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Preface
This is one of a series of six titles for the National 4 & 5 History courses to be assessed 
from 2014 onwards. Students should study three main units in National 4 & 5 History, 
with a very wide selection of topics to choose from (five in the first two, ten in the 
third). We are publishing titles on two topics for each unit.
The six titles in the series are:
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: Changing Britain 1760–1900
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: Hitler and Nazi Germany 1919–39
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: The Atlantic Slave Trade 1770–1807
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: The Era of the Great War 1910–28
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: Free at Last? Civil Rights in the USA 1918–68
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: Migration and Empire 1830–1939

Each book will contain comprehensive coverage of the four areas of mandatory 
content for National 5 as well as guidance and practice on assignment writing and 
assessment procedures.
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The Assignment: what you 
need to know

National 5
What is the Assignment for National 5? 
The Assignment is an essay written under exam conditions and then sent to the 
SQA to be marked. It counts for 20 marks out of a total of 80, so doing well in the 
Assignment can provide you with a very useful launchpad for overall success in the 
National 5 exam. 

What can I write about?
You can write about a question linked to this book or something from another section 
in the course. In fact, you can write about any historical topic you want. You can even 
do your Assignment on local history.

What should I write about?
If you decide to do an Assignment based on the content of this book, here are some 
good possible questions:

◗✓ Why were so many Germans unhappy with the Treaty of Versailles?
◗✓ Is it true to say that the Weimar Republic tried to create a fair system of law and 
government?

◗✓ Why was the Weimar Republic so unpopular between 1919 and 1924?
◗✓ How important was the role of Hitler in the rise to power of the Nazis?
◗✓ ‘Although Hitler became Chancellor of Germany in 1933, he did not have complete 
power until August 1934.’ How true is that statement?

◗✓ How important was fear in explaining Nazi power in Germany 1933–9?
◗✓ To what extent did Nazi social and economic policies create a ‘feel good factor’ for 
most Germans between 1933 and 1939?

What follows are bad titles for an Assignment:
◗✕ The Treaty of Versailles.
◗✕ The Weimar Republic.
◗✕ The problems caused by hyperinflation.
◗✕ The Nazi rise to power.
◗✕ Nazi control of Germany.
◗✕ The Jews in Nazi Germany.

These are just headings. You must have a question so that you can answer it. The bad 
choices would just result in telling a story.
Be safe! There are no prizes for giving yourself a difficult question that you have 
made up yourself. Choose something from the history you have already been 
studying. Avoid doing something risky – you only get one chance at this Assignment.

How long should my Assignment be?
Your Assignment has no set length – it is what you can write in 1 hour. Most essays 
are about four or five pages long.
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What skills must I show I am using to get a good mark?
◗◗ You must choose a question to write about. That means your title should end with a 

question mark. Don’t just write a heading down because you will just start writing a story 
or a project. Your teacher is allowed to give you a little help to make your choice.

◗◗ Collect relevant evidence from at least two sources of information. For example, this could 
be two books or one book plus an interview.

◗◗ Organise and use your information to help answer your question. 
◗◗ Use your own knowledge and understanding to answer the question that you have chosen.
◗◗ Include at least two different points of view about your question in your answer.
◗◗ Write a conclusion that sums up your information and ends up by answering the question 

you started with.

Remember that you also have a Resource Sheet to help 
you
On your Resource Sheet you will write out the sources that you will refer to in your essay. 
This will show the marker that you have researched, selected and organised your information. 
Your Resource Sheet will be sent to the SQA with your finished essay. You will not be given 
a mark for your completed Resource Sheet but markers will use it to see that you have done 
the necessary research and have found appropriate sources to use in your Assignment. 
There is no time limit for completing your Resource Sheet and no word limit, however your 
Resources Sheet must be written on one side of A4 paper. The Resource Sheet is yours. You 
can change it, colour it or print it out. You can write it anywhere, anytime before you write 
your Assignment under exam conditions. 

