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Economic Crises of Weimar, 1923 & 1929 Block:  
 
Two economic events shattered the average German’s faith in the Weimar Republic.  The first event was the 
hyperinflation crisis of 1923.  The second event was the Great Depression that began in 1929.  
 
When in January 1923, France and Belgium occupied the Ruhr in response to Weimar’s announced policy of 
“non cooperation” Berlin countered by ordering passive resistance. In doing so, they paid the workers of 
Germany to not work. These became known as “resistance wages.” To pay the resistance wages, the presses 
began to print astronomical amounts of money.  By December 1923, Germany was in the grips of a 
hyperinflation crisis unprecedented in the annals of western civilization.  $1.00 cost 4 million RM (Reichmark). 
A woman might order a cup of coffee for 5000 RM and get a bill for 8000 RM an hour later.  By December of 
1923 90% of average family expenditure was going towards food.  A massive crime wave swept the country. 
Child prostitution was off the charts as families sold their children for food, and precious metals disappeared off 
of the streets.  Germany collapsed into a full barter economy, reminiscent of 9th century Europe.   Full economic 
collapse stared the government in the face.  Though for years it has been claimed by historians that the 
hyperinflation crisis wiped out the German middle class, this was simply not the case.  The inflation did not 
destroy the economic position of the middle class.  Some like mortgage holders, debtors or businessmen who 
bought on installment payments gained; others such as investors or bondholders, lost.   Many Germans found 
themselves in both categories at the same time.  What the inflation did was to fragment the middle classes, by 
pitting one interest group against the other, so that no political party could ever unite them.  The real effect of 
the inflation crisis was that many Germans lost faith in a government already burdened by such problems as the 
November Criminals, Diktat, Stab in the Back and now economic incompetence. 
 
Between 1924 and 1929, thanks to massive American loans from the Dawes Plan of 1924, the German economy 
recovered.  For five years, 1924-1929, the German economy was healthy and strong.  During these years of 
robust economic growth, few Germans voted for radical political parties.  1924-1929, 77% of German voters 
voted for political parties that were pro-constitution, pro-democracy, pro-Weimar and pro-republican. 
1924-1929 77% German voters voted for the SPD, the Catholic Center Party, the National Liberals or the 
German Democratic Party.  From 1924-1929, when the economy and when people had faith in the democracy 
again, it looked as if the Weimar Republic would work.  All this suddenly changed in 1929. 
 
In October 1929 the Wall Street crash brought the German economy down with it and the collapse of the 
German economy offered fertile ground for the rise of German extremists, namely the KPD and the Nazis. 
Within little more than two years one German worker in three was unemployed and millions more were on 
short-term work or reduced wages.  Agriculture, already under strain because of a fall in world demand, also 
collapsed.   By 1932 German industrial production was 40% of 1928 levels and by 1933 this dropped to 38% of 
1928 levels.  There is a direct 1:1 relationship between the rate of unemployment and the rise political 
extremism.  We have only to look at the number of people who voted Nazi after 1929 and compare those 
numbers to unemployment figures to get a true sense of the perfect storm combining political extremism and 
economic disintegration: 2 million unemployed in 1928, 3 million unemployed in 1929, 5 million unemployed 
in 1930 and 6 million unemployed by 1933.  2.8% voted Nazi in 1928, barely 5% in 1929, 18% voted Nazi in 
1930 and by 1932, 37% of the country voted Nazi.  The evidence is both compelling and overwhelming that 
following the Putsch (coup) of 1923 and Hitler’s subsequent prison term ending on 20 December 1924, the 
Nazis were on the way out and were little more than a political afterthought.  Yet with Weimar’s second 
economic disaster in six years, Hitler and the Nazis were able to rebound from political obscurity and make a 
run for political power.  The collapse of the German economy in 1929 thus polarized German politics between 
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extremist right and the radical left. 
 
Thus there are two ways to look at the economic disasters of 1923 and 1929, and the rise of Hitler and the 
Nazis.  Let’s first analyze the hyperinflation crisis of 1923:  no hyperinflation in 1923, no Hitler Putsch in 1923; 
no Hitler Putsch in 1923, no Hitler trial in 1924; no Hitler trial in 1924, Hitler and the Nazis would not be on the 
German radar screen.  The same sort of progression also works for the collapse of Wall Street in 1929: no 
collapse of the US stock market in 1929, no Great Depression in Germany 1929-1933; no Great Depression in 
Germany 1929-1933, no economic reasons for the German voters to vote Nazi.  The economic crises of the 
Weimar Republic, though separated by five short years, were both necessary for the rise of Hitler and the Nazis. 
In other words, no economic disasters, no Hitler. 
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