CHAPTER 1

Context: Imperial Germany in 1914
By the early twentieth century Germany had emerged from the era of
nationalism to become a new and powerful country. After centuries of division
the largest state of Prussia had forged the unification of Germany through a
series of successful wars (against Denmark 1864, Austria 1866 and France 1870–
1), which resulted in the formation in 1871 of the German Empire. Yet, 74 years
later, amidst the ruins of its cities, Hitler’s Germany surrendered to the Allies in
1945. This left the country in fundamental division once again.

Divided and united Germany
• The Holy Roman Empire. Formed in the ninth century, but by 1800 Germany was
a rambling empire of many separate states.

• The German Confederation (1815–66). A loose political association of 39
different states replacing the collapsed Holy Roman Empire.

• The German Empire (Kaiserreich) (1871–1918). (Also known as Imperial Germany
or the Second Empire.) An authoritarian monarchical regime. The three
emperors were: Wilhelm I (1871–88), Friedrich III (1888 – only 99 days) and
Wilhelm II (1888–1918).

• Weimar Republic (1918–33). A democratic republic.
• Third Reich (1933–45). The Nazi dictatorship under Hitler.
• Occupation and division of Germany (1945–90). Military occupation by the Allies
leading to the division of Germany into two separate states: East Germany – the
German Democratic Republic; West Germany – the German Federal Republic.

• Reunification of Germany (1990 until the present day). Fall of the Berlin Wall
1989 leading to the unification of East and West Germany.

The political system

Imperial Germany, in its political make-up, bore the marks both of its creator,
Otto von Bismarck, and of the circumstances of its formation. Bismarck was a
Prussian aristocrat himself and he sought to protect the power of Prussia and
the elites by the terms of the new German constitution:
n

The King of Prussia was proclaimed the Kaiser of Germany, embracing 25
other different states over which he held great authority as a right.

n

The position of chancellor was independent of the Reichstag, as he and his
ministers were solely responsible to the Kaiser.

n

It offered an element of democracy with the right to vote for all men over the
age of 25. Yet, it was very limited as the Reichstag lacked real power.

n

The German army was accountable only to the Kaiser and swore allegiance
to him and not to the government.

n

It deliberately excluded the large German-speaking area of Austria.

KEY TERMS
Nationalism In general,
the belief in – and support
for – a national identity.
The spirit of German
nationalism helped to
unify the German states
in the nineteenth century.
But many nationalists
wanted to create a Greater
Germany of all German
speakers.
Prussia The dominant
state of Imperial Germany.
It had risen to power
in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries and
following unification it
comprised 62 per cent of
the population.
German Empire
The Kaiserreich in German
and also known as Imperial
Germany or the Second
Reich, 1871–1918.
Allies The nations
who were allied against
Germany and AustriaHungary during the First
World War. They were
Russia, France, Britain and
later others, including the
USA. In the Second World
War, the Allies were much
the same – although the
USA and USSR did not join
until 1941 and France was
Nazi occupied in 1940–4.
Authoritarianism
A broad term meaning
government by strong
non-democratic leadership.
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CHAPTER 2

The establishment of the Weimar
Republic 1918–19
The purpose of this chapter is to consider the events that occurred in Germany during the final days of
the First World War and the challenges faced by the new democratic Germany in its first months. These
were dramatic but difficult times for German politicians and the German people. The main points are
considered through the following sections:

 The collapse of Imperial Germany
 The German Revolution
 The National Assembly and the Weimar constitution
The key debate on page 23 of this chapter asks the question: Was the German Revolution a failure?