National 4
The Assignment lets you show off your historical skills as you research a historical issue. 
You have a lot of choice in what you can find out about and you can also choose to present 
your findings in different ways. That means you don’t have to write an essay to display your 
historical skills, knowledge and understanding. 
To be successful in the National 4 you have to show you can research and use information by 
doing the following things:
◗◗ Choosing an appropriate historical theme or event for study. Your teacher can help you 

choose.
◗◗ Collecting relevant evidence from at least two sources of information.
◗◗ Organising and using the information that you have collected to help you write about the 

subject you have chosen.
◗◗ Describing what your chosen subject is about.
◗◗ Explaining why your chosen subject happened (its cause) or explaining what happened 

next because of your chosen subject (its effects).
In this book you have made mobiles, done presentations, created posters and artwork. All 
these things could be part of your National 4 Assignment. You then have to present your 
findings.
Don’t worry – if you get stuck your teacher is allowed to give you help and advice at any 
stage as you do your Assignment.

Do I have to write a long essay?
No you don’t. You can choose how you present your Assignment. You could do a talk and 
then be asked some questions about your subject by your teacher. You could do a Powerpoint 
presentation or keep a learning log or design a poster or some other way to display your 
work. You could even do an essay if you wanted to! 
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Chapter 1 Introduction
What is this course about?
This book is about changes in Germany between 1918 and 1939. The timeline shown 
here is meant to introduce new political words to you. It will help you by starting to 
sort out the changes that happened in Germany between 1918 and 1939 and also 
give some idea of when the changes happened.

What will this book help me to do?
This book will help you to be successful in your National 5 and 
4 History course. It contains everything you need to know 
about all the mandatory content and illustrative examples 
provided by the SQA for ‘Hitler and Nazi Germany 1919–39’. 
The book provides advice and examples to help you answer 
all the different types of questions you are likely to face in the 
National 5 exam. 
Finally, this book will provide guidance to help you work on the 
Added Value Assignment tasks.

1918

1933
Time

M
on

ar
ch

y

Republic

D
ictatorship

1939

GloSSary
Monarchy a political system with a 
royal family at its head 
Republic a political system with no 
royal family 
Dictatorship a political system with 
one person or political party in total 
control and no opposition allowed
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True or false
In your workbook or work file write the heading: ‘Germany 1918–39’. Read the list of 
statements below and then write out the statements that you think are true based on 
what your timeline shows:

◗◗ There were three different political systems in Germany between 1918 and 1939.
◗◗ The monarchy was replaced by a dictatorship.
◗◗ The monarchy was replaced by a republic.
◗◗ A republic replaced a dictatorship.
◗◗ The republic was called a Nazi dictatorship.
◗◗ The republic was replaced by a dictatorship.
◗◗ Dictatorship followed on from a republic.
◗◗ The republic was a democracy.
◗◗ Dictatorship was a democracy.
◗◗ Monarchy was the same as a dictatorship.
◗◗ The Weimar Republic ended in 1918.
◗◗ In 1918 the monarchy ended in Germany.
◗◗ The monarchy was named Weimar.
◗◗ The Nazi republic started in 1933.
◗◗ There were three big political changes in Germany between 1918 and 1933.

Activity 2

Timeline creation
Carefully draw your own version of the timeline shown here or you could make a very 
large version of the timeline and display it in your classroom. Or you could do both! 
The classroom timeline could be used to add important events or people as and when 
they appear in the story of Germany between 1918 and 1939.

Your criteria check
◗◗ Does your copy of the timeline use three different colours?
◗◗ Does your copy of the timeline cover the years 1918–39?
◗◗ Does your copy of the timeline use different colours for the different political 

systems that ruled Germany between 1918 and 1939?
◗◗ Does your copy of the timeline have accurate labels naming the different political 

systems beside the colours?

