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Exam tips


Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers


Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summaries





•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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About this book


This guide covers Unit AS 1, Option 5: Germany 1919–45 in the CCEA GCE specification, which is worth 20% of the total A-level and 50% of the AS.


The Content Guidance section outlines the key content areas within the period 1919–45. The first part of this section focuses on the Weimar Republic between 1919 and 1929, the challenges it faced before 1923, its progress in the mid- and late 1920s and the development of the Nazi Party at this time. It then examines how the Weimar Republic fell into decline after 1929 and how the Nazis were able to seize power by January 1933 due to the effects of the Depression, the decline of parliamentary government, their own electoral performance and political intrigue. The next part of the guide deals with developments in Germany in the 1930s, including the creation of a Nazi dictatorship, economic and cultural policy and the persecution of Jewish people. Finally, the option considers the impact of the Second World War on Nazi Germany and the lands it occupied, concluding with the implementation of the ‘Final Solution’. The Question & Answers section gives examples of responses to short analytical questions (worth 10 marks), evaluative questions related to the utility of a single source (worth 20 marks) and more extensive questions comparing the validity of two alternative historical interpretations (worth 30 marks). Examples of both strong (A-grade) and weak (C-grade) responses to both types of question are provided. It is not possible to provide sample questions and answers for every topic, so you must be aware that any parts of the specification could be tested in the examination.


This guide cannot go into full detail on each of the four topics, so you should use it alongside other resources such as class notes, relevant and appropriate history websites and at least some of the books in the Reading List drawn up by CCEA. References to some of these texts have been made at various points within the Content Guidance.
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Content Guidance


The Weimar Republic 1919–29


Background


Germany before the First World War


The state of Germany came into existence in 1871. Before this, it had been a collection of smaller states of varying size and power, including Bavaria, Saxony, Prussia and Hanover. These states had been connected by:





•  a shared language



•  special trade arrangements



•  a shared mistrust of Germany’s neighbours — especially France





In 1871, all these states came under the control of the king of Prussia, who became emperor or kaiser of Germany. The various rulers of the other states kept their own titles and a certain amount of control over their own affairs. However, despite their differences, the states were very conscious and proud of being German.


Until the start of the First World War, this sense of German identity held together not only all the German states, but also all classes in Germany. Even the Social Democrats — the biggest party in the Reichstag — pledged their support for the German war effort in 1914


During the late nineteenth century, Germany had become a modern industrial state. This had two important results:





•  the emergence of a powerful industrial working class, sympathetic to socialist and communist ideas



•  a belief among nationalists that Germany did not need democracy — they believed that Germany had taken a Sonderweg towards being a modern state





Germany at the end of the First World War


Kaiser Wilhelm II’s Germany was in a very weak economic and political position at the end of the First World War. It had a military-style government which faced serious problems. The Spring Offensive had collapsed by the summer of 1918. Communists and pacifists generated considerable anti-war feeling, and an Allied naval blockade worsened food shortages.


Finally, the military-style government fell in October 1918. In early November, a naval mutiny stimulated anti-war demonstrations across Germany. Soviets sprang up in the major cities. As a result of all of this, in November the kaiser abdicated and a new German democratic government accepted peace on the basis of the Fourteen Points proposed by US President Wilson.


Cunningly, General Ludendorff (commander of German forces on the Western Front), had persuaded the kaiser to abdicate in the hope that:





•  a civilian government would get fairer peace terms from the Allies than the kaiser would have done (which did not happen)




•  the new German government would get the blame for ending the war (which did happen)






Early threats to Germany’s stability, 1919–23



Political threats from the Left


The Spartacist Uprising, December 1918 to January 1919


The Spartacist Uprising took place in Berlin. It was led by Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg. The Spartacists were communists. After the uprising, they renamed themselves the Communist Party (or KPD). They rose up against the new republic because:





•  They wanted to improve workers’ conditions.



•  They did not support a democratically-elected parliament. Instead, they wanted workers’ councils (or soviets) to be set up to run Germany.





The government put the uprising down brutally, with the help of the Freikorps. Thousands were killed, including the leaders.
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Exam tip


You need to understand the significance of political threats from the Left to the Weimar Republic.
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Significance of the Spartacist Uprising


Layton (2005a) says that the Spartacists failed because they had no real strategy. The leaders were badly divided over aims. He claims the leaders were ‘detached from political realities’.


However, the uprising showed how weak the government was. It made the situation so serious that the new National Assembly was forced to set up in Weimar in Saxony. Furthermore, the government had needed the Freikorps to crush the uprising. The Freikorps despised the new democratic republic.


