the Business Party, complicated attempts at
unification. Thus, as National Socialism and Communism posed growing threats to the
Republic, the middle bloc shrank through both fragmentation and radicalization. The
Business Party was the largest splinter party, and it also suffered from divided
leadership. 65
Throughout Weimar, but particularly in the later period, the Catholic Centre Party
represented the most robust, broadest bourgeois party. Although it appealed to a broad
social spectrum, the leadership and the majority of members were middle-class, and nonCatholic bourgeois did join the Centre. The Centre might have served as the core of a
bourgeois consolidation including Bredt' s Mittelstand. Conservative, middle-class values
63 Winkler, 'The German Small Business Movement," 1-7; Jones, 'The Dying Middle," 27-28.
64 Jones, 'The Dying Middle," 28-30; see also Beverly Heckart, From Bassermann to Behel: the

Grand Bloc's Quest for Reform in the Kaiserreich, 1900-1914 (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1974),1-87 and passim.
65 Jones, 'The Dying Middle," 30-5; Kolb, Weimar Republic, 194-5.
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appeared strengthened in 1928 when Father Kaas acceded to the chairmanship. A
conservative cleric, his appointment reflected to some extent the rightward shift of the
Centre, but it reinforced the purely Catholic nature of the party. The prospect of
widening its secular, non-Catholic membership diminished. Thus the Centre might
belong to a bourgeois union, but would not likely provide in itself the basis for a mass
middle party. 66
An opportunity to test the possibilities of bourgeois union presented itself when the
Reichstag passed a motion of no confidence in Chancellor von Papen. The Reichstag
dissolved and the Chancellor scheduled elections for 6 November 1932. For the
bourgeois parties, union seemed a necessity, but on what terms? In June the middle-class
parties had tried to negotiate an electoral union that would restore their strength in the
Reichstag. These negotiations failed because at the same time the German People's Party
continued its slide to the right and looked more to the German Nationalists than to the
State Party. The bourgeois parties had suffered grievous blows. 67
As elections approached once again the question arose as to whether or not to tilt a
lance again at the National Socialists. A group of "highly respected but politically
unaffiliated representatives of the bourgeois elite" founded the German National
Association following the July debacle, when the Business Party was eliminated from the
Reichstag and 230 Nazis won seats. Hearkening back to the middle-class organization
that had provided grass-roots support for German unification and constitutionalism, this
neo-National Association announced itself as a "non-partisan organization committed to
the consolidation of all who, regardless of their party affiliation, shared a basic belief in
the values of individual freedom and constitutional govemment."68 Eberhard Wildermuth
66 Jones, German liberalism, 450-5.
67 Ibid., 453-9.
68 Ibid., 457.
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of the German State Party chaired the organization, but half of the fifteen-man board came
from the German People's Party. Despite the efforts of a few leaders, notables objected
to "opposites" serving together, and so the effort could not gain steam. Groups met 17
and 24 September, representing the parties from the State Party through the German
People's Party, but foundered over the question of including the German Nationalists.
Once again, the middle proved to be torn between the nationalist right and the liberal
center. Ultimately, without the German Nationalists Dingledey lost interest, and without
the German People's Party the shards of the other parties appeared too little to work
with. 69
With the failure of the National Association, the Business Party attempted its own
revival at the Charlottenburg party congress in late 1932. Bredt's will was strong, but
resources precluded a vigorous campaign. Nazi violence and the lack offunds limited
effective campaigning and the party did not mount an effective defense against the
National Socialists, let alone portray its program as a viable alternative to National
Socialism. The National Socialist wave subsided a little as the party lost thirty-five seats,
but the Business Party enjoyed success only to the extent that Bredt won office.7° Most
other middle parties fared little better. About a million voters returned to the German
Nationalist or German People's Parties. The latter's success was aided by some
campaign money from the German Nationalists. The two extremist parties remained
powerful, but the National Socialist were the largest in the Reichstag. 71
On 17 November, eleven days after the election and after failing to coax Hitler or
Hugenberg into a conservative coalition government, von Papen resigned from the
Chancellorship. President von Hindenburg appointed General von Schleicher Chancellor
69 Ibid., 456-8.
70 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 281-3.