Activity 1
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Make your choices!
1 Decide which is the correct choice of word or phrase in the following statements to 

make them correct.
2 Use your own sources of information, either in classroom books or dictionaries or 

your access to the internet to help you make your choices.
3 Create a heading to write at the beginning of the list that best sums up what the list 

is about.
4 Write down the correct versions of the statements in your workbook or work file.

◗◗ In 1918 the Kaiser abdicated and the monarchy ended/began.
◗◗ A monarchy means a country not ruled/ruled by a royal family.
◗◗ A republic means a country ruled/not ruled by a royal family.
◗◗ A republic government is elected/not elected by the monarchy. 
◗◗ A republic government is elected/not elected by the adult people of the country.
◗◗  A dictatorship means/does not mean one person and one political party only 

rules the country.
◗◗ In a democracy people do/do not have many political choices.
◗◗ In a dictatorship there are/are not political choices.

Now that you have completed the activities, you have an overall impression of  
what this course is about and the main changes that took place in Germany between 
the end of the First World War in 1918 and the beginning of the Second World War 
in 1939.
Now it is time to find out more detail.

Activity 3
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Germany 1918

How did the First World War affect Germany?
In 1914, Kaiser Wilhelm II led Germany. The Kaiser was a 
popular leader in Germany but countries such as Britain were 
suspicious about what he really wanted. Some of Germany’s 
neighbours thought the Kaiser wanted war and was a threat to 
European peace.
The First World War started in 1914 and lasted until 1918. At 
first, all the countries involved believed they would win the war 
quite easily. A popular saying at the time was ‘the war will be 
over by Christmas’. However, the war soon became bogged 
down in the stalemate of trench warfare. Nevertheless, soldiers 
and civilians on all sides were told that their country was 
winning. 

What is this chapter about?
Until November 1918, Germany was a monarchy led by a Kaiser. Kaiser Wilhelm II had 
been a popular leader but by 1918 Germany was facing defeat in the First World War. 
The Kaiser was much less popular and in November 1918 he abdicated just before 
Germany surrendered. Germany was defeated and German monarchy ended.

By the end of this chapter you should be able to:

◗◗ Describe the problems facing Germany at the end of the First World War.
◗◗ Explain why such big political changes happened in Germany at the end of the war.

GloSSary
Abdicated when the Kaiser gave up 
his power
Kaiser the emperor of Germany, 
Wilhelm II 

An illustration of Kaiser Wilhelm II from about 1900 (left) and a cartoon ‘He won’t be happy till he 
gets it’ showing the Kaiser in his bath from about 1914 (right).

?Give three reasons to explain why 
you know this is not a German 
cartoon supporting the Kaiser? 
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Why was Germany facing such serious difficulties 
by 1918?
By the late summer of 1918, Germans were exhausted physically and emotionally. 
It was hard for Germans to believe they were winning the war. The British naval 
blockade was hurting. That meant the British Royal Navy stopped all supplies getting 
into Germany so as the war went on, essential supplies of food, clothing, fuel, 
chemicals and medical supplies got harder and harder to find.
Coal was in short supply, which led to power cuts. Rationing reduced scarce food 
even further. People searched in fields and gutters for scraps of rotting food. German 
citizens were desperate. 
The people were starving, soldiers were having their wounds 
wrapped in paper and thousands of soldiers were deserting. 
When a flu epidemic raced through Germany thousands died.
To make things worse, the USA had recently joined the war 
against Germany and in August 1918, a huge Allied offensive 
completely broke the German army’s strength.

Why did the Kaiser have to abdicate?
German politicians hoped that if they could show that Germany 
was no longer led by the Kaiser and that it was creating a new 
democratic country, then Germany might not be so severely 
punished when it came to writing a peace treaty. That was why 
the Reichstag (the German Parliament) was given more power 
and a new political leader called Prince Max of Baden tried to 
get a deal with its enemies so that Germany would be treated 
fairly at the end of the war. 
This is part of what Prince Max of Baden wrote to US President 
Wilson on 3 October 1918: 

To avoid further bloodshed, the German government requests 
the President to bring about the immediate conclusion of an 
armistice, by land, by sea and in the air.