KEY DATES
1918 Sept.
Oct. 3
Nov. 2
Nov. 3–9
Nov. 8
Nov. 9
		
		
Nov. 10

Ludendorff conceded that
Germany was defeated
Prince Max of Baden
appointed chancellor
Grand Fleet mutiny at Kiel
Rebellions spread – workers’
and soldiers’ councils formed
Bavaria proclaimed a socialist
republic
Kaiser abdicated and fled to
Netherlands
Ebert appointed chancellor
Germany proclaimed a republic
Ebert–Groener agreement

4

Armistice signed with Allies
at Compiègne
1919 Jan. 1
German Communist Party
founded
Jan. 5–11 Spartacist uprising in Berlin
Jan. 15
Murder of Karl Liebknecht and
Rosa Luxemburg
Feb. 6
National Assembly met at
Weimar
Feb.–May Disturbances, strikes and riots
in many parts of Germany
July 31
Weimar constitution adopted
by the National Constituent
Assembly

1 The collapse of Imperial
Germany

KEY TERM
Schlieffen Plan
The German strategy to
avoid a two-front war by
winning victory on the
Western Front before
dealing with the threat
from Russia. It aimed
to defeat France within
six weeks by a massive
German offensive in
northern France and
Belgium.

Nov. 11

■■ What were the problems faced by Imperial Germany in 1918?
■■ Were the changes of the October reform a ‘revolution from above’?
When the First World War broke out in 1914, it was generally assumed that
the conflict would not last very long. However, after four years of bloody war,
Germany faced military defeat for the following main reasons:
n

Germany’s failure to achieve rapid victory in 1914. German military strategy
was built on the notion of a quick victory to avoid a long, drawn-out conflict
with the Allies, but by the autumn of 1914 the Schlieffen Plan had failed.
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Table 2.3 The major political parties in the Weimar Republic
Parties

Leaders

Policies

BVP: Bayerische Volkspartei
(Bavarian People’s Party)

Leader:
Heinrich Held

The BVP was a regional party formed from elements of the
Zentrumspartei in 1919 in order to uphold Bavaria’s local interests.
It was conservative, but generally supported the republic

DDP: Deutsche
Demokratische Partei
(German Democratic Party)

Leaders:
Walther Rathenau
(see page 42) and
Hugo Preuss

Formed from the National Liberals in the old Reichstag, it attracted
support from the professional middle classes, especially the
intellectuals and some of the businessmen. The party supported
the democratic republic and was committed to constitutional
reform

DNVP: Deutschnationale
Leaders:
Volkspartei (German National Karl Helfferich and
People’s Party)
Alfred Hugenberg
(see page 69)

The DNVP was a right-wing party formed from the old
conservative parties and some of the racist, anti-Semitic groups,
such as the Pan-German League. It was monarchist and antirepublican. Generally, it was closely tied to the interests of heavy
industry and agriculture, including landowners and small farmers

DVP: Deutsche Volkspartei
(German People’s Party)

Leader: Gustav
Stresemann
(see page 58)

A new party founded by Stresemann. At first suspicious of the
Weimar Republic and voted against the new constitution. From
1921, under Stresemann’s influence, the DVP became a supporter
of parliamentary democracy. It attracted support from the
Protestant middle and upper classes

KPD: Kommunistische Partei Leader:
Deutschlands (German
Ernst Thälmann
Communist Party)
(see page 70)

The KPD was formed in January 1919 by the extreme left wing
(Spartacists). It was anti-republican in the sense that it opposed
Weimar-style democracy and supported a revolutionary overthrow
of society. Most of its supporters were from the working class and
it was strengthened by the defection of many USPD members in
1920

NSDAP:
Nationalsozialistische Partei
Deutschlands (National
Socialist German Workers’
Party – Nazi Party)

Leader: Adolf Hitler Extreme right-wing party formed in 1919. It was anti-republican,
(see page 91)
anti-Semitic and strongly nationalist. Until 1930 it remained a
fringe party with support from the lower middle classes

SPD: Sozialdemokratische
Partei Deutschlands
(German Social Democratic
Party)

Leaders:
Friedrich Ebert
(see page 13) and
Philipp
Scheidemann (see
page 9)

The moderate wing of the socialist movement, it was very much
the party of the working class and the trade unions. It strongly
supported parliamentary democracy and was opposed to the
revolutionary demands of the more left-wing socialists

USPD: Unabhängige
Sozialdemokratische Partei
Deutschlands (Independent
German Social Democratic
Party)

