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1 The start of a new Republic, 1918–19 
KEY TOPIC 1 
The Weimar Republic, 1918–29

Useful words

Constitution – the rules for how a government works

Culture – parts of everyday life, like music, fashion, 
entertainment, hobbies

Economy – the money that a country has

Loan – when countries or people borrow money

Pact – an agreement between two countries. It is 
another word for a treaty

History words
Armistice – the agreement to stop fighting at the 
end of the First World War

Reparations – the money a country pays as a 
punishment if they lose a war

Treaty of Versailles – a deal after the First World 
War that was designed by other countries to punish 
Germany

Weimar Republic – the new German government 
after the First World War

The Weimar Republic faced many problems, 
including violent rebellions, shortages of 
money and losing land after the war. Things got 
especially bad by 1923. You will learn about the 
problems that they faced.

After 1923, things started to get better, mainly 
because of a politician called Stresemann. 
You will learn about how he fixed some of the 
problems, and what it was like to live in Germany 
once things started to improve.

Timeline

 November 1918 Kaiser Wilhelm II abdicates
  June 1919 Signing of the Treaty of Versailles
 1923 French occupation of Ruhr and 

hyperinflation
 1924 Dawes Plan
 1926 Germany joins League of Nations
 1929 Young Plan

1.1 The legacy of the First World War
The First World War began in 1914. Europe was divided 
into two sides.

VS
United 
Kingdom

France Russia USA 
(from 1917) 

Austria- 
Hungary

Germany Turkey

Until the end of the First World War, the Kaiser had 
control of the government. By 1918, Germany was 
losing. French, British and American troops were 
pushing back the German army. Food was running 
short in Germany. In October 1918, the army generals 
and German politicians wanted the war to end.

A new government
The politicians created a new government which 
was led by Prince Max of Baden. This meant that 
the government and the army now answered to the 
Reichstag, not to the Kaiser. He had lost control of his 
government.

Prince Max wanted the war to end. He spoke to 
Woodrow Wilson, the President of the USA. Wilson 
refused, and said that there would be no peace while 
the Kaiser was still the ruler of Germany.

Things got worse in Germany at the end of October. 
Sailors at a German naval base at Kiel refused to leave 

the port to attack British ships. On 9 November, Kaiser 
Wilhelm realised that he had very little support. He 
abdicated his throne. This meant that Germany was 
now a republic.

A new government was created under the leadership 
of a new chancellor, Friedrich Ebert. One of Ebert’s 
first actions was to accept an armistice with Germany’s 
enemies. He thought that Germany would be treated 
fairly. This was because President Wilson had a list of 
fair ideas called the Fourteen Points.

Ebert announced that there would be elections on 19 
January 1919 to elect a parliament to create the rules 
for the new government.

Activities

 1 Read this page carefully. Then make a timeline 
of the main events. It should start with the USA 
joining the war, and end with the election date for 
the new parliament.

 2 What was one reason for Kaiser Wilhelm abdicating 
in November 1918?

Essential points 
n On 9 November 1918, Kaiser Wilhelm abdicated his throne.
n The First World War ended two days later when the two sides signed 

the armistice.
n A new government was created that was called the Weimar Republic.
n It had some strengths, but it also had a lot of weaknesses.

 SOURCE A  The 
signing of the 
Armistice. This 
1918 painting 
shows the Allied 
commanders 
meeting German 
politicians 
ready to sign the 
armistice.
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1 The start of a new Republic, 1918–19 KEY TOPIC 1: The Weimar Republic, 1918–29

 SOURCE C  Key articles (rules) of the Weimar Constitution.

Article 22 The Reichstag delegates are elected by universal, equal, direct and secret 
suffrage by all men and women over 20 years of age, in accordance with the 
principles of proportional representation.

Article 23 The Reichstag is elected for four years.

Article 48 If public safety and order in the Reich is materially disturbed or endangered, 
the Reich president may take the necessary measures to restore public 
safety and order.

1.2 Setting up the Weimar Republic
The German people elected politicians to design a 
new government. They were called the Constituent 
Assembly. In the January elections, a political party 
called the SPD won the most votes. But this was still 
not enough to make a government on their own. They 
would have to work with other political parties. This is 
called a coalition government.

The new government was not secure. They were 
threatened by left wing and right wing enemies. To 
keep the new Constituent Assembly safe, they moved 
from Berlin to a smaller town called Weimar. Because 
they were based in Weimar, and the new government 
was a republic without a king or emperor, the new 
government became known as the Weimar Republic.

