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Editorial

One of the recent debates in history pertains to the question as to how the fall of 
the Weimar Republic can be integrated into the transnational history of democ-
racy.1 Was democracy history of the interwar period a story of success or failure? 
The numerous transitions from non-democratic regimes to democracy and from 
democracy to dictatorship are of interest not only for historians. Transformation 
research is one of the main areas of political science and current contempo-
rary history research.2 Despite the paramount importance of the study of the 
reasons for survival and breakdown of democracies, researchers have mostly 
concentrated on analyzing transitions from dictatorship to democracy and large-
ly neglected transitions from democracy to dictatorship. Moreover, even in the 
former case the fi rst formative transitions of the interwar period have attracted 
too little attention.3 

The development of political regimes is normally path-dependent. It is only 
during the so-called “critical junctures”4 that this process may go off the rails. 
One of such “critical junctures” was the outcome of World War I. Monarchi-
cal non-democracies, both autocratic and constitutional, were swept away Eu-
rope-wide. Around 1918 – just like in the early 1990s – most observers of the 
political world thought that the worldwide victory of democracy as the only le-
gitimate form of government was imminent.5 Post World War I, after the russian 
February Revolution, the number of democracies in Europe exploded. However, 
shortly afterwards, at the end of 1917, the October Revolution in Russia marked 
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the beginning of the communist era. In Italy, Austria, and Germany fascist and 
national-socialist movements were established as new right-wing regime alterna-
tives. As early as in 1923 Italian democracy – the fi rst of the new democracies – 
was replaced by a fascist regime. By 1939 all democracies in Central and Eastern 
Europe had broken down, with the exception of Czechoslovakia,6 Finland, and 
Switzerland. In Southern Europe – either West or East – not a single democracy 
survived. Only democracies in North-West Europe and Anglo-Saxon settler colo-
nies (Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States) – which, as a rule, 
had been established relatively long ago – managed to survive the fi erce battle of 
regime alternatives in the context of the socioeconomically extremely turbulent 
interwar period. The interwar years can be viewed as a “natural experiment” – a 
kind of a “stress test” for democracies. The grave socioeconomic consequences 
of World War I and the world economic crisis of the 1930s affected all democra-
cies without exception – albeit not to the same extent. 

Meanwhile, a whole range of excellent analyses of individual countries or 
country groups and studies on the infl uence of certain factors on the regime 
development in the interwar period has been conducted, particularly in history7 

and social sciences.8 Further studies on the reasons for survival or breakdown of 
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democracies in the interwar period can build upon this existing body of research. 
However, there is a persisting problem – with but a few exceptions9 – that the 
fi ndings from social sciences are not suffi ciently taken into account in history, 
and vice versa. Hannah Arendt Institute wanted to address this communication 
defi cit with its conference “After the ‘Great War.’ From Triumph to Demise of 
Democracy 1918/19–1939.” The following edition presents the fi rst results. A 
broadly conceived volume is in preparation. It catches the eye that the previous 
research on the interwar period has concentrated on the central cases of dem-
ocratic breakdown (namely Germany and Italy), whereas the development of 
democracy in the so-called “semi-peripheral”10 states like Greece, Lithuania, or 
even Poland has been ignored. Such concentration creates a picture of the inter-
war period in which democracies were wrestled down by extremist movements 
during the “Age of Extremes.”11 Although it is undoubtedly an important part 
of history, by statically focusing on it one risks overlooking the fact that most 
democracies were not overthrown by clearly antidemocratic forces. As a rule, 
democracies are overthrown by a democratically legitimized head of government 
with (at the very least) non-extremist programmatic or by the military that inter-
venes during a state crisis. 

This issue concentrates on the reasons for survival and breakdown of democ-
racies during the interwar period, but at the same time aims to contribute to the 
development of a more extensive explanatory model for breakdown and surviv-
al of democracies. This should provide a more sound foundation for consolida-
tion research, which currently stands on a truly boggy ground. Consolidation 
research is based – explicitly or implicitly – on the assumption that a democracy 
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can be considered consolidated if its breakdown is extremely improbable.12 The 
fundamental problem of this research area is to agree on the prerequisites that 
have to be fulfi lled to make a democracy breakdown is improbable. A thorough 
analysis of historical processes of democratic survival and breakdown can pro-
vide a solid basis for answering the question as to when a democracy is actually 
“consolidated.” This thematic issue and the upcoming edited volume seek to 
bring together and carry forward different lines of contemporary historic and 
social sciences research on transitions from democracy to dictatorship in the 
interwar period. 

This edition starts with a contribution by Steffen Kailitz (Hannah Arendt In-
stitute) who examines the interwar period from the perspective of the global 
history of democracy. From this viewpoint, the interwar years combine the ele-
ments of triumph of democracy with the elements of its demise. Between 1914 
and 1920 the number of democracies worldwide almost tripled. In the short 
period between early 1919 and mid 1920 the number of democracies “explod-
ed.” This “explosion,” euphorically celebrated by the contemporaries, was fol-
lowed by “recoil” in the fi rst half of the 1920s and a deep democracy crisis in the 
1930s triggered by the world economic crisis. Neither before nor afterwards has 
one observed the fall of so many democracies in such a short period of time as 
in 1933/34, including the collapse of democracies in such developed industrial 
states as Germany and Austria. 