Leaders:
Karl Kautsky and
Hugo Haase (see
page 10)

The USPD broke away from the SPD in April 1917. It included
many of the more radical elements of German socialism and,
therefore, sought social and political change. About half its
members joined the KPD during 1919–20 while by 1922 most of
the others had returned to the ranks of the SPD

ZP: Zentrumspartei (Centre
Party)

Leaders: Matthias
Erzberger (see
page 42) and
Heinrich Brüning
(see page 113)

The ZP had been created in the nineteenth century to defend the
interests of the Roman Catholic Church. It continued to be the
major political voice of Catholicism and enjoyed a broad range of
supporters from aristocratic landowners to Christian trade
unionists. Most of the ZP was committed to the republic. From the
late 1920s it became more sympathetic to the right wing
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SOURCE QUESTION

SOURCE C

How did the German
magazine cartoon in
Source C effectively
condemn the Treaty of
Versailles?

A cartoon from the
German newspaper
Kladderatsch, April
1919, which portrays
Georges
Clemenceau as a
vampire.

Versailles: a more balanced view

Between the wars most Germans regarded the Treaty of Versailles as a diktat.
In Britain, too, there developed growing sympathy for Germany’s position.
However, this was not the case in France, where the treaty was generally
condemned as being too lenient. It was only after 1945 that a more balanced
view of the Treaty of Versailles emerged. As a result, recent historians have
tended to view the peacemakers of 1919 more sympathetically. Earlier German
criticisms of the treaty are no longer as readily accepted as they once were.
Of course, at the Paris Peace Conference, Allied statesmen were motivated by
their own national self-interests, and were keen to pursue these at the expense
of Germany. However, it is now recognised that it was the aftermath created by
the war that shaped the terms of the treaty and not just anti-German feeling.
The aims and objectives of the various Allies differed and achieving agreement
was made more difficult by the complicated circumstances of the time. It should
be remembered that the Paris Peace Settlement was not solely concerned with
Germany; Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey were also forced to sign
separate treaties. In addition there were other problems. For example, Britain had
national interests to look after in the Middle East as a result of the collapse of
the Turkish Empire. At the same time, the Allies were concerned by the threat of
Soviet Russia and were motivated by a common desire to contain the Bolshevik
‘menace’.

34
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Chapter 4 Weimar’s golden age

CHAPTER SUMMARY
In contrast to the chaotic early years of crisis,
the ‘golden age’ afterwards can be seen as a
welcome improvement. The restoration of a solid
currency with the Rentenmark and the decline
of political extremists were significant factors in
creating a calmer environment. However, all the
features of the ‘recovery’ or the ‘stability’ were
relative. The economy did grow markedly, but
the prosperity was built on poor foundations,
especially because of the dependence on US

loans. The democratic governments did manage
to function more effectively and Stresemann
could trumpet his diplomatic successes, but the
compromises were not generally celebrated.
Cultural life thrived, but although welfare improved,
the fundamental class divisions in society were
not overcome. Therefore, it is questionable
whether the economic social and political
changes amounted to real long-term success for
the Weimar Republic by the end of the decade.

Refresher questions
Use these questions to remind yourself of the key material covered in this chapter.
1 What were the strengths and the weaknesses of
the German economy in the ‘golden twenties’?

8 What were Stresemann’s aims and objectives?
9 What were the strengths and weaknesses of the
Dawes Plan?

2 Did Weimar’s social welfare provision make
Germany a more equal society?

10 Why were the Locarno treaties so significant?

3 Was the Weimar economy fundamentally sick?

11 Did Stresemann fail or succeed?

4 Did the general election results of 1924–8 suggest
optimism for the Weimar Republic?

12 What was Neue Sachlichkeit and how did it express
itself?

5 What were the problems/weaknesses faced by the
main parties?

13 In what ways did Weimar culture reach out to
ordinary people?

6 Why did the political parties find it so difficult to
cooperate?

14 Who reacted against Neue Sachlichkeit and why?

7 Was the appointment of Hindenburg as president
a good or a bad sign for Weimar democracy?

15 Were the years of Weimar’s golden age a time of
deceptive stability?
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Question practice
Essay questions
1 ‘Weimar Germany in the 1920s was seen as culturally rich primarily because of its writers.’ Explain why you
agree or disagree with this view. [AS level]
EXAM HINT The answer needs to explain the contribution of German writers as against other art forms in the 1920s.
A substantial conclusion is essential for a high mark.

