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Stab-in-the-back Myth

By Boris Barth

Summary

Upon their defeat in the First World War, German citizens developed strong conspiracies that
their war efforts had been ruined by internal forces. These theories came to be known as
Dolchstollegenden, or stab-in-the-back theories, and they contributed to the growth of post-
war political movements.
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Roots of the DolchstoRlegende

When the German Empire collapsed in autumn 1918, at once theories of conspiracy appeared
to explain the sudden breakdown. One theory was that the German Army had not been
beaten on the battlefield, but was stabbed in the back by the mutinies in the Navy and by the
outbreak of the revolution in Berlin.

This legend was rooted in stereotypes developed during the war and used established
psychological dispositions. During the strikes of the ammunition workers in Berlin in January
1918, for example, the propaganda proclaimed that the front was victorious but the home
front was about to break down. When General Erich Friedrich Wilhelm Ludendorff
(1865-1937) had to recognize that his war was lost in September 1918, he put the full blame
for the defeat on the politicians in Berlin and asked them to sign the necessary armistice.
Although Ludendorff’s outburst of fury were not public in the years following the war, millions
of Germans were convinced of conspiracy theories.

At the moment of surrender, it was difficult for ordinary Germans to recognize that the
strategic situation was hopeless. The experience of defeat was not present in German society
because combat had not reached German territory yet and huge parts of Eastern Europe
were still occupied. Most Germans were aware of the worsening military situation, but many
people, especially in the bourgeois political camp, were convinced that after a couple of
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months the whole situation might change again. At the same time the breakdown of the
home front became obvious, shaping the perception of many people because it was part of
their everyday experience. In autumn 1918 the disintegration of German society had reached
such a level that the authoritarian Wilhelmine state was next to collapse.

Rise of Conspiracy Theories

Immediately after the end of the war, a huge variety of “stab-in-the-back” legends
(DolchstoBBlegenden) appeared, but there was still no consensus about who was to blame.
Generals accused the parliament, politicians, and the government. The protestant clergy,
which had been extremely nationalist during the war, lamented the general moral decline
and accused socialism, communism, trade unions, and sometimes the Jews for their betrayal.
For the conservative and nationalistic Deutsch-Nationale Volkspartei (the German National
People’s Party or DNVP) the legend fit perfectly well into the political strategy for mass
mobilisation against the republic. In 1918 the leadership of the Pan-German League decided
to spearhead radical anti-Semitism and to place the full blame for defeat on the Jews. All
these different interpretations of the causes for defeat played to two deep-rooted traditions
in German political culture: anti-socialism and anti-Semitism.

Post-war Impact

These legends became even more popular in autumn 1919, when Field Marshall Paul von
Hindenburg (1847-1934) was interrogated by the investigating committee of the parliament.
He accused the socialists of having sabotaged his war from the very beginning until defeat
became inevitable. The leadership of the DNVP used the stab-in-the-back story many times
during election campaigns. Particularly in 1924, the party was able to win growing support
beyond the traditional nationalistic political camps. The attempt of democratic politicians to
initiate a trial in Munich to find out what really had happened in 1918 failed.

Today most historians agree that these stab-in-the-back legends destabilised the Weimar
democracy to a very high degree and contributed to the rise of National Socialism. The worst
case of political communication was not the aggressive controversy, but the breakdown of
debate, and after 1924 the two political camps were not able to communicate anymore. The
right-wingers were convinced that the country really had been stabbed in the back and the
democrats were left to discover that any attempt to clarify the events was hopeless.

Boris Barth, Universitat Konstanz

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 2/5 8th October 2014


https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/nationalism/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/antisemitism/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118551264/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118551264/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

8 Encyclopedia

of the First World War

ﬁl International Stab-in-the-back Myth (1.0)

Selected Bibliography

» Barth, Boris: DolchstoRBlegenden und politische Desintegration. Das Trauma der
deutschen Niederlage im Ersten Weltkrieg 1914-1933, Dusseldorf, 2003: Droste.

= Krumeich, Gerd: Die DolchstoB-Legende, in: Francois, Etienne / Schulze, Hagen (eds.):
Deutsche Erinnerungsorte, vol. 1, Munich 2001 Beck, pp. 585-599.