The uprising also had a big effect on the German left wing. It became divided. The Spartacists (later known as the Communists or KPD) never forgave the government. The Communist Party (KPD) continued to challenge the government through elections and secured 10–15% of the vote in the period 1919–23.



The Bavarian Soviet Republic, 1919


The Bavarian Soviet, modelled on the communist government in Russia, lasted for a number of weeks, ending on 1 May 1919. It took place in Munich, in Bavaria. After a siege, this challenge to the new republic was put down by the army and Freikorps. Over 600 were killed.


The Spartacist Uprising and the Bavarian Soviet Republic proved that Germany was split between extreme left-wing and extreme right-wing groups. Moderates had little real power unless they sided with the right wing and the army.


The Red Rising, 1920


This uprising, which took place mainly in Germany’s industrial Ruhr region, involved 50,000 workers. These workers were hoping to exploit the fact that they had helped the government put an end to the Kapp Putsch in March (see below). However, after Kapp’s defeat, they continued with their strike action in the hope of forcing government concessions. Ironically, the rising was crushed by the Freikorps — the same Freikorps whom they had helped to defeat during the Kapp Putsch.


The German October, 1923


This took place in the southeastern state of Saxony. The Social Democrats (SPD) and Communists (KPD) formed a coalition government in Saxony. The Communists pledged to use their paramilitary units to launch a ‘German October’.


The Weimar government (of whom the Social Democrats were the largest group) sent the army to drive the Communists out of Saxony’s government. Saxony’s Social Democrat prime minister, Zeigner, resisted. The German government then used Article 48 (see below) to remove his government from office. Eventually an all-Social Democrat government was put in place in Saxony.


For Communists, the German October was further proof that the Social Democrats could not be trusted.


Significance of the threats from the Left


The widespread nature of the Communist challenge in Germany was very important. There is no doubt there was significant support for communism at this time. However, disorganisation was crucial and the Communist leadership failed to tap into this support.


Bullock (1962) sees the shock of defeat and the Communist challenge in 1918 and 1919 as crucial in awakening Hitler’s desire for power.
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Knowledge check 1


How important were political threats from the Left in bringing instability to the Weimar Republic between 1919 and 1923?
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Political threats from the Right


Layton (2005a) says that in the 1920s the right-wing threat was the real growing threat to Weimar democracy.



The Kapp Putsch, March 1920


The main causes of the Kapp Putsch were:





•  the Treaty of Versailles (in which the size of the army was reduced), in particular a government attempt to disband a unit of Freikorps — the Marinebrigade Erhardt



•  its monarchist leader (Dr Wolfgang Kapp) was hostile to the new republic





Although the putsch was led by Kapp, it was essentially a Freikorps rebellion. About 5,000 Freikorps took part, led by von Lüttwitz, commander of the Marinebrigade Erhardt. The army took no action against it. The commander-in-chief, von Seeckt, declared ‘troops do not fire on troops’.


Kapp briefly seized power, but the putsch eventually collapsed because workers in Berlin organised (with government encouragement) a 4-day general strike. This shut off all essential supplies, such as gas and electricity. Kapp was forced to flee to Sweden.
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Exam tip


Stress the fact that the Kapp Putsch was unique among the political threats to the Weimar Republic as it briefly managed to seize power.


[image: ]





Results of the Kapp Putsch


The leaders of the Kapp Putsch were not dealt with harshly. Of the 705 prosecuted for their part in the putsch, only one was punished. Kapp himself was captured, but died before he could face trial. The Kapp Putsch was not dealt with more severely because the government felt it could not risk losing right-wing support — once again showing how weak it was.


Layton (2005a) points out a decline in support for the three main democratic parties in Germany:





•  In 1919 they won 76% of the vote in elections.



•  In 1920, after the Kapp Putsch, they won only 48%.
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Knowledge check 2


In what ways did the Kapp Putsch present a significant challenge to the Weimar Republic in 1920?
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Political assassinations, 1919–22


Matthias Erzberger was murdered by right-wing extremists in 1921. He was Germany’s representative on the Reparations Commission, and therefore had responsibility for carrying out these terms of the Treaty of Versailles.


Walter Rathenau, the foreign minister, was murdered by right-wing army officers in 1922. However, the huge attendance at Rathenau’s funeral, showed considerable support for him as a democratic politician.


Overall, between 1919 and 1922, there were 376 political murders in Germany: 354 of them were carried out by the right wing. No one was executed for these. Usually right-wing murders went unpunished by a sympathetic legal system. Left-wing violence, however, was punished harshly. Of the 22 left-wing assassins, 10 were sentenced to death.


The Munich Putsch, November 1923


What was the Nazis’ position in 1923?


