Impact of the Treaty of Versailles

Context


The Treaty of Versailles was signed in the hall of mirrors on June 1919 and immediately entered the area of bitter debate. The ‘shame of Versailles’ has now been challenged and it’s impact on Germany the subject of some revision.


The treaty was the result of months of discussion centred mainly round Lloyd George, Clemenceau and Wilson. These were held in Paris, the hotbed of anti-German venom and were referred to by a contemporary as a ‘riot in a parrot house’

The impact of the Treaty can best be analysed by examining the expectations of the German people, considering the terms and exploring the political and psychological damage.

Expectations

· Little concept of blame – defensive war to prevent encirclement

· Myth that Germany had not been defeated (still occupied French/ Belgian territory)

· Widespread belief that a new democracy would be treated leniently

· Wilson’s 14 points did not seem unreasonable ‘Wilsonian Peace’
· Confidence that they would have won the war (1864, 1866, 1870)

· The fact that they were not allowed to discuss the terms and were only allowed limited opportunity to comment (Diktat) gave rise to little indication of what was to come. “dreamland of the armistice period” (Troelsch)

The initial reaction was of course of outrage. “November criminals” “Death rather than slavery” “Vengeance”
Terms

Military – Little practical problem. In the medium term war was unlikely. Psychological humiliation. German military tradition. Army no friend of Weimar. Rearmed secretly anyway.

Economic – Reparations burden. Little paid anyway. Recovery in 1920s. “Political unwisdom” (Keynes)

Territory – Alsace- Lorraine, Eupen and Malmedy, Polish corridor, Danzig, no Anschluss. Mixed bag. In practical terms Germany was still a great power (Russia?) “The Treaty still left the Germans more territory than united Germany today” Nicholls

War Guilt – more temporary than deep seated.

Recent research indicates that the practical burdens of Versailles were not as damaging as previously thought. The ‘spin doctors’ of the day would seem to have done their work well. Germany was still potentially a great power – surrounded by weak states after the break up of the Austro-Hungarian and Russian Empires. France had not crippled Germany enough to achieve the security she craved and reparations alone had not crippled the German economy. “It is no longer acceptable to blame the ultimate failure of the Republic on the Treaty of Versailles” (Hiden)

Psychological/Political damage

“November Criminals”  Diktat  “The constitution was born with this curse on it”(Preuss) The allies had “practically forced them to sign the death warrant of German democracy.”(Ryder)

· Ammunition for right wing groups. Kapp Putsch(disarmament)
· Growth of German Nationalism
“What the German Nationalists could not do …..was to bring themselves to accept the fact of Germany’s military defeat” (Carr)
“The only Treaty acceptable to the Germans was one drawn up as if they had won the war”

· Propaganda

· Disaffected groups

In conclusion the practical damage done by the Treaty of Versailles was probably far less than what the German people thought was damaging and were prepared to act on this perception. Right wing propaganda fuelled this belief with disastrous consequences for German politics. 


“The practical impact of Versailles was not very burdensome. What mattered was how the Germans felt about it.”