71 Jones, German liberalism, 459-61.
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on 2 December, but after six weeks of fumbling efforts at finding support, the schemer
fell to Hitler's and von Papen' s machinations. Von Schleicher resigned 28 January 1933,
and President von Hindenburg turned to what he hoped would be a popular Chancellor
boxed in by the likes of von Papen and Hugenberg. 72
On 30 January 1933 President Paul von Hindenburg appointed Adolf Hitler
Chancellor of the German Reich. He immediately dissolved the Reichstag and set
elections for 5 March. The campaign promised to be a triumph for the Nazi Party. Dr.
Bredt would not be running. One week before the elections, the German Reichstag
building burned. Immediately 4,000 Communists and enemies of the regime were
arrested, and Hitler frightened President von Hindenburg into signing an emergency
decree that suspended civil rights, empowered the Reich to take over state governments,
and extended the death penalty or imprisonment to a range of crimes including resistance
to the government. The chief instrument of terror was in place. In the elections Hitler
and his allies polled over half the votes. Then on 23 March, with all but the Socialists
(and the absent Communists) supporting Hitler, the Reichstag passed the Enabling Act
that granted Hitler dictatorial powers. The chief instrument of power was in place. 73
Upon hearing of the Reichstag fire Bredt had rushed to Berlin and stood outside the
police lines gazing at the blackened structure. He wrote that "It was for me a symbol of
all that had collapsed in the world, for which I had lived and suffered, worked and
fought!" 74 As Adolf Hitler directed the National Socialist Gleichschaltung or
coordination of society, culture, and economics, enforced by his secret state police,
Germany sank inexorably into night. Bredt made the minimum gestures necessary to
maintain his position and his family's security without publicly affirming support for
72 Eyck, History of Weimar, 2:438-78.
73 Craig, Germany, 568-78.
7 4 Bredt, "Erinnerungen," 285.
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Hitler or National Socialism. Confining himself to his lectures, memoirs and family
histories, he withdrew as completely as possible from the political sphere. A compromise
on this point came in 1934, when as an educator and reserve officer of the Kaiser's 2nd
Regiment of Foot Guards, he was required to swear the oath of personal loyalty to the
German Fuhrer, Adolf Hitler. He may have recalled the reported scenes of army recruits
mumbling the oath to the Republic, without conviction, as presiding officers excused
their disrespect. However bitterly undertaken, Bredt most certainly could not have
openly ridiculed his oath to Adolf Hitler. As a once prominent figure who still held an
influential university position, the National Socialist regime monitored Bredt' s activities.
At the end of the 1930s a regional Nazi Party official reported that Bredt professed
politically neutral views and, for the party's benefit, he claimed that despite his
experiences and knowledge he was not competent to comment on the political situation
since 1932. In 1939, in a survey of the leading men of the Republic, the regime found
Bredt to be "no longer politically active."75
◊

7 5 Schumacher, Bredt, 49ff. The survey was conducted for Reichsfiihrer-SS Himmler in order to
gauge "conservative opposition and reaction."

CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION

Dr. Johann Victor Brecit, former party leader and ex-Minister of Justice, studied,
wrote and lectured for seven years following his political retirement. He had labored in
academia for nearly four decades and sat in the Prussian and German legislatures for
twenty years. Attempting to broadcast his world view and persuade others to share it, he
had spoken and published prolifically. Many people had admired his rhetorical and
writing skills and some had joined him as political partners or followers, but he had
remained a minority voice in a "hurly-burly" of clamoring and competing shouts. He had
belonged to three political parties, but the Free Conservatives dissolved in the revolution,
the German Nationalists rejected his conservative-progressive model, and the Business
Party collapsed before the Nazi juggernaut. Bredt drafted no fewer than four separate
constitutions, one for the Protestant church, two for small states, and one for his beloved
Germany, but none had been adopted. His brief service as a national minister came at the
brink of Germany's slide into tyranny. Finally left with just his pen and a university
lectern, Bredt spent his final years living under a regime which denied him the freedom to
express his deeply felt values or impart the full wisdom of his experiences. He died of a
chronic respiratory ailment in Marburg on the night of 1 December 1940.
An examination of Johann Victor Bredt' s life reveals a remarkable character who
played major roles in two stages of German history. The temptation is to evaluate his
career in terms of Germany's final plunge into National Socialism, but looking backward
from-our own vantage point denies Bredt's best qualities and most effective moments. In
order to understand his actions we must take as our reference point Imperial Germany.
Bredt was a product of the Kaiserreich, and throughout the Weimar period Imperial
Germany remained his idealized past. On that Bredt and his peers agreed. Yet he was
quite flexible compared to many of his colleagues--and constituents--who could not adjust

168

169
at all to the rapid changes set in motion since German industrialization. Where many
German notables remained rooted in outmoded practices and ideologies to an almost
astounding degree, Bredt stood a half-step ahead of many of his peers, with one foot in
his past and one in his ever-shifting present. Although he never broke sufficiently with
the imperial past to leap full-bodied into the republican present, as the Kaiserreich receded
further and further into the past he abandoned more of its elements. Bredt modified his
opinion of what could practicably be retained of the old glory and what had to be
discarded or modified. An adapter, not a revolutionary, he tried to incorporate the best of
new developments into the national framework while preserving as much of the idealized
past as possible.
The boldest feature in Bredt's vision of the Kaiserreich was his own family. The
Bredts had been a tremendously successful clan, and the affirmation of his roots seems to
have been reinforced by his father's early death. Bredt studied his father's testament,
interpreted it almost canonically, and repeated many of his father's ventures. Among
those were membership in the Free Conservative Party, church and municipal activism,
scholarship, advocacy for Mittelstand unity, and political independence. Whether
through chance or molding, Bredt' s character seems to have been fitted to execute his
father's will.
Of the attributes listed above, political independence was in many ways the most
compelling. Victor Richard had advocated deciding issues on their own merits rather than
tying oneself to party positions. At Heidelberg University, Dr. Gothein taught Bredt that
unorthodox thinking could be a virtue. Taking these lessons to heart, Johann Victor
broke with the Free Conservatives over equal suffrage; he set aside loyalty to the German
National People's Party in 1919 in order to draft a republican constitution; he likewise
supported Bruning in 1931 despite the Business Party's opposition to the government; he
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belatedly struggled to stem the Nazi flood. These stands represented some of Bredt' s
best moments. He attempted in these instances to pull Germany into the present and to
preserve the past through compromise rather than reaction.
Two examples demonstrate that his independence was a matter of character which
extended beyond purely political matters; they also highlight his humaneness, fairness,
and objectivity. His administration in Poland provided an early demonstration of his
independence and fundamental humanity. Bredt disregarded or opposed higher direction
in order to provide for his charges, ameliorate poor conditions, and allow the Poles some
modicum of self-governance. His attitude towards Socialists also demonstrated his
courage and open-mindedness. He staunchly opposed socialism, but he did not condemn
the people who supported it. Bredt' s occasional dealings with Socialists risked the
approbation of his peers. His attitude of respectful disagreement, rather than animosity,
showed his fairness and objectivity. Many Germans of his generation seemed to lack
either humanity, fairness or objectivity when dealing with strangers or social inferiors.
