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Gateway to Germany in 1919
The unification of Germany
l

l

l

The country of ‘Germany’ did not exist until 1871.
Before then, there were many individual states spread
across central Europe where German was the main
language. In 1871, these states united to become one.
Prussia had been the largest of the independent
states. It was also the wealthiest and had a great
army. The Prussian king became the new kaiser
(emperor) of Germany.
The chief minister of Prussia, Otto von Bismarck,
played a major role in the unification of Germany. He
was chosen as the first chancellor (prime minister) of
the united Germany and his influence over the kaiser
gave him virtually total authority.

The government of Germany
l

l

l
l

l

Economic and social development
l

l

l

l

10

Germany began industrialising during the nineteenth
century but industrial growth really took off between
1890 and 1913. By 1913, Germany’s industrial output
was second only to the USA, making Germany a very
wealthy and powerful nation.
Industrialisation created many social problems and
led to a greater interest in politics by the working
classes. This led to a growth in socialism and support
for a new political party, the Social Democratic
Party (SPD). By 1913, the SPD was the largest party
in the Reichstag (although it had little influence on
government policy).
Industrialisation also attracted a large number of
immigrants to Germany who contributed greatly to
its economic growth but caused social disruption.
Jews had lived in the area that would become
Germany since Roman times. As elsewhere in Europe
they were frequently persecuted. In the new Germany
from 1871, they had legal equality and became largely
integrated.

Germany was a federal state and power was divided
between the states and the federal or imperial
government.
Prussia dominated Germany politically as the king
of Prussia was the head of the empire (the kaiser)
and Prussia had sufficient voting power to block any
changes in the constitution.
The kaiser appointed the chancellor and other imperial
ministers who were responsible to the kaiser.
Although the first three kaisers kept Bismarck as
their chancellor, Wilhelm II, who became kaiser in
1888, wanted to rule Germany by himself. He forced
Bismarck to resign in 1890. From then until 1918,
Germany was ruled absolutely by its monarch with
the chancellor having little power.
There was a parliament – the Reichstag – but as
the chancellor and kaiser could chose to ignore its
decisions and it could be dissolved at any time by the
kaiser, it had little power.

Foreign affairs
l

l

l

l

Under Kaiser Wilhelm II Germany had attempted
to become a world power, following a policy of
‘Weltpolitik’, and attempted to acquire an overseas
empire as the kaiser was envious of the British Empire.
In the years before the First World War, Germany had
built up a navy that attempted to challenge British
naval dominance. It also had a very large army.
After the fall of Bismarck, Germany had become very
isolated in Europe, with Austria-Hungary its only
reliable ally and they were very weak economically,
militarily and politically.
A major reason for Germany going to war in 1914 was
to defend Austria-Hungary.
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Chapter 1

The establishment and
development of the Weimar
Republic 1919–January 1933

This chapter focuses on the reasons why the Weimar Republic was established and
why it collapsed just fourteen years later. It will consider the challenges that the new
republic faced in its early years and assess the extent to which it was able to overcome
these. The chapter will examine how stable it was during the so-called ‘Golden Years’. It
will evaluate the reasons for its collapse, considering the impact of the Wall Street Crash,
the rise of the Nazi Party and political intrigue within the Republic. It addresses a number
of key questions that relate to its establishment, development and collapse:
l
l
l
l

What were the consequences of the First World War for Germany?
How serious were the challenges to the Weimar Republic 1919–23?
How stable was the Weimar Republic in the ‘golden years’ 1924–29?
Why was the Nazi Party able to gain support and come to power in the period from
1929 to January 1933?

This chapter will also explain how to understand the wording of a question and then how
to plan a response to the question. It will focus on identifying the key words within the
question and then explain how to ensure that you address the key demands of the actual
question, rather than simply writing all you know about a topic.

Timeline
November
January
August
1920 March
1921 July
1923 January
January–November
November
1924		
April
1925 October
1929 October
1930 March
September
1932 January
June
July
November
December
1933 January
1918
1919

Mutiny at Kiel, Kaiser Wilhelm II abdicates, Armistice signed
Spartacist uprising
Weimar Constitution adopted
Ruhr uprising, Kapp Putsch
Hitler becomes undisputed leader of the Nazi Party
French and Belgian troops occupy the Ruhr
Hyperinflation
‘Beer Hall Putsch’ in Munich
Hitler writes Mein Kampf while in Landsberg prison
Dawes Plan
Locarno Treaties
Wall Street Crash
Brüning replaces Müller as chancellor
Nazis make large gains in elections to the Reichstag
Unemployment reaches 6.1 million
Von Papen replaces Brüning as chancellor
Elections to the Reichstag; Nazis the largest party
Elections to the Reichstag; Nazi support declines
Von Schleicher replaces Papen as chancellor
Schleicher dismissed as chancellor; Hitler appointed
chancellor
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Democracy and Dictatorships in Germany 1919–63