In early 1918, President Wilson of the USA had offered Germany 
a 14-point peace plan. At that time, the German military leaders 
had rejected Wilson’s offer because they hoped to win the war. Now, in November 
1918, they hoped they could still recover some of the peace terms offered by Wilson. 
Prince Max asked President Wilson if his 14-point peace plan was still on offer. 
Wilson said no.
Although Wilson knew that a fair and reasonable peace treaty was the only thing 
that could secure future peace, by November 1918 attitudes had hardened against 
Germany. The Allied leaders wanted to put the Kaiser on trial for war crimes and there 
was even a demand to ‘Hang the Kaiser’. The Allies wanted to punish Germany and 
they made it clear that the Kaiser would have to go before they would stop the war.

Why did the war end in November 1918?
At the end of October 1918, discipline in the German navy cracked. The German 
commanders decided that the German navy should save its honour by sailing out into 
the North Sea for one last huge battle with the British. The 
German sailors had different ideas. They did not want the lives 
of 80,000 sailors be put at risk for a pointless battle. The word 
mutiny means soldiers or sailors refusing to follow orders. 
That is exactly what happened at the German naval base of 
Kiel on 3 November 1918.

This drawing shows a woman who 
has just been told her husband has 
been killed fighting, meanwhile her 

children are desperate for food.

GloSSary
Mutiny when soldiers and sailors 
refused to follow orders

?
Do you agree 
that this 
drawing is 
effective in 
symbolising 
how many 
Germans felt 
by the end of 
the war?



6

The mutiny at Kiel then sparked off other mutinies, and by 6 November groups of 
soldiers, sailors and workers were in power in the ports of Hamburg, Bremen and 
Lübeck. 
The soldiers, sailors and workers had formed ‘workers councils’ 
to govern their local areas. They had copied their ideas from 
Russia where there had been a revolution a few months 
before. They even used the Russian word soviet, which means 
a local council. They also flew the red flag of revolution over 
their naval bases and towns. Soon the revolutionaries were 
called ‘Reds’. 
Jan Valtin, an eyewitness to the events of November 1918 
wrote:

That night I saw the mutinous sailors roll in to Bremen in trucks 
– red flags and machine guns mounted on the trucks. Many of 
the workers were armed with guns, with bayonets, with hammers. 

The revolution spread quickly so that by 9 November, workers’ and soldiers’ councils 
even ruled in the capital city, Berlin. 
Eventually, the Kaiser’s closest advisers convinced him to give up the throne. On 
9 November, it was announced that the Kaiser would abdicate. On 10 November 
the Kaiser left Germany by train for the Netherlands and on the 11 November an 
armistice was signed. Germany was defeated, the war was lost.
Germany was now leaderless and defeated. Across Germany revolutions broke out. 
What would happen to Germany? 

GloSSary
Revolution a big change in a 
political system when the old system 
is completely overthrown, usually by 
violence
Soviet a local council made up of 
soldiers, sailors and workers to rule 
their own areas 

A painting by Abel Faivre called 
l’Emprunt de la Libération (‘the 

liberation loan’).

Summarise this chapter
The following summary reminds you of what this chapter has been about. Words that are important in this 
chapter have been made into anagrams. Your task is to sort out the anagrams then write the correct version 
of this summary into your workbook or work file. 
AIKRES Wilhelm CATEDABDI in November 1918, just before the armistice was signed. Germany was facing defeat 
in the First World War and IONREVLOUT broke out. When the German ARCHYMON ended, Germany became a 
LICREPUB. 