By 1923, Nazi membership had gone from 55 when Hitler joined to 20,000. By this stage, Hitler had established an impressive personal reputation and Nazism was very influential among nationalists in Bavaria. However, the Nazis remained largely regional and failed to control all the radical right-wing groups across Germany.
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Knowledge check 3


How important was the Munich Putsch for Hitler’s rise to power?
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Furthermore, the Nazis struggled to appeal beyond the poorer middle classes and skilled workers. In 1923, 60% of their membership came from these groups. Generally, they appealed to those (such as shopkeepers and minor officials) with a limited amount of authority or a small stake in society who feared social slippage and communism.
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Exam tip


Consider the Munich Putsch as an important lesson learned by Hitler on how to secure power.
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Causes of the Munich Putsch


There were a number of factors which helped bring about the Munich Putsch:





•  Hitler was inspired by the successful March on Rome in Italy in 1922.



•  By autumn 1923, Hitler was convinced that it was the right time to strike against his own government, badly weakened by the hyperinflation crisis and the French invasion of the Ruhr.



•  Hitler was dismayed at how close the Communists came to taking over neighbouring Saxony during the recent ‘German October’.



•  Hitler was sure he could get the support of the right-wing Bavarian government.



•  Hitler thought the army and police would support him, having seen the army’s previously lenient attitude towards right-wing violence.





Events


The putsch began on the night of 8 November 1923, when Hitler and the SA surrounded a Beer Hall in Munich where a meeting was being held by the leaders of the Bavarian government, von Kahr and von Lossow. Hitler, with Ludendorff’s support, announced that he was taking over the Bavarian government. Kahr and Lossow were forced to support this plan, but escaped. The following day (under pressure from the Weimar government and von Seeckt), Kahr ordered the Bavarian police to fire on Hitler and a crowd of over 2,000 Nazis as they marched into Munich to begin an attempted march on Berlin.


Significance of the Munich Putsch


The putsch itself had been a fiasco:





•  It was put down by those on whom Hitler was depending as allies and 16 Nazis were killed. Hitler was soon arrested and put on trial for treason. Bullock (1962) notes the relative insignificance of Hitler as a politician in 1923 — simply a ‘provincial politician, who had not yet made any impact on national politics’. The failure of the Munich Putsch highlighted this.



•  Hitler failed to win the expected support of the army. Von Seeckt put pressure on Kahr and Lossov, telling them to crack down on the putsch, or he would. Five days before the putsch, von Seeckt said: ‘salvation for Germany cannot come from one extreme or the other’.



•  The Nazi Party was temporarily banned until 1925 and Hitler was forbidden from speaking in most German states until 1927.





However, Hitler proved to be able to turn failure into success:





•  He used his trial in January 1924 as a huge publicity exercise. It got blanket coverage in the German press and was front page news for 24 days. It made Hitler into a national political figure. Hitler convinced many that he was a German patriot, unlike the Weimar government who signed the Treaty of Versailles, claiming: ‘There is no such thing as high treason against the traitors of 1918.’



•  Hitler was sentenced to 5 years in prison, but he only served 9 months. Many others went unpunished. Ludendorff was acquitted. All this showed the sympathy of the judicial system to the Nazis.



•  In prison, Hitler used his time to rethink his ideas and set them out in his book, Mein Kampf.



•  Finally, and vitally, the Munich Putsch led to decisive change in Nazi tactics. Hitler decided, after some initial doubt, that the Nazis needed to gain a majority in the Reichstag. Votes were of more value than violence. Once in power, Hitler would destroy the Weimar Republic from within.





Significance of the threats from the right


There is a case for claiming that right-wing threats to the Weimar Republic were more significant that those from the left. They gained more support from the authorities and in the case of the Kapp Putsch, nationalist opponents of the new republic actually briefly held power. Nevertheless, the German right, like the left, was too divided to have a chance of taking power in the early 1920s. At this stage, there were about 70 quite small nationalist parties, of whom the Nazis were only one. No one nationalist leader seemed capable of uniting the German right. This would change.


The National Constituent Assembly, February 1919 to June 1920


This new parliament had to meet in Weimar in Saxony. Its location outside Berlin (due to the Spartacist disturbances) revealed the weakness of the new republic. However, this was also an attempt by Friedrich Ebert, a leading democratic politician, to show the Allies that Germany was a civilised nation, deserving fair treatment at the Treaty of Versailles.


The National Assembly did the following important things:





•  It officially elected Ebert as president of the new republic.



•  It accepted the Treaty of Versailles in June 1919.



•  It drew up a constitution for Germany, to be known as the Weimar Constitution, in August 1919.





By June 1920, parliament was restored to Berlin. This parliament was called the Reichstag, as it had been before the First World War.