These attributes helped prepare Bredt for the catastrophe that befell Germany in
1918. After the World War, he may not have envisioned the realignments that occurred
or the fall of the monarchy, but he had expected defeat. Other Germans, more rigid or
arrogant than Bredt, believed the optimistic war propaganda up to the last and were
unable to comprehend or adapt to the rapidly changing political situation; Bredt made do.
In cooperating with the revolutionary and early republican governments he demonstrated
that he could work with the agents of change, so long as they acted in good faith. He
preferred and still desired a monarchical government, but as a constitutionalist and
parliamentarian he understood that other forms could work.
However one cannot divorce Bredt from class arrogance. His administration and
his draft constitutions were paternalistic, not democratic. He also believed throughout his
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life that a certain class of Germans--his Mittelstand--occupied a central position in the
well-being of the nation. His slightly archaic sense that notables could best govern also
handicapped him in dealing with rogues like Hugenberg and the mummified von
Hindenburg. He did not doubt their right to lead, he merely differed with certain of their
positions. His lingering respect for the Hohenzollern best demonstrated his inability to
break completely with discredited leaders who had the proper pedigree.
Neither did Bredt's objectivity, humanity or personal courage overmatch his
conservative patriotism. Spilling blood for the Kaiser remained one of Bredt' s proudest
feats. He could never admit that the waste of lives and destruction of nations had come at
the hands of a flawed system directed with incompetence. Not even his close and
prolonged study of the causes and conduct of the World War broke his fundamental faith
in the German political and military systems or leadership.
Bredt' s patriotism continued to influence his political and moral judgment under
the Weimar Republic. A vowed nationalists always found a sympathizer in Bredt,
regardless of their actions. His lenient attitude toward the shootings in Mechterst:adt,
advocacy of the pardons of the rightist assassins, and gingerly handling of the Nazi
treason trial clearly show that he would accept bloody crimes perpetrated in the name of
Germany. Although he might condemn bloodshed and political violence, he tolerated the
virulent nationalists who perpetrated the crimes.
Bredt' s conflict with Stresemann demonstrated that personal rivalry, as well as
patriotism, limited his objectivity and fairness. With Stresemann we find Bredt in conflict
with a social, ideological and political peer. Stresemann, a politician associated with
industry and born within a year of Bredt, represented interests tangential to Bredt's own.
Once the youngest representative in the Reichstag, Stresemann, like Bredt, showed early
promise. At some point a rivalry developed. By the time both men appeared together in
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Weimar history Bredt supported Stresemann' s policies but opposed his methods. Bredt' s
action contrasted sharply with his own stated views on cooperation as well as his stance
on foreign policy. Nothing in Bredt's foreign policy outlook, including his preference
for economic negotiation rather than diplomacy, precluded compromise with Stresemann.
Yet, irrespective of where the interests of the party lay, Bredt opposed Stresemann' s
schemes consistently. Bredt wanted a voice of his own, and Stresemann rivaled Bredt.
Bredt' s need to play a leading role, in however narrow an arena, directed his
political career, to the detriment of Germany, and ended in personal frustration. The
constitutions he drafted were not promulgated. Of the two parties he founded, the
German National People's Party moved out from under him and the Business Party
ultimately self-destructed. None of the constituent bodies followed his lead far enough or
willingly enough to meet his personal or political goals. Through his insistence on his
own platform Bredt deprived larger bourgeois parties of his significant intellectual and
rhetorical abilities and missed a better chance of uniting Germany's Mittelstand.
Bredt advanced personally, but his ideology did not prevail. In addition to his
personal limitations and inclinations, Bredt' sallies further constrained his freedom and
effectiveness. Neither the Mittelstand nor the narrow constituency of the Business Party
completely shared Bredt' s vision or flexibility. Many of his followers stood with both
feet firmly planted in the preferred soil of the Kaiserreich. That world included a plethora
of middle-class divisions and strong anti-socialism. The party's supporters also lacked
the vision to consider their plight one small part of Germany's dilemma. They, like other
interest groups, preferred to see their situation as one demanding special attention. This
tendency was exaggerated by the Business Party's small size. Individuals such as
Colosser and Weber had considerable influence.