Activity 1

?In what ways has the artist tried to 
illustrate the defeat of Germany?
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Question practice 

If this is the answer what is the question?
Below you will find a list of words or names. You have to make up a question that can 
only be answered by the word on the list. For example, if the word ‘Kaiser’ was the 
answer, a question could be ‘What was the title of the German leader up until 1918?’
Here is your list of answers:

◗◗ abdicated
◗◗ 9 November 1918
◗◗ an armistice.
◗◗ a republic
◗◗ a monarchy
◗◗ 1914 until 1918
◗◗ President Wilson
◗◗ 14 points
◗◗ a mutiny
◗◗ the Reichstag.

Activity 2

The short challenge
Write a short summary of this chapter describing the main things that have happened. 
You must use all the words listed in Activity 2. How few complete sentences can you 
put them all together in? Your title is: ‘How did the First World War affect Germany?’

Activity 3

National 4

The effects on Germany of the end of the First World War
The assessment is an oral (spoken) presentation. To pass this assessment, you will 
have to use the Sources A–D and your own knowledge to design a presentation 
explaining the effects on Germany of the end of the First World War.
This could be a talk, speech, slide show, digital media product, video or any other 
appropriate method. You should:
◗◗ Explain the reasons why Germany lost the First World War.
◗◗ Explain why mutiny broke out in the navy and how the revolution spread.
◗◗ Describe the way that the monarchy ended in Germany.

Present your information clearly. A good quality presentation will help you demonstrate 
your skills and knowledge. Remember, you are being assessed only on your History 
and not your presentation abilities. Don’t spend too much time on making things look 
wonderful.
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The following sources are about the effects of the end of the First World War on 
Germany.
Source A is from a recent textbook about the end of the First World War.

SouRCe A

By autumn 1918 Germany was facing serious problems. The USA had recently 
joined the war against Germany and in August 1918, a huge Allied offensive 
completely broke the German’s strength. By September, the Germans had lost one 
million soldiers, while the numbers of fresh, well-equipped US troops in Europe 
grew to over two million by the autumn of 1918. 

Source B is from Jan Valtin, an eyewitness to the events of November 1918.

SouRCe B

Toward the end of October, 1918, my father wrote that the High Seas Fleet was 
under orders to go down in battle to save the honour of High Command. ‘Their 
honour is not our honour’, my father wrote. Then came stirring news. Mutiny in the 
Kaiser’s fleet! Anxious voices cried out ‘Will the fleet sail out! … No, the fleet must 
not sail! It’s murder! Finish the war!’

Source C is from an official announcement made by the German government.

SouRCe C

Monday, 11 November 1918: On Saturday the Kaiser abdicated the throne. The 
Imperial Chancellorship has been entrusted to the Socialist Herr Ebert. A decree 
signed by Prince Max promised a German National Assembly to settle finally the 
future form of government of the German nation. 

Source D is from Hans Hase, an eyewitness to the events of November 1918.

SouRCe D

That night I saw the mutinous sailors roll in to Bremen in caravans of 
commandeered trucks – red flags and machine guns mounted on the trucks. Many 
of the workers were armed with guns, with bayonets, with hammers. A frightened 
old woman wailed piercingly ‘what is all this? What is the world coming to?’ A 
young worker grasped the old woman’s shoulders. He laughed resoundingly. 
‘Revolution’, he rumbled. ‘Revolution, Madam’. 

How useful is Source D as evidence of the outbreak of revolution in Germany 
in 1918?
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National 5
Here is a typical ‘How useful’ question you might be asked at National 5. After the source and question you 
will see a good answer to the question. It is not perfect but it does give you an idea of how you could write an 
answer to this type of question.
Source A is from the memories of Greta Haffner, a German woman whose husband had been killed in the First 
World War. 

SouRCe A

Although November 1918 meant the end of the war, I recall no sense of joy. There was only confusion as 
men returned from the Front. On Saturday, the papers announced the Kaiser’s abdication. On Sunday, 
I heard shots fired in the streets of Berlin. During the whole war I hadn’t heard a single shot, yet now 
the war was over they began shooting. I felt uneasy. On November 11th, I saw the newspaper headline 
‘Armistice Signed’. I turned to stone. I felt my whole world had collapsed. 