Jørgen Møller and Svend-Erik Skaaning (University of Aarhus) specify the de-
marcation line between democracy and non-democracy in Europe of the inter-
war period. They examine the existing datasets in relation to the differentiation 
between democratic and non-democratic periods in European countries. Møller 
and Skaaning identify disputable cases, namely Bulgaria, Finland, Italy, Lithua-
nia, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Yugoslavia. With respect to these countries, 
there are signifi cant differences in the assessment as to whether and when during 
the interwar period they were democratic. Backed by the studies of historians, 
the authors come to a clear conclusion for most of these countries. Thus, these 
are not real “borderline cases.” In some few cases like Bulgaria and Yugoslavia 
the research basis for a defi nite judgment is too meager and the information re-
garding the minimal democracy criteria is contradictory. Therefore, these coun-
tries can be viewed as the actual “borderline cases.” 

Editorial



17Editorial

13 See e.g. Heidi Hein, Der Pilsudski-Kult und seine Bedeutung für den polnischen Staat, 
1926–1939, Marburg 2002; Jerzy Kochanowski, Horthy und Piłsudski – Vergleich der 
autoritären Regime in Ungarn und Polen. In: Erwin Oberländer (ed.), Autoritäre Re-
gime in Ostmittel- und Südosteuropa 1919–1944, Paderborn 2001, pp. 19–94.

14 Cf. Agnes Laba/Maria Wójtczak, Aspekte einer Demokratiegeschichte in Ostmitteleu-
ropa und im Baltikum im Nachklang des Ersten Weltkriegs. In: Zeitschrift für Ostmit-
teleuropaforschung, 64 (2015) (in preparation).

15 In Russia the February Revolution with a democratic objective was followed, just a few 
months later, by the communist October Revolution.

Arnd Bauerkämper (FU Berlin) shows in his contribution that World War I led 
to a pervasive social and political mobilization and radicalization. This climate 
facilitated the rise of communism and fascism as well as new authoritarian move-
ments and regimes, which appealed to traditional values. These authoritarian 
regimes of the interwar period drew on the strong role of the state during World 
War I and the widespread need for security and stability. The emphasis on tradi-
tional values has been ignored in the theoretical analyses of the interwar period 
due to the dominant perception as the “Age of Extremes” (Eric Hobsbawm). 
Bauerkämper calls researchers to pay more attention to the authoritarian re-
gimes of the interwar years that utilized traditional values. 

The authoritarian regime of General Józef Piłsudski13 after the coup in May 
1926 in Poland is one such example. However, democracy and autocracy re-
search on the interwar period still does not properly consider East-Central Eu-
rope and thus underestimates the importance of the new forms of authoritarian 
regimes that emerged during the interwar years.14 The analysis of East-Central 
Europe is indispensable for a complete picture of European and global democ-
racy history. Heidi Hein-Kircher (Herder Institute for Historical Research on 
East Central Europe, Marburg) examines the democracy development in Poland 
after World War I. She demonstrates that in the face of a grave socioeconomic 
situation and severe – partly military – border confl icts with nearly all its neigh-
bors Poland failed to consolidate the parliamentary democracy. Polish politicians 
perceived it as incompatible with the priority interest of consolidating the Polish 
statehood that had been reclaimed after World War I. From this perspective, 
the overthrow of democracy was increasingly viewed as a legitimate means of 
protecting the Polish nation from dissolution and stabilizing it both internally 
and externally. The Polish case refl ects the arguments that have been addressed 
in the contributions of Bauerkämper and Kailitz from a comparative perspective. 

The study by Lothar Fritze (Hannah Arendt Institute) on ideocracies lies 
slightly outside of the main focus of this edition. Fritze analyzes the indoctrina-
tion attempts of extreme dictatorships, both right- and left-wing, which emerged 
after the fall of democracies (or the failed transition to democracy15) and put 
their mark on the “Age of Extremes” (Eric Hobsbawm). In Fritze’s view, ideocra-
cies have to look to the people who have the ability to think and act independent-
ly within the strict limits prescribed by the ideology of the regime, without ever 
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questing or doubting the regime ideology itself. In this inner contradiction of the 
ideological project, according to Fritze, are the seeds of its self-destruction.

Gratitude is expressed to all the authors of this issue and colleagues at Han-
nah Arendt Institute who have contributed to its creation, above all Uwe  Backes, 
Darya Kulinka, and Kristin Luthardt; and furthermore to all participants of the 
conference “After the ‘Great War.’ From Triumph to Demise of Democracy 
1918/19–1939.”
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