» Sammet, Rainer: '‘Dolchstoss'. Deutschland und die Auseinandersetzung mit der
Niederlage im Ersten Weltkrieg (1918-1933), Berlin, 2003: Trafo.

Citation

Boris Barth: Stab-in-the-back Myth, in: 1914-1918-online. International Encyclopedia of the
First World War, ed. by Ute Daniel, Peter Gatrell, Oliver Janz, Heather Jones, Jennifer D.
Keene, Alan Kramer, and Bill Nasson, issued by Freie Universitat Berlin, Berlin 2014-10-08.
DOI: 10.15463/ie1418.10040

External Links

» Erklarung des Generalfeldmarschalls von Hindenburg vor dem Parlamentarischen
Untersuchungsausschul’, "DolchstoRlegende", 18 November 1919 (100(0)
Schlisseldokumente) (Primary Source)

= Hindenburg, Paul von: Out of my life, London 1920 (Internet Archive) (Book)

» Ludendorff, Erich: Meine Kriegserinnerungen, 1914-1918, Berlin 1919 (Internet Archive)
(Book)

» Ludendorff, Erich: My War Memories, Vol. 1, London 1919 (Internet Archive) (Book)

» Ludendorff, Erich: My War Memories, Vol. 2, London 1919 (Internet Archive) (Book)

» Sammet, Rainer: DolchstoRlegende, 2013 (Historisches Lexikon Bayerns) (Article)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 3/5 8th October 2014


https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/pjij88xp/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/pjij88xp/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/pjij88xp/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/pjij88xp/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dp5hkcts/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dp5hkcts/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dp5hkcts/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dp5hkcts/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dvcaf9t7/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dvcaf9t7/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dvcaf9t7/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/dvcaf9t7/
https://dx.doi.org/10.15463/ie1418.10040
http://www.1000dokumente.de/index.html?c=dokument_de&dokument=0026_dol&l=de
http://www.1000dokumente.de/index.html?c=dokument_de&dokument=0026_dol&l=de
http://www.1000dokumente.de/index.html?c=dokument_de&dokument=0026_dol&l=de
https://archive.org/details/outofmylife00hinduoft
https://archive.org/details/meinekriegserinn00lude
https://archive.org/details/meinekriegserinn00lude
https://archive.org/details/mywarmemories19101lude
https://archive.org/details/mywarmemories19102lude
http://www.historisches-lexikon-bayerns.de/artikel/artikel_44479
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

1014 Internati ‘ .
gg;lg tnqcevrcr\?ulagg\aw Stab-in-the-back Myth (1.0)
of the First World Wa

Metadata

Regional Section(s)
Central Europe > Germany

Thematic Section(s)
Post-war

Subjects

Politics, law > Political ideologies > Antisemitism

Politics, law > Political ideologies > Communism, socialism
Politics, law > Resistance and revolutions > Revolutions
Society > Post-war society > Post-war social conflicts
Warfare and the military > Disobedience > Mutiny

Author Keywords
Stab in the back legend; Defeat of the Central Powers; Defeat of Germany; Weimar
Republic; Theories of conspiracy

GND Subject Headings
DolchstoRlegende

LC Subject Headings
World War, 1914-1918 : Germany--Politics and government--1918-1933

Rameau Subject Headings
Allemagne -- Politigue et gouvernement -- 1918-1933 ; Défaite

