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This paper originates from preliminary dissertation research into republican political culture in Weimar Germany.  My dissertation – in the early writing stages as of October 2006 – explores another aspect of Weimar republican political culture, specifically how republicans utilized narratives of the German past to legitimate the liberal democratic state of 1918-33, delegitimate the monarchist Old Regime, and strengthen the cohesiveness of republican politics and identity.  While I am currently focusing my attention on republican Geschichtsbilder and Geschichtspolitik, I am still interested in exploring republican conceptions of the citizen in future projects.  Anyone with comments and/or suggestions should feel free to contact me at ejbryden@gmail.com.    
The Republican Citizen in Weimar Germany

 In the last months of 1918, Germans saw their world turned upside down.  Along with defeat after over four years of total war, came the overthrow of the Imperial state created by Bismarck and the establishment of Germany’s first liberal democracy, a change embodied in the Weimar Constitution of 1919.  In this moment, Germans gained a previously unknown degree of influence over their political affairs.  Popular sovereignty, given theoretical expression in the constitution’s first article (“Staatsgewalt geht vom Volk aus.”), found practical shape in a variety of ways: all men and women, twenty years of age or older were eligible to vote, a system of proportional representation was used to elect representatives to the legislature, the Reichstag, the republic’s president was popularly elected, and the people could directly enact legislation via referendum.  Thus there was some basis for supporters of the new republic to argue, as Social Democrat Eduard David did, that the constitution of 1919 had made Germany the “most democratic democracy in the world.”
  But commentators also noted that the “democratization of public and political life” with its attendant “politicization of the masses,” for all its democratic virtues, could also lead to division, conflict, and an actual weakening of the republic and nation.
  As such, far more needed to be asked of Germans in their capacity as political actors – in other words, as citizens – than had been under the Old Regime.  Profound socio-political divisions within German society, as well as some republicans’ fears of the continuing influence of old elites, lent a special urgency to this project.   
In the past decade or so, historians, such as Rogers Brubaker and Dieter Gosewinkel, have examined citizenship in the German context, but almost entirely in terms of citizenship as Staatsangehörigkeit, or the legal designation of a person’s status as a citizen of a particular country.
  Little work however, has been conducted into the subjective realm of citizenship, i.e. how the figure of the citizen is imagined and what norms of civic behavior, duties, loyalties, and other expectations they are connected to.  Kathleen Canning’s ongoing investigation into the relationship between gender and citizenship during Weimar and Thomas Childers’ analysis of the importance of the citizen (Staatsbürger) and citizenship in the rhetoric and vision of the left liberal German Democratic Party (DDP) are notable exceptions.
  This paper explores one aspect of citizenship in the Weimar context, that of the complex of virtues and expectations for civic behavior that were linked to the person of the citizen in the republican political imagination.  To this extent, this paper seeks to shed further light on the political culture of Germany’s first republic.  I suggest that republicans, operating through state-supported civic education organizations and in various civic associations, particularly the republican paramilitary organization, the Reichsbanner Schwarz Rot Gold, promoted ideals of citizenship that were a response to perceived deficiencies in German political life at the same time that they attempted to address some of the newly democratic polity’s needs.  

 One of the biggest hurdles faced by those trying to mold German public life into a shape conducive to the new political order was the division of Germans into a series of subcultures or Teilkulturen, based on religion, regional identity, world-view, and or class, who often stood in ambivalent, often overtly hostile, relation to one another.
  As one speaker at the opening ceremony of the Deutsche Hochschule für Politik, a privately run college that worked closely with and received support from the state, lamented on October 20, 1922, “Broad circles of our people are sworn to one political party program or another, according to whose teachings they judge everything and want to shape everything, without utilizing their own independent judgment in dealing with actual conditions and possibilities and their continuous change.”
  This created problems since, as Richard Strahl, the head of the state-run civic education office the Reichszentrale für Heimatdienst, noted, in a society where there were no generally accepted basic political truths, where even “the constitution, the state’s basic law, is the subject of fierce domestic conflict,” such behavior threatened efforts at national recovery, wasted people’s energy, and eroded or prevented any sense of solidarity between different social groups.
  It also threatened the development of democracy and the solidification of the republic.  It was therefore critical to encourage Germans to look beyond political party boundaries and doctrine when acting in the public sphere.  