Evaluate the usefulness of Source A as evidence of attitudes of Germans towards the end of the First 
World War. (6 marks)
You need to make six clear points about the usefulness of the source. The sort of thing that would meet the 
standard for National 5 could include comments about who wrote the source and why it was written. That is 
called origin and purpose. You must explain why the origin and purpose make the source useful as evidence.
You could also explain how the content of the source helps to make it useful. You could also bring in 
information from your own knowledge to help judge the usefulness of the source.
Here is a good answer:
The source does provide useful evidence about attitudes of Germans towards the end of the First World War. It 
was written by Gretta Haffner, a person who was living in Germany at the end of the First World War. She was an 
eyewitness and she had personal experiences of the damage done by the war as her husband had been killed. The 
source was written to show her memories of the war ending. (2 marks)
The source was written to explain how she felt at the end of the war. It explains that she felt unmoved at the end of 
the war (‘no sense of joy’). (1 mark) She states how she was afraid at the shooting in the streets (‘I felt uneasy’) 
(1 mark) and she was shocked and upset when the armistice was signed (‘I turned to stone’) (1 mark) She was 
disappointed at defeat (‘I felt my whole world had collapsed’). (1 mark)
However, the source is less useful because it does not show that many Germans were relieved that the war was over 
and they hoped the end of the war would stop their starvation and suffering. (2 marks)
Here is a similar question about the end of the war. 
Evaluate the usefulness of Source B as evidence of attitudes of Germans towards the end of the First 
World War. (6 marks)
Use the advice given in this section to write your own answer to it.
Source B was written by Max Brubeck, a soldier in the trenches when the armistice was announced in 
November 1918.

SouRCe B

At first we could not believe it. Could the war really be over? At first we were happy and relieved – we 
had lived through this terrible war but then it hit us – we had lost! How was it possible? We were stunned, 
shocked and then angry. Only a few short weeks before we were told we were winning this war. Our 
forces were advancing forward. Our enemies were starving at home. Now we realised it was all lies. Who 
had done this to us? Who had stabbed us in the back? Our Kaiser has let us down – he must hang his 
head in disgrace. 
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Weimar Germany 1919–29

Chapter 2 The Spartacists 

Why was ebert against revolution?
Friedrich Ebert believed that revolutionary groups such 
as the Spartacists would destroy Germany. Ebert wanted 
to create a democratic Germany where people would elect 
representatives who would work in the Reichstag to pass laws 
to help the German people. Ebert was looking for a Parliament 
that was similar to Britain’s in which people with different 
opinions argued for their point of view. Ebert was leader of the 
SPD – the Social Democratic Party – but he believed there 
should be many other political parties representing the views 
of all sections of Germany’s population. Ebert also knew that 
these political changes would take time to become established 
in Germany but time was something Ebert did not have. 
Revolutionary groups wanted immediate changes in Germany.
Ebert feared the spread of a revolution that would perhaps result in only one political 
party – the Communists – dominating Germany. That was why Ebert was against 
the Spartacists.

1

What is this chapter about?
When the Kaiser abdicated, a new Provisional Government was formed 
(provisional means temporary). It was led by Friedrich Ebert, leader of the Social 
Democratic Party (SPD). Germany also became a republic, which is a form of 
government where elected representatives run the country without a royal family 
having any political influence. Ebert knew there were groups in Germany who did not 
want the new Provisional Government to be successful. One of these groups was the 
Spartacists who later became known as the Communist Party (or KPD for short). 
Ebert used groups of ex-soldiers called Freikorps to destroy the Spartacists. 

By the end of this chapter you should be able to:

◗◗ Explain why the Spartacists wanted to overthrow Ebert’s government.
◗◗ Describe how the Spartacist rising was crushed.