2 How important was the part played by Gustav Stresemann in the establishment of stability within Germany
between 1923 and 1929? [A level]
EXAM HINT The answer needs to contrast the role of Stresemann with other factors. A judgement could include
showing how some factors were linked.

Source analysis questions
1 With reference to Sources 1 and 2, and your understanding of the historical context, which of these two
sources is more valuable in explaining why Stresemann pursued his foreign policy ambitions? [AS level]
EXAM HINT Analyse the content and evaluate the provenance of each source, comparing them either throughout
the answer or in a detailed section at the end.

2 With reference to Sources 1, 2 and 3, and your understanding of the historical context, assess the value of
these sources to a historian studying the aims and achievements of Stresemann as foreign minister 1923–9.
[A level]
EXAM HINT Treat each source in turn, analysing content and evaluating the provenance.
Refer to tone where relevant. Reach a judgement on each source, with no overall conclusion needed.

SOURCE 1
Letter of 7 September 1925 sent by Stresemann to the ex-Crown Prince, quoted in J.C.G. Röhl, From
Bismarck to Hitler, Longman, 1970, p. 112.

In my opinion there are three great tasks that confront German foreign policy in the more immediate future:
In the first place the solution of the Reparations question in a sense tolerable for Germany and the assurance of
peace, which is an essential premise for the recovery of our strength.
Secondly, the protection of Germans abroad, those 10 to 12 millions of our kindred who now live under a foreign
yoke in foreign lands.
The third great task is the readjustment of our eastern frontiers; the recovery of Danzig, the Polish corridor, and a
correction of the frontier in Upper Silesia.
In the background stands the union with German Austria, although I am quite clear that this not merely brings no
advantages to Germany, but seriously complicates the problem of the German Reich …
The question of a choice between east and west does not arise as the result of our joining the League. Such a choice
can only be made when backed by military force. That, alas we do not possess. We can neither become a continental
spear-head for England, as some believe, nor can we involve ourselves in an alliance with Russia. I would utter
warning against any utopian ideas of coquetting with Bolshevism.

86
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ONLINE EXTRAS

The Nazi Party had also successfully absorbed many of the other right-wing
racist groups in Germany. Such advances, however, could not compensate
for Nazi disappointment after the Reichstag election in May 1928. The party
had won only 2.6 per cent of the vote and a mere twelve seats (see page 67).
It seemed as if Hitler’s policy of legality had failed to bring political success,
whereas in the favourable socio-economic circumstances Weimar democracy
had managed to stabilise its political position. So, Nazism may have taken root,
but there was no real sign that it could flourish in Germany.

Get to grips with
understanding how the Nazis
emerged as a mass party by
completing Worksheet 17
at www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/accesstohistory/extras

If this evidence confirmed the belief of many that Hitler was nothing more
than an eccentric without a really broad national appeal, there was just
one development which ran counter to this. In the election, the party made
significant gains in the northern part of Germany among the rural middle and
lower-middle classes of areas such as Schleswig-Holstein.

AQA

ONLINE EXTRAS

AQA

Learn how to plan an
effective essay on the rise
of the Nazis by completing
Worksheet 18 at www.
hoddereducation.co.uk/
accesstohistory/extras

This trend was reflected in the regional state elections of 1929, which suggested
that the fall in agricultural prices was beginning to cause discontent –
demonstrations and protests were giving way to bankruptcies and violence.
Most significantly, in the province of Thuringia, in central Germany, the Nazi
Party trebled its vote in regional elections and broke the ten per cent barrier for
the first time, recording 11.3 per cent. Such figures suggested that the Nazis
could exploit the increasingly difficult economic times of the Great Depression.
SUMMARY DIAGRAM
NAZI FORTUNES IN THE 1920S
Strategy and leadership of
NSDAP:
• Divisions within the party
• Policy of legality
• Supremacy of Hitler
• Influence of Strasser