For this reason, civic educators exhorted citizens to work for the good of the entire nation, through responsible and informed political activity.  The broad goal of civic education in itself was, in Strahl’s words, not “to spread dull knowledge, but to develop the thinking, willing (wollende), and acting citizen with a pronounced political consciousness (Staatsbewußtsein).”  It was important for citizens to be informed about the actually existing conditions of their time and “schooled in their political duties towards the whole,” so that they could make good decisions.  Without this knowledge, Strahl argued, patriotism and willingness to sacrifice would be rendered ineffective or could even be dangerous.  The problem of civic education was about “nothing more and nothing less than the question of the state’s life and fate.”
  On this basis, it is clear why others involved in civic education argued that “the civic education and political schooling of the citizen is a necessity in a democratically governed state.”
  

Through education, particularly the “non-partisan” civic education offered by the Reichszentrale and similar organizations, republicans hoped that citizens would develop the ability to “take an independent stand on the important political and economic, social and intellectual questions of the day.”
  Republicans, both moderates and militants, believed that fostering citizens’ independence and ability to act and make informed, objective judgments promoted Germans’ political “maturity” (Reife) and a unified political consciousness, or Staatswille, on which democracy could survive and Germany could recover from the heavy blows dealt it since the beginning of the First World War.
  

Moderate republicans were also concerned with promoting a citizenship ideal that addressed the extreme and often violently partisan conflicts that played out in public life.  Reich Economic Minister Scholz, also speaking at the Hochschule für Politik’s opening, argued that what was needed was to promote knowledge of the various parties’ “actual goals” in order to foster “understanding between the individual parties” that in turn “[would provide] the basis for objective debates, in which one always respected one’s opponent, who, like oneself, recognized as the single goal of politics: the good of the whole, the good of the fatherland.”
  The antidote to Germany’s civil society crisis then, was not only to be found in encouraging Germans to think for themselves, but also, following Scholz, by changing the manner in which they interacted with each other.  In sum, moderate republicans advocated that citizens acted with, “a pronounced desire for objectivity and tolerance in political matters.”
  In doing so, moderates set themselves against a broad set of practices that they saw as characterizing Weimar’s heated public sphere – subjectivity, partisanship, ignorance, and demagoguery.  More militant supporters of the Weimar state, such as the members of the Reichsbanner Schwarz Rot Gold, expanded on this list by contrasting their ideal citizen with the image of the subject (Untertan).

Within Reichsbanner rhetoric, the subject embodied many of the civic attitudes and behaviors that republicans found lacking during the “authoritarian state” of the Kaiserreich and, which they saw continuing into the Weimar period.  The origins of the subject mentality (Untertangeist or Untertanengefühl) were located in the Bismarckian state, which was accused of having fostered a “will to be unfree and to be dumb,” requiring only the “blind trust” of the ruled since government was left to a privileged socio-economic elite.  As one member of the Reichsbanner summarized it, “Political cluelessness of the ruled: That is the civic ideal of the authoritarian state.”
  Reichsbanner activists often claimed that the cultivation of the subject mentality under the Old Regime still influenced Germans’ political behavior within the new liberal democratic order, not the least while it had stunted the development of Germans’ political maturity and led to a lack of a now desired democratic political spirit.
  To a great extent, militant republicans feared that the desire for peace and quiet and the ambivalence towards political activity that they associated with the subject mentality opened the doors for supporters of the old monarchist state to reassert themselves and undermine democracy.
  Additionally, the perceived rejection of politics by those whom the Reichsbanner associated with the subject mentality – generally, the middle classes – flew in the face of republican ideals of citizen engagement in public life.  The ideal of an active, participatory citizenry was not, however, promoted solely by the dedicated members of the Reichsbanner.

It was a common republican argument that the citizen’s right to participate in public life, was also a duty.  Richard Strahl argued precisely this in a February 1927 radio address, stating that:

Now, after the reorganization of the Reich, every citizen (Staatsbürger) is called upon to participate in finding solutions [to the problems facing Germany].  But more: this right, the political right of the citizen in the Volksstaat overall, contains in itself not only the right, but also a strong obligation to take part in public life.  It burdens every individual with their portion of responsibility for the life and progress of the state.
   