GloSSary
Provisional Government a 
temporary government created until full 
elections could take place
Friedrich Ebert leader of the Social 
democratic Party and head of the 
Provisional government
Spartacists revolutionaries who 
wanted to make Germany into a 
Communist state
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What did the Spartacists want?
The Spartacists were Communists who wanted a revolution 
similar to the one in Russia in 1917. 
Spartacists wanted a new type of government that ruled on 
behalf of the poor and powerless in Germany. The Spartacists 
believed that power should be in the hands of the workers’ and 
soldiers’ councils that had sprung up at the end of the war. The 
Spartacists certainly did not want to work with a parliamentary 
system with long discussions and only slow change. In fact, 
one of the Spartacist demands was ‘Abolish all parliaments and 
transfer all power to the workers’ and soldiers’ councils!’ 
The Spartacists argued that if change did not happen quickly 
then the powerful groups in society would use their power 
to stop real change in Germany and the revolution that had 
started at the end of the war would fail. 
It was clear that there was little chance of agreement between 
Ebert and the Spartacists. The scene was set for conflict 
between the more democratic ‘slow change’ ideas of Ebert and 
the revolutionary ‘fast change’ Spartacists.

How did ebert prepare for the Spartacist 
challenge?
Ebert knew that the Spartacists were getting ready for an 
armed uprising, so he was aware that he would have to meet 
force with force. Ebert asked the army for support but the 
officers in the army were less than happy to help. During the 
war, Ebert had often criticised the war and the Kaiser. However, 
the army leaders hated the idea of a Spartacist revolution more 
than they disliked Ebert so on 10 November 1918 (that’s even 
before the armistice!) Ebert did a deal with General Groener, 
chief of the German army. 
Ebert promised to do nothing to harm the interests of the army 
if Groener and his troops would defend Ebert’s government 
against the revolutionary Spartacists. 
General Groener wrote in his diary, ‘we worked out a 
programme for cleaning up Berlin and the disarming of the 
Spartacists’. Ebert also asked his new minister for defence 
– called Gustav Noske – to organise volunteer units of loyal 
ex-soldiers who would be willing to fight the Spartacists. They 
were called the Freikorps. 

What did the Freikorps hate the 
Spartacists?
The Freikorps were groups of volunteer ex-soldiers, most of them experienced, 
battle-hardened and heavily armed. They also believed that Germany had lost the war 
because they had been betrayed – or stabbed in the back – by revolutionaries such as 
the Spartacists. The Freikorps blamed the Spartacists for the humiliation of defeat.
Ebert also feared that the Spartacists might get help from Communist Russia and at 
first the Freikorps were recruited to protect Germany in case of Communist attack 
from Russia. As it happened, Russia did not try to help the Spartacists but the 
Friekorps were ready for a fight. 

The Spartacists believed that power 
should be taken away from the 

businessmen, the high-ranking army 
officers and the wealthy sections 

of German society. The picture is of 
a Russian communist poster from 

1918. 

GloSSary
Freikorps battle-hardened ex-soldiers 
who hated Communists or Spartacists 

?What are the similarities between 
the poster and the aims of the 
Spartacists?
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What happened when the Spartacists 
tried to start a revolution?
In January 1919, there was a large demonstration of about 
100,000 workers in Berlin. Times were hard, the naval blockade 
still caused huge problems in Germany and thousands of 
people were starving and unemployed. The Spartacists hoped 
these people could be turned into a revolutionary force and 
fight for their revolution. Unfortunately for the Spartacists, they 
had not really planned how to do that.
Spartacist supporters did take over the centre of Berlin 
but there were no clear plans about what to do next. While 
Spartacist leaders spent hours discussing what to do next, 
armed workers stood aimlessly in the freezing streets. Many 
of them gave up and went home. Then the Friekorps arrived 
with machine guns on armoured cars painted with skulls and 
crossbones and started shooting. 
Within one week – known as Bloody Week – the attempted 
revolution ended in a sea of blood on the streets of Berlin. 
Almost 700 ‘revolutionaries’ were captured and executed 
by the Freikorps. When the leaders of the Spartacists, Karl 
Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, were arrested they never 
went to trial. Liebknecht was shot, ‘while trying to escape’ and 
Rosa Luxemburg’s dead body was dumped in a canal.