Overview
At the start of 1918, the German army launched an
offensive to try and secure victory before the arrival of
American troops following the USA’s entry into the First
World War. The failure of the offensive led the military
leadership to realise that victory was not possible, and
they began to seek peace. In order to help the process
the ruler of Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm II, was forced to
abdicate and went into exile. These events brought the
nation close to social revolution and, in January 1919, the
Communists attempted to seize power but were defeated.
The authoritarian rule of the kaiser was replaced by
the democratic Weimar Republic, but from its very
beginning it was unpopular with many Germans. In part
this was because it was associated with the harsh terms
of the Treaty of Versailles, which Germany was forced
to sign at the end of the war, but also because many
wanted a return to the rule of an authoritarian regime.
The early years of the Republic, from 1919 to the end
of 1923, were a period of virtually constant crises.
There were attempts from both the left and right wings
to overthrow the government. France and Belgium
invaded the Ruhr in January 1923 when Germany fell
behind with reparation payments and this, and the
decision by successive post-war governments to print
money in order to pay off debts, led to hyperinflation.
Many lost faith in the new democracy, particularly
those who had lost out because of wartime inflation
and post-war hyperinflation.
However, the period from 1924 to 1929 did witness
some recovery. The economy returned to pre-war levels
by 1927 and conditions for workers also improved with
reductions in the length of the working day, and the
introduction of unemployment insurance and pensions.
Support for democratic parties grew, while extremist
parties saw their support decline. Relations with foreign
powers improved as Germany reached an agreement
with France over its western borders and was admitted

to the League of Nations in 1926. The period also saw
innovative cultural developments, in music, theatre, art
and architecture. However, despite these improvements
the Republic was heavily dependent on foreign loans to
support the economy and nationalists did not approve
of compromises with its former enemies, particularly
the renegotiation of reparations payments under the
Dawes (1924) and Young (1929) plans.
These improvements were brought to a shuddering
halt in October 1929 with the stock market crash on
Wall Street in New York. It brought an end to foreign
loans to Germany and led to a decline in trade and
rise in unemployment. The government was faced
with a rising bill for unemployment benefits and was
unable to manage the growing crisis. As unemployment
continued to rise, support for extremist political
parties, particularly the Nazi Party (National Socialist
German Workers Party [NSDAP]), grew, so that by July
1932 they were the largest party in the Reichstag or
parliament. By 1930, the government was divided in
its approach to the problem of unemployment and
benefits. Although a new government, under Brüning,
came into power in March it was unable to secure a
majority in the Reichstag and increasingly had to rule
by emergency decree. After over two years in power,
Brüning was replaced by Papen in June 1932, but he
was also unable to gain a majority and was replaced
by Schleicher in December. Schleicher’s appointment
did little to ease the crisis and Papen, who wanted
revenge for his dismissal, began to intrigue with Hitler
to remove him. Finally, in January 1933, Papen was able
to convince the 85-year-old President, Hindenburg,
that he would be able to control Hitler and his Nazi
Party. Despite Hindenburg’s personal dislike for Hitler
he accepted Papen’s assurances and appointed Hitler as
chancellor and Papen as vice chancellor at the end of
January 1933.

What were the consequences of the First World War
for Germany?

12

The First World War, which began in July 1914, had split Europe into two
armed camps. Germany fought alongside Austria-Hungary, Turkey and later
Bulgaria (the Central powers), against France, Britain, Russia and, later, the
USA (the Allied powers, or Allies). Germany defeated Russia in 1918, but at
the same time the USA joined the war on the side of Britain and France. In
order to try and defeat the Allies before large numbers of American troops
arrived, Germany launched a massive attack on the Western Front in early
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The establishment and development of the Weimar Republic 1919–January 1933
1918. This was known as the Ludendorff, or Spring Offensive. Although this
was initially successful, it ground to a halt and German forces were forced
back. By September, the German commander Ludendorff had informed
his superior, Field Marshal von Hindenburg, and the chancellor, Hertling,
that victory was not possible and that Germany should appeal to the USA
for an armistice. Ludendorff also argued that Germany should restore
parliamentary rule, and establish a more democratic regime in order to
ensure that the army would not be blamed for defeat and to shift the blame
to the democratic politicians and show the Allies it was serious about
making peace.
The sudden reversal of German fortunes, particularly after victory against
Russia, had a profound impact on the German people, politics and the
economy. Much historical debate has centred on which aspect of Germany
was most seriously affected by defeat. It is important to remember that news
of the impending defeat caused a great shock within Germany, despite the
ever-increasing food shortages caused by the British naval blockade. Most
people in Germany expected victory as, throughout the war, the German
press had been telling them how close they were to success. They found
it difficult to understand how they had been defeated as German troops
had been victorious in the east against Russia and there were still German
troops in both Belgium and France; German soil had not been invaded.
The psychological shock of the news raised many questions for the German
people and played a large role in influencing their reaction both to the peace
Treaty of Versailles (see page xx) and later political developments.