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Bredt had attempted to fulfill his constituents' economic desires. Throughout his
life, he reflected his absorption with economic matters in his politics. In addition to his
purely academic studies and teaching, Bredt published many articles explaining his
viewpoints on commerce, taxation, labor, finances and the relationships between these
fields and politics. He believed that one important role of government was to regulate
domestic economic activity, in the sense not only of monitoring but also of regularizing.
That is, he wanted to eliminate inequalities and inconsistencies between classes and
regions so that all facets of the economy would operate smoothly and equitably. He also
felt that foreign affairs could best be influenced through economic measures and,
correspondingly, that international economic activity played a large role in Germany's
well-being. Before, during and after the World War, Bredt promoted international
cooperation among the bourgeoisie.
Economic concessions dominated the Business Party's agenda. But here again
Bredt failed to convince enough other Germans to follow his lead. His proposal to
consolidate the reparations payments into an American debt and reduce the total through
financial manipulations received little attention. The Reichstag rejected the majority of his
tax and budget proposals. Indeed, as evidenced by the revaluation quagmire, the
conflicts between different Mittelstand occupations seriously handicapped Bredt in
presenting a comprehensive and cohesive program. His constituents' insistence on
economic safeguards, and their subsequent disappointment with the party's meager
results, particularly as the depression deepened, led to a decline in the Business Party's
fortunes and was a precondition for the Mittelstand's final rush to National Socialism.
Bredt' s political failure leaves open the question of how Germany's middle strata
came to support en masse a National Socialist demagogue leading a populist movement
with a propensity for street fighting. Before 1933 the National Socialist party was not
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simply a party of thugs with a platform of violence. The ideas and methods of Hitler and
his Nazis fit into the spectrum of German politics in the twenties and thirties. His views
may have been distorted and extreme, but they reflected beliefs held by many middleclass Germans. His words and deeds pantomimed those of earlier, respected figures, and
seemingly fended off the violent, revolutionary, communist bogey-man. Illegal and
bloody behavior became easier for the electorate to accept because, following the bloodletting of the Great War, officers, judges and other figures of respect under the old regime
condoned political violence to combat anarchy and socialism. Even the government
employed extraordinary means to maintain order. Economic losses and instability,
mounting in the 1930s, compounded feelings of unease and nostalgia for former days.
After 1930 Bredt joined in the bourgeois parties' last efforts at union, but even
then divisions overrode points of agreement. Bredt exemplified this trait until much too
late. In his early career he constantly sought a forum in which his voice could dominate.
His desire for a leading role culminated in the foundation of the Business Party. The
party then followed an independent path in so far as possible, eschewing alliances and
compromises whenever it seemed to have sufficient strength to stand alone. "Sufficient
strength" amounted to a fragment of the German electorate. In the final years, as the
National Socialist movement burgeoned into a growing party, the bourgeois leaders like
Bredt failed to provide voters with the choice of a united front in opposition to the
demagogue. Finally, frustrated and desperate, the Mittelstand answered the song of the
National Socialist siren. In those years Bredt' s party fell from its greatest strength to a
remnant whose lost comrades helped bring Adolf Hitler to the Chancellorship of
Germany. Only when it was far too late did Hitler's actions reveal his utter inhumanity.
Bredt and his compatriots, looking to the past rather than the future, failed to avert
the catastrophe that befell Germany. Bredt spent his final years as a respected scholar,
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but a dictated uniformity buried his aspirations for the Mittelstand and himself. His
independence, so often a strength, lay at the root of his failure. Bredt exemplified the
best in the Mittelstand and embodied its values. Thus he could not free himself from its
weaknesses. Following years of struggle in many forums, the divisiveness of his class
left Bredt isolated and politically voiceless.
◊
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