The new assembly had two urgent jobs to do:

1 They had to write the rules for the government, 
called the constitution.

2 They had to work on a peace agreement with the 
Allies.

Activities

 1 Why was the new government called the ‘Weimar 
Republic’?

 2 What does it mean if a politician is:
a) left wing
b) right wing?

 3 Which three parties did best in the January 1919 
election? Look in Table 1.1.

 SOURCE B  Friedrich Ebert (in the centre) at a meeting 
with journalists on the day he was elected president in 
November 1919.

The Weimar Constitution
The new Weimar Republic was the first time that Germany had tried democracy. 
The diagram shows how the government worked.

Modern 
British 
parties

Weimar 
Republic 

Independent 
Social Democratic

Social 
Democratic

Centre Party
German Democratic Party

German National People’s Party
Bavarian People’s Party
German People’s Party

Labour Liberal 
Democrats

Conservative

Left means politicians who want the 
government to help people and be 
involved in their lives, like providing 

benefits and free healthcare.

Right means politicians who believe 
governments should not be involved in 

people’s lives too much.

Parties in between 
Left and Right are 

called ‘centre’

What does 'left wing' and 'right wing' mean?

In this topic, you will see the words 'left' and 'right' used a lot. It doesn't mean where people are standing. It is a 
way of describing the general opinions of a politician.

Activities

Copy and complete these sentences:
 1 The most powerful person in the Weimar Constitution was the ...
 2 The day-to-day decisions were made by the ...
 3 Article 48 said that the President could...

President
• Supervised the government
• Elected every seven years
• Commanded the army
• Decided when elections for parliament would happen

Chancellor
• Picked by the president
• Made the day-to-day decisions for the government

Parliament
There were two halves to the Weimar parliament …

Reichstag
• The main part of parliament
• Could pass laws and set taxes
• Elected every four years
• The number of members changed 

but on average was about 470 in 
the 1920s

Reichsrat
• Smaller and less important than the Reichstag
• Had 55 members. They were from all areas of 

Germany
• Could not make laws but could check laws 

passed by the Reichstag and accept or reject 
them

Electorate
Any man or woman aged 21 or over could vote for the president, the Reichstag and the Reichsrat

Everyone over 20 years 
old could vote, including 
women. In Britain, women 
had to be 30 before voting.

The voting system was 
called ‘proportional 
representation’. It meant 
that parties won seats in 
the Reichstag depending 
on how many votes they 
got. But this caused some 
problems that are on the 
next page.

Article 48 said that in an emergency, the President could run the 
country without needing anyone else, including the Reichstag.
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2  The early challenges to the Weimar Republic, 1919-23KEY TOPIC 1: The Weimar Republic, 1918–29

In what ways was the new constitution strong?

n Men and women could vote at the age of 20. This was very democratic. In Britain, 
men had to be 21 and women 30!

n The Chancellor could only do his job if most of the politicians in the Reichstag 
supported him. This meant that he had to listen to them.

n The President could use Article 48 in an emergency to fix problems quickly.
n Voting was by proportional representation. Parties got a number of seats 

because of how many votes they won. If they won 10 per cent of the votes, they 
got 10 per cent of the seats. This was fair.

What about the weaknesses of the new constitution?
Even though there were strengths, there were also some weaknesses.

Article 48
Even though Article 48 allowed the 
President to fix emergencies, it also meant 
that he could ignore the Reichstag if he 
wanted to. This was not very democratic.

The army
The army was a big challenge. It did 
not like working with the new Weimar 
Republic. Instead, it wanted the Kaiser 
back in control.

The courts
Many judges did not agree with the 
Weimar Republic or the changes they 
were making. They wanted the Kaiser 
back in control.

Proportional representation
Even though the voting system was 
democratic, it allowed small political 
parties with dangerous ideas to win seats 
in the Reichstag.

Because of the weaknesses, many Germans did not like the new government.

 SOURCE D   Part of a speech that Hugo Preuss gave to the Constituent Assembly in 
1919. He was the man in charge of the committee that was writing the constitution. 
He was talking about the new constitution.

I have often listened to the debates with real concern, glancing timidly to the 
gentlemen of the Right, fearful lest they say to me: ‘Do you hope to give a 
parliamentary system to a nation like this, one that resists it with every sinew in its 
body?’ One finds suspicion everywhere; Germans cannot shake off their old political 
timidity and their deference to the authoritarian state.

Activities

 1 Copy the scales (right). Pick three strengths 
and three weaknesses of the Weimar 
Constitution from this page.  
Write them on each side of the scales.

 2 Look at the three WEAKNESSES that you 
picked in Activity 1. Which do you think was 
the biggest weakness?  
Give one reason for your choice.

WeaknessesStrengths

Practice question
Give two things you 
can infer from Source 
D about the Weimar 
Constitution. (For help, 
see page XX)

What are interpretations of history?
Do you think sports are really interesting, or boring?  
Do you like going to the cinema or not? Do you think that 
orange juice or Coca Cola is nicer, or neither?