In a similar vein, two years later, Eduard David wrote in an article, entitled “Zum zehnten Geburtstag der deutschen Republik” (“For the tenth birthday of the German republic.”), that the “right to political co-determination in the fate of the people” was paired with the duty “to responsible collaboration in the good of the whole.”
 

Why this insistence on Germans’ duty to participate in public life, whether through voting or other means?  In part this was an outgrowth of the argument that the republic and Weimar constitution had been created and was borne by the people, that all citizens carried a portion of the state’s authority within themselves.
  It also flows from republican understandings of the state, particularly in its democratic incarnation.  While the state was regarded as the organization and institutions of rule and political order, it was also conceptualized in a manner similar to the ancient Greek ideal of the polity or polis.
  As expressed by one author working for the Reichszentrale, the state was a “social union,” a “unity of people for the same ethical goals,” and a “human community of fate.”
  Or, put more simply by Joseph Wirth at a Reichsbanner Constitution Day commemoration, “We are the state!”
  By not participating in political life therefore, Germans acted to the detriment of the republic, democracy, and their fellow citizens as embodied in the state.  Republicans within both the Reichszentrale and Reichsbanner argued that the direction of the state and the achievement of the political community it promised could only come from citizen participation.
  

There was also a sense among some commentators that it was important for citizens to utilize their newly gained rights, especially the suffrage, and that they take part in politics as a means of maintaining both those rights and the republic overall.  For government officials, especially during periods of crisis, the responsible exercise of political rights was a way of preventing a deepening of the republic’s problems and a basis for restoring both prosperity and Germany’s status as a world power.  More militant republicans, such as the members of the Reichsbanner, also believed that the citizen’s duty to be politically active was a means of protecting the republic from internal enemies, by using both their votes and their bodies – as underscored by the last line in Karl Bröger’s poem “Republikanische Hymne”: “German Republic, we all swear: to the last drop of blood, we are yours!” (“Deutsche Republik, wir alle schwören: Letzter Tropfen Blut soll dir gehören!“.)
  
A recurring theme in Reichsbanner rhetoric was the need to guard against right-wing influence in the republic.  In speeches and articles in the Reichsbanner’s pamphlets and newspapers, particularly during frequent election years, their audience was warned that the right would use political power to undermine the republic or at least to erode the rights of the working masses, perhaps even returning them to the second class citizen status they had held during the Kaiserreich.
  In response to right-wing efforts to gain influence within the republic, republicans were encouraged to actively promote specifically “republican” policies – which for the Reichsbanner often meant left populist and welfare state measures, along with measures to “republicanize” the army, judiciary and civil service by replacing holdovers from the Old Regime with open supporters of the Weimar state.  As argued by the author of a 1925 article in the Reichsbanner’s flagship periodical, Das Reichsbanner, “to pursue democratic-republican politics is, in the interest of the present and future fate of the fatherland, an unconditional necessity.”
  Continuing electoral support for politicians and policies that Reichsbanner members saw as embodying the political right – the election of Paul von Hindenburg as president, for example –  was seen as a failure on the part of the majority of Germans to pursue a sufficiently “democratic-republican politics,” and led to complaints about the “political uncomprehending stupidity of the masses.”
  There was even a sense among some militants – seldom expressed, but there nonetheless – that support for the political right was incompatible with membership in the republican polity.  Indeed one Reichsbanner author in 1928 favorably quoted Robespierre’s argument that, “In the republic, only republicans are citizens.”
  


So what was the ideal citizen, in republican eyes?  For both moderates and militants, the good citizen exercised their right to actively participate in the political life of the nation.  They took an interest in politics, worked for the common good of their people and country, and conducted themselves in a responsible manner when engaged in the public sphere.  In this fashion, the good citizen of the republic was to ensure the viability of Weimar democracy.  Interestingly though, moderates, working through government supported civic education organizations, and militant republicans, who were active in associational life, at times worked at cross-purposes to one another.  Moderates were dedicated to calming public life and bridging divisions between Germans, while the militant members of the Reichsbanner promoted an ideal of citizenship that ultimately hardened those very divisions.  To this extent, it could be ventured that in the case of Weimar Germany, to be a good citizen of the republic was not necessarily the same as being a good republican citizen.       
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