The political consequences
The most immediate consequence of the news of defeat was the abdication
of Kaiser Wilhelm II on 9 November 1918. Following his abdication, power
passed to a Council of People’s Representatives, a temporary government
under Friedrich Ebert, until a national assembly was elected. Ebert was the
leader of the largest political party in the Reichstag, the Social Democratic
Party (SPD). He quickly signed an armistice to bring fighting to an end.
However, despite these moves it appeared as if Germany was on the verge of a
revolution similar to that in Russia of the previous year.

Kaiser Wilhelm II
Wilhelm II was Emperor of Germany from 1888 until his abdication in 1918.
He aimed to create a German Empire abroad and build a large navy and
army to rival other European powers. His policy of Weltpolitik brought him
into conflict with other European powers and was a factor in the outbreak
of the First World War. Towards the end of the war he abdicated and fled to
the Netherlands.

Friedrich Ebert 1871–1925
Ebert was the co-chairman of the SPD and became leader of the German
provisional government in 1918. He oversaw both the armistice and the
transition to democracy. He then became president of the Weimar Republic
in 1920.

Erich Ludendorff 1865–1937
Ludendorff was a German
general who became a virtual
military dictator of Germany
between 1916 and 1918. He
attempted to control the
constitutional reform in 1918
but failed and was dismissed.
Later he supported both the
Kapp Putsch and the early
activities of Hitler.

Paul von Hindenburg
1847–1934
Hindenburg was recalled from
retirement to lead the campaign
on the Eastern Front. He was,
alongside Ludendorff, virtually
military dictator of Germany.
Following Germany’s defeat he
retired, but in 1925 reluctantly
agreed to become president.
He did not support democracy
and hoped for the return of the
monarchy. He played a crucial
role in politics in the period after
1930, appointing chancellors
and eventually agreeing to the
appointment of Hitler.

British naval blockade
During the last two years of the
war the British navy successfully
blockaded German ports and
prevented the German merchant
fleet from functioning. This
resulted in severe food shortages,
with many Germans facing
starvation. In the winter of
1916–17, the supply of potatoes
ran out and people were left
with just turnips. The food
shortage meant that civilians
were vulnerable to disease and
it is possible that some 750,000
Germans died from a combination
of hunger and disease.
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Chapter 3

The impact of war and
defeat on Germany 1939–49

This chapter will focus on the impact of the Second
World War on Germany. It will consider how
effectively Germany responded to the demands of
war and the impact war had on German society. The
chapter will examine the extent to which Germany
was able to respond economically to the demands of
war, particularly as the nature of the war changed from
one of conquest, where resources were more readily
available, to one of attrition and retreat, and finally
to one of dogged defence of home soil. It will assess
the impact of the Allied bombing raids on Germany
and the extent to which they damaged the productive
capacity of the country and whether there was a
collapse in German morale as a result of the increased
intensity of the raids. The chapter will also consider
whether the radicalisation of policies towards the Jews
was the result of the war and conquest and the extent
to which it led to the Final Solution. There will also be
an assessment of the impact of the war on Germany
and the extent to which it led to a collapse in support
for the regime. Finally, the chapter will consider why
the country was divided at the end of the war and
the developments within the zones, concluding an
assessment of the reasons for the Berlin Blockade and
the extent to which Stalin was responsible for taking

September

1941

August

1942

January

1944

1945

78

July
November
February
April
May
August

l

l

l

l
l

l
l

To what extent did Nazi Germany achieve a total
war economy?
How significant was the impact of bombing on
Germany?
To what extent did opposition and resistance
develop during the war?
Was the Final Solution the result of war?
How great were the problems facing Germany by
1945?
Why was Germany divided at the end of the war?
Why did the USSR impose the Berlin Blockade?