Restructuring of NSDAP:
• Regional Gauleiter
• Nazi organisations, e.g. Hitler Youth
• Role of Goebbels
– propaganda
• Expansion of membership

How strong was the NSDAP by 1929?
•
•
•
•

100

An effective political machine
Reichstag election results (May 1928)
Gains in North German Plain
Hitler’s personal leadership
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Joseph Goebbels
1897

Born in the Rhineland with slight
disability
1926
Sided with Hitler against Strasser in the
party conflict
Appointed by Hitler as Gauleiter of Berlin
1930
Put in charge of Nazi propaganda
1933–45 Minister of public enlightenment and
propaganda
1938
An affair with the actress Lída Baarová
undermined his position
Issued the orders for the anti-Semitic
attacks of Kristallnacht
1943
Called for ‘total war’ to rouse the nation
after the defeat at Stalingrad
1945
Died in a suicide pact with his wife after
poisoning their children

Goebbels, a man of many talents, rose from a humble
background and physical disability to become one of
the few intellectuals in the Nazi leadership. He was an
embittered and committed anti-Semite. As propaganda
chief of the party, he played a crucial role in exploiting
every possible method to sell the Nazi image in the

1930–3 elections, developing
public relations techniques
that were ahead of their
time. Unscrupulous in his
methods, he was mainly
responsible for advancing
Nazi totalitarianism,
censoring all non-Nazi
culture and media, and
promoting the main
ideological ideas of Nazism. Goebbels was also a
skilled, hypnotic orator, second only to Hitler.
Goebbels remained a central figure until the collapse
of the regime, although other leading Nazis distrusted
him. With his leadership and his organisational skills
he played an important part in the final two years of
the war in making the nation ready for ‘total war’ by:
• giving the orders to crush the 20 July Bomb Plot (see
page 259)
• maintaining civilian morale, for example by visiting
bombed cities (unlike Hitler)
• taking responsibility to mobilise the last efforts to
resist the Allied advance.

Goebbels recognised the importance of expanding the film industry, not only for
propaganda purposes, but also simply for popular entertainment; this explains
why only nine per cent of feature films produced in 1933–45 were at the direct
request of the Propaganda Ministry. The films can be categorised as:
n

Overt propaganda, for example Der Ewige Jude (The Eternal Jew), a tasteless,
racist film that portrayed Jews as rats, and Hitlerjunge Queux, based on the
story of a Nazi murdered by Communists.

n

Pure escapism, for example The Adventures of Baron von Münchhausen, a
comedy based on an old German legend which gives the baron immortality.

n

Emotive nationalism, for example Olympia, Leni Riefenstahl’s docu-drama of
the Berlin Olympics; Triumph of the Will, her film about the 1934 Nuremberg
rally; and Kolberg, an epic produced in the final year of the Second World
War, which played on the national opposition to Napoleon. These last two
films are still held in high regard by film critics.

ONLINE EXTRAS

AQA

Get to grips with assessing
the significance of Goebbels
by completing Worksheet 31
at www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/accesstohistory/extras

Conclusion

Control of the press and radio was Goebbels’ prime objective, and he gradually
also took control of film, music, literature and art. Still, it is difficult for
historians to assess the real effectiveness of Nazi propaganda and its effect on
public opinion at the time (see pages 224–9).
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Chapter 9 The impact of war 1939–45