What did the Spartacist rising have to do with the rise 
of Hitler over 10 years later?
The answer is quite a lot. Both Ebert’s SPD party and the 
Spartacists (later called the KPD) were left-wing parties. 
They both wanted power for the people of Germany. They just 
disagreed about how to get and use that power.
Ten years later, Hitler would come to power. Hitler and the Nazis 
were right wing, the opposite of the SPD and the KPD. 

A German political poster from 1919, 
‘Spartakus at work’, showing a 

member the Spartacists murdering 
a family. 

The Friekorps were equipped with flame-throwers. 

GloSSary
Left wing people who wanted 
revolution and power to the working 
classes 
Right wing people who did not want 
change and in fact wanted power to go 
back to the Kaiser and the upper classes

?

?

Why do you think this image was 
drawn and how would it affect 
members of the Friekorps?

What does this picture tell us about 
why the Spartacist rising was 
doomed to fail?
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In the elections of the early 1930s, the SPD and the KPD together received more 
votes than the Nazis, but the problem was the KPD and the SPD would not work 
together. The KPD hated the SPD because of what happened in 1919 when the 
Freikorps, helping Ebert and the SPD, murdered Spartacist (KPD) leaders. So when 
the chance came to unite to oppose Hitler, neither the SPD nor the KPD would do 
this. That left the way open for Hitler to come to power. 

Summarise this chapter
The following summary reminds you of what this chapter has been about. Words that 
are important in this chapter have been made into ANAGRAMS. Your task is to sort 
out the anagrams then write the correct version of this summary into workbook or 
work file. 
Germany had a ISIONALPROV government when the war ended. It was led by TEREB who was 
worried that the TACISTSSPAR would start a violent UTIONREVOL. Ebert made a deal with 
ex-soldiers called the ORPSFREIK who were used to YTRODES the Spartacists.

Activity 1

Describe the aims of the Spartacists 
Select the missing word or phrase to fill in the missing parts shown by the numbers 
in the summary below. Once you have decided what goes where, write out the whole 
note under the heading ‘What did the Spartacists want?’ into your workbook or 
work file.
The Spartacists were led by [1]. They wanted to [2] the wealth of the rich people. 
With so many Germans starving, they wanted a government which [3]. In 1917 
the Bolsheviks in Russia had shown that a small group of [4] could overthrow a 
government. The Spartacists wanted to copy [5] by having their own [6] in Germany. 
a take away 
b revolution ruled on behalf of the poor 
c Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxembourg 
d the Russian example
e Communists 

Activity 2

The challenge! How far can you go?
The following questions go up in level of difficulty in pairs. The first two are easy. The 
last two are hard. How many will you try to do?
1 Can you suggest another word for revolution?
2 Why did the Spartacists try to start a revolution?

3 Can you explain what the phrase Provisional Government means?
4 How would you summarise the attitudes of the Freikorps towards the Spartacists?

5 Just by looking at the pictures of the fighting in Berlin only, what conclusions can 
you make about who was likely to win the struggle and why? 

6 If you had been a member of the Spartacists how would you have improved their 
chances of success?

Activity 3
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Here is a cartoon drawn at the time of the Spartacists revolt.

It tries to show what the Spartacists wanted. You can see a Spartacist fighting against a multi-headed 
monster. The Spartacist is trying to cut off the heads of things he does not like. Some of the heads have been 
cut off but there are still some still to be defeated.
Your task is to use the internet to search for a different picture, photograph or cartoon about the Spartacist 
rising.

◗◗ Go to Google images and type “Spartacists, Berlin 1919”.
◗◗ Select an image and either print it out and stick in your workbook or paste it into your electronic file.
◗◗ Try to write five comments about why you chose it and what the picture tells you about the Spartacist 

revolt.

Activity 4