The Treaty of Versailles, June 1919


How did the Treaty of Versailles weaken the Weimar Republic?


Most Germans saw the Treaty of Versailles as unfair and a humiliation. Many believed US President Wilson’s Fourteen Points were being set aside. For example, the right of self-determination was not applied uniformly and 12% of the population were left outside Germany: 2 million of them were in the disputed ‘Polish Corridor’. This had a huge emotional impact. Wilson had called for ‘peace without victory’, but many Germans did not believe this had happened.
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Knowledge check 4


How important was the Treaty of Versailles in weakening the Weimar Republic in the years up to 1923?
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Exam tip


Consider the Treaty of Versailles as a key long-term factor in bringing down the Weimar Republic. Note how in the short term, the Weimar Republic was able to survive its effects.
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Germany’s armed forces were reduced drastically — the army was reduced to 100,000. Nationalists believed disarmament made Germany vulnerable.


Germany was given sole responsibility for the outbreak of the First World War in the War Guilt Clause (Article 231) and so was required to pay extensive reparations. The figure was set in 1921 at 136,000 million marks. This would contribute to hyperinflation in 1923, as Germany struggled to make the payments required.


The treaty had a huge political impact on the German people. All Germans despised it. Even moderates called it a ‘Diktat’. Nationalists claimed the army had been ‘stabbed in the back’ by the German government. This nationalist discontent was partly responsible for the Kapp Putsch in 1920. Resentment of the treaty did not lessen over time. A. J. Ryder (1973) maintains that the Allies in making Germany sign the Treaty of Versailles forced them to sign the ‘death warrant of German democracy’. Hitler was able to revive hatred of the treaty during the Great Depression.


The treaty also had a huge economic impact. Reparations were so high that Germany struggled to pay, and this helped lead to the hyperinflation crisis in 1923. The loans Germany secured from the USA to pay its reparations eventually helped contribute to the Great Depression in the 1930s, when the USA had to recall its loans. Germany also lost important economic resources. It lost 13% of its land, 16% of its coal production and 48% of its iron ore.


Layton (2005a) points out that the signing of the Treaty of Versailles ‘fuelled the propaganda of the Republic’s enemies over the years’, and therefore was a crucial long-term blow to Weimar.


Short-term impact of the Treaty of Versailles


Reparations were harsh but not so burdensome that they destroyed the German economy. Gustav Stresemann proved that the German economy was capable of surviving the effects of the Treaty of Versailles and hyperinflation. By the mid-1920s, the issue in itself was not a major obstacle to the consolidation of the Weimar Republic. Another crisis would be needed to bring it down.


Despite the severe effects of the treaty, Germany still had an economy much stronger than its neighbours. France, for example, possessed a largely rural economy, while the Russian economy was in crisis due to revolution and civil war.


The Weimar Constitution, August 1919


In August 1919 the new National Constituent Assembly drew up Germany’s first democratic constitution which came to be known as the Weimar Constitution. It made Germany one of the most democratic countries in the world, but contained fundamental weaknesses which could be exploited by the republic’s enemies.




[image: ]


Knowledge check 5


Analyse the strengths and weaknesses of the Weimar Constitution.
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Strengths


In spirit the constitution was democratic and progressive, based on firmly established democratic principles.


Proportional representation was introduced. This meant that minor parties would have influence on German politics and the German economy. Moreover, all Germans over 20 years of age could vote. This compared favourably with Britain, where men could vote at 21 and women not until they were 30.


A Bill of Rights was drawn up. This guaranteed a range of individual rights. These included:





•  the right to freedom of speech



•  the right for workers to belong to a trade union



•  equality of all Germans before the law



•  limited welfare provision (e.g. for housing, the disabled and orphans)



•  protection of labour (which allowed trade unions to be formed)





Leading politicians’ powers were restricted. The chancellor could only rule with majority support in the Reichstag and had to be elected every 5 years. The president had to be elected every 7 years and was expected to defend the constitution against its enemies.



Weaknesses and how the constitution damaged Weimar


Despite its many advantages, proportional representation also caused problems for the new republic’s stability. No one party ever had a majority in the Reichstag. Therefore, governments always had to be coalitions. These worked well in good times, but fell apart in times of crisis. As a result there were six different governments between 1918 and 1923.


In a crisis the only person who could govern effectively was the president, using Article 48 of the constitution. This allowed him (and his chancellors) to rule by decree, effectively suspending Germany’s democracy. Article 48 had to be used often in the period 1918–23, such as during the German October and the hyperinflation crisis. Over 100 decrees were issued between 1930 and 1932. This created an undemocratic atmosphere, which helped Hitler to gain power in January 1933.
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