We all have opinions about things. These are our 
interpretations. Two people can have different 
interpretations, or opinions, about the same thing.

Historians also make interpretations. After studying a 
topic they then have an opinion on it. This might be about 
whether something was good or bad, important or not 
important. 

Just because two historians have different 
interpretations, does not mean that one is right and one 
is wrong. You might like football and your friend might 
not – neither of you is wrong, it is a different opinion.

In your GCSE exam, you will need to answer three 
questions about the interpretations, or opinions, of 
historians.

Why do historians have 
different opinions?
n They might be focusing on different parts of the  

event or topic.
n They might have used different historical sources  

as evidence.

When a historian writes their interpretation, they will 
choose examples that back up their opinion, or ignore 
examples which challenge their opinion. They might 
choose their words carefully to show their opinion.

Look at Interpretation 1. It is about the Treaty of 
Versailles. Your first job is to work out what the 
historian’s interpretation, or opinion, about the Treaty  
of Versailles is.

 INTERPRETATION 1   From Versailles and After, 1919–
1933 by Dr Ruth Henig, published in 1995.

Compared to the treaties which Germany had imposed 
on defeated Russia and Rumania in 1918, the Treaty 
of Versailles was quite moderate… The Treaty of 
Versailles was not excessively harsh on Germany, 
either territorially or economically. However, the 
German people were expecting victory not defeat. It 
was the acknowledgment of defeat as much as the 
treaty terms themselves, which they found so hard to 
accept. 

What is the viewpoint of Interpretation 1?

Interpretation 1 has the view that the Treaty of 
Versailles was not too unfair. I can see this because 

it says ‘the Treaty of Versailles was quite moderate’.  
It also says that it was ‘not excessively harsh on 
Germany’. As evidence, the historian has said that it 
was not as harsh as the treaties that Germany did 
with Russia and Rumania to show that the Treaty of 
Versailles was not as bad.

Now it is your turn. Read Interpretation 2. This is the 
interpretation of a different historian about the Treaty  
of Versailles.

 INTERPRETATION 2   From an online article The Treaty 
of Versailles – the Peace to end all Peace, by Alan 
Woods, 2009.

The Versailles Treaty of 1919 was one of the most 
outrageous treaties in history. It was a blatant act of 
plunder perpetrated by a gang of robbers against a 
helpless, prostrate and bleeding Germany. Among 
its numerous provisions, it required Germany and its 
allies to accept full responsibility for causing the war 
and, under the terms of articles 231–248, to disarm, 
make substantial territorial concessions and pay 
reparation to the Entente powers.

Activity 1

Have a go at these questions.
 1 What view does Interpretation 2 give about the 

Treaty of Versailles?
 2 What is one piece of evidence in the interpretation 

which supports this view?

Interpretation 3 is on a different topic. It is about 
hyperinflation. 

 INTERPRETATION 3   From Germany 1918–45 by 
Richard Radway, published in 1998.

However, not everyone suffered from the effects of 
hyperinflation in 1923. Many businessmen did well. 
High inflation could lead to big profits, especially 
as the increase in wages did not keep pace with the 
increase in prices. Also many businessmen had 
borrowed money from the banks and these debts 
were wiped out. The rise in prices was also good for 
farmers. In a period of serious inflation food prices 
will always rise highest. People will give up buying 
less essential goods before they stop buying food!
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essential knowledge that students need and using clear diagrams 
to explain more challenging concepts

●● Use carefully-controlled vocabulary throughout, ensuring that the 
reading level is appropriate for all students, including those with 
lower literacy levels or English as an additional language (EAL)

●● Develop students’ knowledge, understanding and skills through 
accessible and achievable tasks

●● Provide step-by-step guidance on how to answer exam questions 
and target a Grade 5, building students’ confidence as they 
revise and practise for their exams

TITLES IN THIS SERIES:

Each book will also be available in Student 
and Whiteboard eTextbook formats.

ISBN: 9781510479906
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TRY BEFORE YOU BUY
Sign up for Inspection Copies and free, no-obligation 30-day eTextbook 
trials at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/Edexcel-History-Foundation

RECEIVE A BESPOKE QUOTE
Email your name, school name and school postcode to  
history.team@hodder.co.uk to receive a bespoke quote from your local 
Hodder Education consultant.
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Weimar and Nazi 
Germany, 1918–39 
ISBN: 9781510473386 
Publishing: Sept 2019

 
Medicine through 
time, c1250–present 
ISBN: 9781510473195 
Publishing: Nov 2019

 
Early Elizabethan 
England, 1558–88 
ISBN: 9781510473218 
Publishing: Jan 2020

 
Superpower relations 
and the Cold War, 
1941–91 
ISBN: 9781510473201 
Publishing: Jan 2020