This chapter will also explain what is meant by a
descriptive answer, which will score low marks, and
how to avoid writing this type of answer. It will
explain the importance of writing analytically and
linking your material to the actual question set. The
chapter will also stress the importance of the opening
sentence of each paragraph and of introducing an idea
that is linked to the question that will be discussed
throughout the paragraph before making a judgement
about the issue. These skills will help to ensure that the
actual demands of the question are covered and that
you avoid simply writing all you know about the topic.

1946

Timeline
1939

Europe back to the brink of war. The key questions
of the period to be considered are:

Outbreak of the Second World
War
Bishop Galen’s sermon against
euthanasia
Wannsee Conference
co-ordinates Final Solution to
the ‘Jewish Problem’
Stauffenberg Plot
Execution of Edelweiss Pirates
in Cologne
Yalta Conference
Suicide of Hitler
Surrender of Germany
Potsdam Conference

April

		
1947

January

1948

March
June
April–June

June

1949

June
April
May

Formation of Socialist Unity
Party in Eastern Zone
Religious studies removed from
East German education system
Formation of Bizonia following
merger of USA and British zones
Truman Doctrine
Marshall Plan offers aid
Western representatives discuss
constitution for new democratic
state of West Germany
Currency reform in the western
zones
Berlin Blockade starts
Trizonia formed
Berlin Blockade ends
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The impact of war and defeat on Germany 1939–49

Overview
The early years of the Second World War were
militarily successful for Germany. Poland and then
most of Western Europe were taken and advances
into the USSR also appeared to be a success. These
wars of conquest meant that the German economy
was bolstered by plundered food and other resources,
although food rationing was introduced from the
outset to prevent the problems that Germany had
faced in the First World War. The military victories also
ensured that there was further support for the regime
both from ordinary people and the army. However, the
advances in the east also increased the number of Jews
brought under Nazi control, which meant the demands
for resettlement of Jews were no longer realistic.
Instead, an increasingly large number were murdered
as German forces moved east, but this escalation still
had one more brutal step, the Final Solution, or mass
extermination of the Jews in Europe, which was coordinated during the Wannsee Conference of January
1942. Attempts to exterminate all of the Jews of
Europe now dominated much of Nazi action for the rest
of the war as a series of extermination camps in Poland
were developed.
The winter of 1942/43 was a turning point in the
war. The German advance was stopped with defeat
at Stalingrad and also with losses in North Africa.
From 1943 Germany fought a defensive war and
was subject to increasingly heavy bombing raids,
most notably in May, with the raid on Hamburg
and resultant firestorm. The impact on morale of
these raids was limited, but increasing numbers fled
cities and towns and this had an impact on industrial
production. Many civilians were made homeless and
there were substantial military casualties. Resources
were taken away to build anti-aircraft installations or
move industrial sites to safer locations underground.
With the German army in retreat and the bombing
intensifying, further restrictions were imposed on

the population. As the Soviet advance from the east
continued, many Germans moved west to try and avoid
the recriminations that accompanied the invasion.
However, with the liberation of western Europe in the
summer of 1944 by American, British and Canadian
forces, Germany was under attack from both sides.
It culminated in Hitler’s suicide in April 1945 and
unconditional surrender in May.
The surrender left the Allies in joint control of the
former German state, which now ceased to exist.
Although they agreed to keep it as a single state, their
different concepts of its organisation led to tensions
and the wartime alliance that had defeated the Nazis
soon fell apart. The allies established four zones of
occupation of Germany with the USSR in the East and
Britain, France and the USA in the West. Berlin was also
divided into four sectors. In the East the Communist
Party or SED dominated and eventually other political
organisations were banned or amalgamated into the
SED-controlled National Front, while in the West
the British and Americans combined their zones into
Bizonia in January 1947 to be better able to deal with
the developing economic crisis. In March 1948, the
French Zone joined to form Trizonia. Western Aid
through the Marshall Plan was supplied, but the Soviet
Union rejected such help and also refused to introduce
a new currency, which was urgently needed to
overcome the financial instability that had developed.
When Britain and the USA went ahead and introduced
the new currency into their sectors of Berlin as well as
in the Western zones, not only did the Soviet Union
bring in its own, but also closed the West’s links with
its sectors in Berlin to try to force them out. The West
refused to back down and for nearly a year supplied its
sectors of Berlin by air with food and fuel. When the
Soviets finally abandoned the blockade in May 1949
it sealed the division of Germany into two separate
states.
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