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11.01.1923
11 January: Beginning of the Occupation of the Ruhr
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Article 231 is an essential component of the Peace Treaty of Versailles, allocating
sole responsibility for the outbreak of the First  World War to Germany. This
Article  231  is  the  basis  and prerequisite  for  the  demand for  extremely  high
reparation payments imposed by the victorious powers in Versailles on the young,
economically and politically extremely unstable Weimar Republic. The economic
means for meeting the demands, however, are being taken from Germany in part
by the provisions of the Treaty of Versailles, in that the coal-rich Saar region, for
example, is to be placed under the administration of the League of Nations and
the  German  merchant  fleet  is  being  markedly  scaled  down.  Insightful
contemporaries, such as the subsequently renowned economist John Maynard
Keynes, an advisor to the British delegation in Versailles in 1919, warn in vain
against economically weakening the German Empire to too great an extent and,
thus, driving the country into the arms of political radicalism. However, it is the
French  negotiating  party  in  Versailles,  in  particular,  that  not  only  insists  on
compensation for the damages inflicted on France, but also demands revenge on
the Feind (enemy) on the other side of the Rhine. Furthermore, the Treaty of
Versailles determines that the German territories on the west bank of the Rhine,
as  well  as  the  bridgeheads,  should  remain  occupied  for  15  years  until  the
fulfilment of the demands.
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  In  March 1921,  French and Belgian troops  occupy the  Rhineland cities  of
Düsseldorf and Duisburg. From this position, they are able to invade the industrial
areas along the Rhine and Ruhr should the German Empire fall behind in its
reparation payments. The Ruhr Valley (or the Ruhr region) with its coal mines and
steel factories is Germany’s industrial heartland. In 1921 the allies also issue a clear
warning that they want to, and will, occupy the Ruhr region as a form of security
if payments are not made. By 1922, the German Empire is, in reality, falling into
financial  diculties,  however  it  can  credibly  state  that  the  steadily  intensifying
monetary  inflation  is  the  cause  for  the  situation.  As  a  result,  the  allies  forego
monetary  payments,  but  demand  instead  payment  in  kind  in  the  form  of
commodities such as coal or telegraph poles. However in 1923, the Empire can no
longer deliver even these payments. The allies indicate their intentions to the
German Empire and, subsequently, 60,000 Belgian and French soldiers march
into the Ruhr Valley,  albeit  against  the wishes of  Great Britain.  They occupy
factories and coal mines. Henceforth, German coal is taken under military escort
by train to Belgium and France. The civilian population in the Ruhr region is
incensed by the Belgian and French occupying forces’  humiliating rules  and
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arrogant behaviour. German civilians of all ages, for example, are required to greet
allied soldiers on the street and, thus, compelled by armed force, prove their
sense of respect for their victors. Among the occupying forces, there were also
approximately 20,000 coloured soldiers from the French colonial troops, at whom
many Germans experienced a sense of aront. For many of them, this supposed
schwarze Schmach (black disgrace) against their Kulturnation (cultural nation)
represents an additional embitterment.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

  Germany reacts with an indignant and disgusted outcry. Following the defeat in
the First World War, which remains a raw wound for many, almost all Germans
perceive the Occupation of the Ruhr as yet another blow to the national honour.
The imperial government in Berlin, led by the non-aligned Chancellor Wilhelm
Cuno, calls on the population in the Ruhr region to instigate passive resistance
and civil disobedience in the form of the battle for the Ruhr. As a result, tens of
thousands of coal miners and steel workers go on strike. Trains and trams, as well
as  German administrative  oces,  are  also aected by the strike  action.  Any
collaboration or cooperation with the occupiers is to be refused. The occupying
forces respond with harsh measures and send a further 40,000 men into the
Ruhr region. 150,000 citizens, including many public service ocials, are moved,
together with their families, out of the Ruhr region into unoccupied areas of the
empire. All available public resources and funds are seized, and striking workers
are arrested. Occupying forces shoot live ammunition into demonstrations. At the
end of the battle for the Ruhr, 137 Germans lose their lives. On just one day, in the
Essener Blutsamstag (Bloody Saturday in Essen) riot on 31 March 1923, 13 men are
shot. At the same time, Germans also commit acts of violence and sabotage. In
this way, nine soldiers die in a bomb attack on a Belgian troop transport.

The loss of production caused by the strikes and income-replacement payments paid by the imperial
government to striking workers, however, increasingly deplete Empire’s economic resources and cause
monetary  inflation  to  reach  absurd  heights.  The  Reichsbank,  the  Empire’s  central  bank,  has  to  print
increasingly more and more money, simply to be able to meet its public expenditure requirements. On 2
December 1923, a kilo of potatoes ends up costing 90 billion Mark; in June 1923 it had  cost 5,000 Mark.
Many people have to venture out with a wheelbarrow filled with money, simply to do the daily shopping.
In order to stop this catastrophic hyperinflation, the new German Chancellor, Gustav Stresemann, from
the German People’s Party DVP, announces an end to the battle for the Ruhr in September. This
cancellation, however, only incites furious responses from both left and right-wing political extremists.
Protests occur across the entire empire. The inflation is subsequently successfully combated by means of
monetary reform and the introduction of the Reichsmark. In the end, the German Empire still has to
carry the costs of the Occupation of the Ruhr, and also make a commitment to provide all reparation
payments on time. Ultimately, however, the German Empire will only be able to pay a fraction of the
sums agreed in Versailles, even with subsequent debt rescheduling and partial cancellations. Nonetheless,
the reality remains that the already dicult  relationship between the citizens of Germany and the
populations in Belgium and France is now completely poisoned as a result of the Occupation of the
Ruhr.

  To the present day, the Occupation of the Ruhr and hyperinflation are still remembered as traumatic
events  in  Germans’  collective  memory.  Rejection  of  the  humiliating  occupation  unifies  German
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contemporaries  from  all  classes  and  all  political  camps.  However,  the  events  create  a  perfect
argumentative model and cause for the creation of myths, in particular for parties from the political
extreme right. In this way, for example, Leo Schlageter, a member of a right-wing paramilitary group and
Nazi who had been executed for active sabotage by the occupying forces in May 1923, is successfully able
to be stylised into a German Volkshelden (folk hero) post 1933. In the Second World War, Hitler is also
able to successfully exploit the memory of the battle for the Ruhr to justify the war against France and
Belgium.

Translated by Heather Rae, proofread by Maria-Philippa Wieckowski    

Prof. Dr. Tobias Arand
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