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Peace as an Attitude: Gustav Stresemann
and the Fragility of Reconciliation

When peace is spoken of today, Germany rarely comes to
mind as an obvious example. The images of the twentieth cen

tury are too dominant: two world wars unleashed from Ger

man soil; the industrial mass murder of Europe’s Jews under
National Socialist rule; deprivation and devastation. In global
memory, Germany appears more as a source of violence than
as a force for reconciliation. All the more in need of explana-
tion, then, is a glance back at the year 1926, when the German
foreign minister Gustav Stresemann was awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize—together with the French statesman Aristide
Briand. That this award now marks its centenary highlights
both the historical distance and the enduring relevance of the
questions bound up with it.

Only a few years after the end of the First World War (1914~
1918) a German was honored as a peacemaker. That Gus-
tav Stresemann should assume this role was anything but
self-evident. He had begun his political career as a national
liberal monarchist, had supported the war, and initially did
not interpret the war as a moral rupture. Only the experience

of collapse in 1918, the revolution, and the unstable postwar
years led to a profound political transformation. Stresemann
evolved from a nationally minded power politician into a
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pragmatic republican, defending the Weimar democracy and
republic above all out of historical necessity.

To grasp the significance of this moment, one must consider
the situation of the time. The First World War had not merely
redrawn borders; it had traumatized entire societies. From its
nception, the young German Weimar Republic was a fragile
;ﬂlulirica] experiment, burdened by inflation, coup attempts from
the right and the left, and widespread paramilitary violence. The
new order was rejected by large segments of both the elites and
hlll [1’f(1aQer polpulation. '[h.e Treaty of Versailles was perceived
_/ Many as unjust—a punishment rather than the foundation
E‘_:;;;:::r Inew bcginning. In France, meanwhile, fear of renewed

1aggression ran deep; too often the country had become
 battlefield in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
!:::ii::‘;ql]1t?rcfore, was not‘ a §hared end in itself but a fragile com-
I se shaped by conflicting memories and fears.

ljl.]::tﬁl\in this context that the Locarno Treaties of 1925.81119.[’804-
it ormed part of a series of agreements aimed prlmanl’y'at
Ey 1ing: the mutual recognition of existing borders in Westeﬂl
- ‘pe. They also codified the renunciation of military force as
" Means of pursuing political goals. Germany thus formally ac-

Salomon. The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 84.XM.123.5.

cepted the postwar order in the West for the first time. France, in
return, agreed to reintegrate Germany as an equal partner into
the European state system. Locarno was not a peace settlement
in a grand, ceremonial sense. It was an attempt to build trust
where war, deprivation, and mistrust had previously prevailed.

For Stresemann, this step entailed enormous domestic risks.
Nationalists accused him of compliance and betrayal. Yet he
persisted. He was personally willing to pay the highest price
at a time when political assassinations were commonplace. He
pressed his ideas forward relentlessly, convinced that Germany’s
international rehabilitation could only be achieved through co-
operation and rellability—-aﬂd not through revenge.

Yet the true core of this peace project lay deeper still. Stresemann

and Briand understood that peace cannot be secured by treaties
between governments alone. Anyone who sought peace had to
b;-mgsetles along with them—the millions who had experi-

enced, suffered, or lost everything in the war. For many, peace

did not signify hope but renunciation. Peace required no longer
ewis g the former enemy as an existential threat, but as a le-
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gitimate political actor. Emotionally, this weighed more heavily
than any military conflict.

The Locarno Treaties were therefore more than a legal docu-
ment. They were a political and symbolic signal: we accept one
another as legitimate partners and we are prepared to take a risk.
A risk of trust, at a time when fear, nationalism, and isolation
were far easier to mobilize politically.

For Gustav Stresemann himself, this policy was also a personal
ordeal. From the mid-1920s onward, he suffered from a severe
and incurable illness, yet worked to the point of physical exhaus-
tion. He knew his time was limited—and acted accordingly. His
diplomatic travels, negotiations, and speeches were driven by the
conviction that the failure of reconciliation would open the door
to radical forces, and potentially to another war.

Tragically, this policy of understanding seemed distant from ev-
eryday life, carried by political elites but scarcely anchored emo-
tionally within society. In Germany, large parts of the population
continued to experience peace as an imposition—as the contin-
uation of defeat. Nationalist movements offered simple answers
and clear enemies. The National Socialists proved particularly: de-
nouncing peace as betrayal—and Stresemann himself as a traitor.

Reconciliation, by contrast, demanded the endurance of am-
bivalence: the recognition that insight, guilt, responsibility, and
suffering were not clearly or evenly distributed. This demand

overwhelmed a society still living in a state of economic, po
cal, and psychological emergency.

That this peace project failed—and ended in an even more de
astating world war—does not diminish Stresemann's ach
ment or his insights. It makes them all the more urgent.
Weimar Republic collapsed not only because of economi
or institutional weaknesses, but also because peace was
tained by society itself. It remained elitist, unfinished, and
fore vulnerable. Stresemann died in 1929, just a few yea
the republic’s final collapse.

In his Nobel Prize address, Gustav Stresemann emphasi
peace does not grow out of self-evident trust. Peace, ratk
conscious decision to overcome mistrust and to transe
limits of national thinking. Peace, as his implicit me
gests, is not a condition but an attitude.

A hundred years later, it is not only Europe that once a

the question of whether it merely administers peac
sustains it.
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