The Final Solution

Although all the available evidence has been closely scrutinised and analysed,
the actual decision-making process surrounding the Final Solution remains
unclear. Written sources are hard to come by, because they never existed or
because they were destroyed – either deliberately or by accident. Where there
is written evidence, much of the language is intentionally euphemistic and
ambiguous. Added to that, no written order for the killing of Jewish people from
Hitler has ever been found.
However, among all this uncertainty there is some supporting evidence. In
January 1944 Himmler publicly stated in a speech to army officers that Hitler
had given him ‘a Führer order’ to give priority to ‘the total solution of the Jewish
question’. This was further backed by the trial testimonies of Eichmann (see
page 222) and R. Höss, the commandant of the Auschwitz extermination camp.
For some historians, like R. Hilberg (1983) and C. Browning (1985), the initial
rapid German military advance and the bloody massacre of the Russian Jews
meant that July 1941 was the vital turning point. Indeed, Browning talks of the
month’s ‘euphoria of victory’ and he highlights Göring’s memorandum of 31 July
(see Source C).
SOURCE C
From Göring’s memorandum of 31 July 1941 to Heydrich, quoted in the
Harry S. Truman Library, ‘The War Crimes Trials at Nuremberg’.

As supplement to the task dated 24 January 1939, namely to solve the Jewish
question by emigration and evacuation, in a way which is the most favorable in
connection with the conditions prevailing at present, I herewith commission you
with all preparations with regard to organization, the material side and financial
viewpoints for bringing about a final solution of the Jewish question within the
territories in Europe under German influence …
I furthermore commission you to submit to me as soon as possible a draft showing
the administrative material and financial measures already taken for the execution
of the intended final solution of the Jewish question.

SOURCE QUESTION

How significant is
Source C as evidence of
plans to proceed with the
Final Solution?
ONLINE EXTRAS

AQA

Assess the value of the
source about Nazi
anti-Semitism by completing
Worksheet 36 at www.
hoddereducation.co.uk/
accesstohistory/extras

However, most historians, like P. Burrin (1989) and Ian Kershaw (1993), view
the crucial period as a little later – between mid-September and mid-October.
This interpretation also fits in with the growing military concerns of failing to
win the war in Russia within four months combined with the increasing chaos
of dealing with so many Jewish people in eastern Europe. Moreover, further
evidence supports this view:
n

With the support of Hitler, Eichmann actually began the process of
transportation to ‘resettle’ German Jews eastwards in October.

n

Furthermore, Eichmann, in his testimony in 1960 in Israel, claimed to
remember Heydrich telling him two or three months after the invasion of
Russia that ‘the Führer had ordered the physical extermination of the Jews’.
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Timeline
Year

Political

Domestic

1914

International
Summer: outbreak of First World
War. Germany in alliance with
Austria-Hungary

1918

Kaiser abdicated and fled to
Netherlands
Germany proclaimed a republic

1919

Spartacist uprising in Berlin
July: Weimar constitution
adopted by the National
Assembly

1920

Kapp putsch defeated after
creation of National Socialist
German Workers’ Party (NSDAP)

11 November: Armistice signed
by Ebert’s republican government
Disturbances, strikes and riots in
many parts of Germany

June: Treaty of Versailles signed

1921

Murder of Erzberger

1922

Murder of Rathenau

Treaty of Rapallo signed with
USSR

January to November: period of
hyperinflation
November: introduction of
Rentenmark

Franco-Belgian occupation of the
Ruhr to force Germany to pay
reparations (not ended until
1925)

1923

August to November:
Stresemann’s 100 days as
chancellor
November: Munich Beer Hall
putsch by Hitler

1924

1925

Dawes Plan accepted and
German economy recovered
Hitler in prison for ten months
Death of President Ebert, who
was succeeded by Field Marshall
Hindenburg

Publication of Mein Kampf

1926

Germany joined the League of
Nations

1929

Death of Stresemann

1930

March: collapse of Müller’s
coalition government. Replaced
by Brüning as chancellor, who
from December ruled by
presidential decree

Proposals of the Young Plan to
reduce reparations
October: Wall Street Crash
sparked the collapse of the
German economy
September: Nazis emerged as
second largest party in the
Reichstag election

1930–3

World Economic Crisis

1931
1932

280

Locarno Conference

Unemployment peaked at
6.1 million
April: Hindenburg re-elected as
president despite the challenge
by Hitler
May 1932 to January 1933:
weak government of chancellors
Papen and Schleicher

July: Nazis emerged as largest
party in Reichstag election
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