Key Person(s)
Ludendorff, Erich; Hindenburg, Paul von

Key Location(s)
Berlin; Munich

Title
Stab-in-the-back Myth

Author(s)
Boris Barth

Article Type
Encyclopedic Entry

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 4/5 8th October 2014


https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/central-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/themes/post-war/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/political_ideologies
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/antisemitism
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/political_ideologies
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/communism__socialism
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/resistance_and_revolutions
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/revolutions
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/post-war_society
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/post-war_social_conflicts
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/disobedience
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/mutiny
http://kvk.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de/hylib-bin/kvk/nph-kvk2.cgi?maske=kvk-last&lang=de&title=KIT-Bibliothek%3A+Karlsruher+Virtueller+Katalog+KVK+%3A+Ergebnisanzeige&head=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-head-de-2010-11-08.html&header=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-header-de-showEmbeddedFullTitle.html&spacer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-spacer-de-2010-11-08.html&footer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ubka.uni-karlsruhe.de%2Fkvk%2Fkvk%2Fkvk-kit-footer-de-2010-11-08.html&css=none&input-charset=utf-8&kvk-session=RYKKTIOB&ALL=&Timeout=120&TI=&PY=&AU=&SB=&CI=&SS=&ST=dolchstolegende+&PU=&VERBUENDE=&kataloge=SWB&kataloge=BVB&kataloge=NRW&kataloge=HEBIS&kataloge=HEBIS_RETRO&kataloge=KOBV_SOLR&kataloge=GBV&kataloge=DDB&kataloge=STABI_BERLIN
http://catalog.loc.gov/vwebv/search?searchArg=world+war+19141918++germanypolitics+and+government19181933+&searchCode=SKEY%5E*&searchType=1&limitTo=none&fromYear=&toYear=&limitTo=LOCA%3Dall&limitTo=PLAC%3Dall&limitTo=TYPE%3Dall&limitTo=LANG%3Dall&recCount=25
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr//DB=2.1/SET=3/TTL=1/CMD?ACT=SRCHA&IKT=1016&SRT=RLV&TRM=allemagne++politique+et+gouvernement++19181933++dfaite+
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118574841/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118551264/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/berlin/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/munich/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/contributor/boris-barth/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

R8T s (eratonal Stab-in-the-back Myth (1.0)

of the First World War

Classification Group
Concepts, Practices and Policies

Articles That Link Here

Demobilization; Propaganda: Media in War Politics; Germany; Germany; Food and
Nutrition; Tannenberg, Battle of; Tannenberg Myth; Revolutions (Germany); The
Churches; Occupation during and after the War (Germany); Germany; Revolutions; The
Military Collapse of the Central Powers; Propaganda at Home and Abroad; Pan-German
League; Social Conflict and Control, Protest and Repression (Austria-Hungary); Fascism
and the Radical Right; Media Discourse after the War; Propaganda at home and

abroad; Centenary (Hungary); Othering/Atrocity Propaganda; Between Acceptance and
Refusal - Soldiers' Attitudes Towards War (Germany); Xenophobia; Sexuality, Sexual
Relations, Homosexuality; Antisemitism; Erzberger, Matthias; Religious Mobilization and
Popular Belief; Bauer, Max; Propaganda at Home (Germany); Civilian

Morale; Bereavement and Mourning (Germany); Kuhl, Hermann Joseph von; Hindenburg,
Paul von; Ludendorff, Erich; Géring, Hermann; Judenzahlung (Jewish Census); Mann,
Heinrich and Post-war Societies (Germany)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 5/5 8th October 2014


https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/demobilization/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-media-in-war-politics/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/germany-1-2/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/food-and-nutrition/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/food-and-nutrition/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/tannenberg-battle-of/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/tannenberg-myth/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/revolutions-germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/the-churches/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/the-churches/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/occupation-during-and-after-the-war-germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/germany-1-1/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/revolutions/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/the-military-collapse-of-the-central-powers/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/the-military-collapse-of-the-central-powers/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-at-home-and-abroad/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/pan-german-league/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/pan-german-league/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/social-conflict-and-control-protest-and-repression-austria-hungary/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/fascism-and-the-radical-right/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/fascism-and-the-radical-right/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/media-discourse-after-the-war/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-at-home-and-abroad-1-1/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-at-home-and-abroad-1-1/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/centenary-hungary/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/otheringatrocity-propaganda/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/between-acceptance-and-refusal-soldiers-attitudes-towards-war-germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/between-acceptance-and-refusal-soldiers-attitudes-towards-war-germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/xenophobia/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/sexuality-sexual-relations-homosexuality/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/sexuality-sexual-relations-homosexuality/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/antisemitism/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/erzberger-matthias/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/religious-mobilization-and-popular-belief/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/religious-mobilization-and-popular-belief/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/bauer-max/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-at-home-germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/civilian-morale/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/civilian-morale/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/bereavement-and-mourning-germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/kuhl-hermann-joseph-von/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/hindenburg-paul-von/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/hindenburg-paul-von/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/ludendorff-erich/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/goring-hermann/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/judenzahlung-jewish-census/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/mann-heinrich/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/mann-heinrich/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/post-war-societies-germany/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

