Germany 1919-1939 
How far do the early problems of the Weimar republic suggest that it was doomed from the start? 

Origins of the Weimar Republic.   Effects of the Treaty of Versailles on Germany.   Problems of the Weimar Republic 1918-24 (political weakness, challenges from the Left and Right, Spartacists, Kapp Putsch, Munich Putsch,  invasion of the Ruhr and hyperinflation). 
How far did the Weimar Republic recover under Stresemann? 

Recovery of the economy; the Dawes and Young Plans; the role of Stresemann; inability of the Weimar Republic to cope with the Depression.
How did the Nazi Party develop its ideas and organisation up to 1929? 

Early career of Hitler; founding of the Nazi Party; Munich Putsch; Mein Kampf; decline in support in the Stresemann years.
How was Hitler able to become Chancellor in January 1933? 

Growth in support for the Nazis, 1929-1933; and its reasons; elections of 1932; invitation to lead coalition government, 1933.
How did Hitler change Germany from a democracy to a Nazi dictatorship, 1933-1934? 

Reichstag Fire; Election of March 1933; Enabling Act; elimination of political opposition – political parties, Trade Unions. Night of the Long Knives; death of Hindenburg; Hitler becomes Führer.
What were the main features of totalitarian dictatorship in Nazi Germany? 

One party law and order – the SS and Gestapo. Cultural, racial and religious persecution; control of education, youth movements and the media; censorship and propaganda.
To what extent did the German people benefit from Nazi rule in the 1930s? 

Economic policy; increased employment through public works programmes, rearmament and conscription; self-sufficiency. Effects of Nazi policies on people living in Germany.
The story of Germany 1919-1939 is the story of how an almost perfect democracy, 
where people had freedom and human rights, was overtaken by a right-wing dictatorship, which turned out to be perhaps the nastiest government in human History.

Was the Weimar Republic doomed from the start?
Setting up the Weimar Republic

Before 1919 Germany had been – under Kaiser Wilhelm II – virtually a dictatorship.   There was a Reichstag (a parliament), but it could not make laws and did not appoint the government.   The Kaiser did all that.


But the First World War changed everything.   As Germany sank into defeat, the government fell apart.   The navy mutinied (rebelled) and there were food riots.   German had to sign the Armistice in November 1918, and the Kaiser fled to Holland.   

After a short period of political chaos, the members of the Reichstag met in the small town of Weimar, near Berlin, and set up a new government in February 1919.   It was a Republic (it did not have a king – which is why we call it the ‘Weimar Republic’) and it was a democracy.


The Weimar Republic was a very good democracy.   It had a Bill of Rights to protect the freedoms of the people, and it gave the vote to all men and women over the age of 21.   The voting system was one of ‘proportional representation’ – which elected MPs exactly in line with the wishes of the people.   The people elected the Reichstag, which appointed the government and made the laws.   The Republic did have a President – Frederick Ebert – but he was elected too.
The Weimar Republic runs into difficulties
It sounds amazing that the people of Germany, so long under the dictatorship of the Kaiser, should not welcome such a wonderful democracy.   But many German hated it from the start!   The new Republic found itself attacked from BOTH sides, from left- and right-wing politicians.


On the left, the Communists hated the new government.   They didn’t want a democracy – they wanted a ‘dictatorship of the workers’ which would bring in the Communist revolution.   In January 1919 an extreme group of Communists called the Spartacists had rebelled, and there were many more Communist uprisings in the next few years.

And the right-wing politicians hated the Weimar government even more!   The main problem was that the German Army had not actually surrendered – the German government had.   Consequently, many proud right-wing Germans (‘nationalists’) refused to believe that they had actually lost the war.   They called the politicians who had signed the Armistice ‘the November Criminals’, and they were even more angry when the terms of the Treaty of Versailles became known in June 1919.   There was one right-wing rebellion – the Kapp Putsch in Berlin in 1920 – but right-wing attacks on the government took a different form.   Right-wing groups assassinated politicians and set up paramilitary groups which terrorised their neighbourhoods.   And when the government tried to bring any of them to court, right-wing judges let them off.

Proportional representation turned out to be a disaster too.   It led to the election of many tiny parties, all of whom squabbled amongst each other, so no government could get a majority in the Reichstag – so it could never pass the laws it wanted.   


The new government also ran into economic problems, too.   The Treaty of Versailles had forced Germany to pay reparations, but – weakened by the war – the country wasn’t economically strong enough to pay them.   

Things came to a head in 1923, when Germany defaulted on a payment and the French invaded the Ruhr (the industrial part of Germany) and started to take the money in the form of coal and manufactured goods.   Outraged, the Germans in the Ruhr went on strike and to help them the government promised to pay their wages anyway.   How did it do this – it simply printed off paper money and gave it to the strikers.

In those days they didn’t understand how the economy works, and they didn’t realise what would happen if they stooped producing and started printing more money.   The result, in fact, was hyperinflation – prices rose out of control.   Some people made huge fortunes, but other were ruined.   The country collapsed into chaos.   There were Communist rebellions.   One part of Germany – the Rhineland – declared itself independent.   

In Munich a small right-wing terrorist group called the Nazis mounted an unsuccessful rebellion.   It seemed as though Germany was falling apart.

How far did the Weimar Republic recover under Stresemann? 

But Germany did not disintegrate.   The man usually credited with ‘saving’ Germany was Gustav Stresemann.   The most important thing he did was to organise an alliance of the moderate, pro-democracy parties.   This meant that – for the first time – the government could get a majority in the Reichstag and pass the laws it wanted.   

Stresemann sorted out Germany’s economic problems.   He called off the strike and started paying reparations.   He called in the old worthless money and replaced them with a new currency (the ‘rentenmark’).   Most of all, in 1924 he arranged $200 million loan from the American Vice-President Charles Dawes – which got German industry going.   Stresemann also built new housing, and set up Labour exchanges to pay dole money to the unemployed.   He became hugely popular, and the ‘roaring twenties’ came to Germany – these were the days of great creativity in Architecture (Walter Gropius and the Bauhaus school of architecture), art (Paul Klee and Otto Dix), Books (Erich Maria Remarque) and Films and Cabaret (Marlene Dietrich). 

Stresemann started paying reparations again, persuaded the French to leave the Ruhr.   Germany was allowed to join the League of Nations in 1926.   

The Nazi Party
How did the Nazi Party develop its ideas and organisation up to 1929? 

But although it LOOKED as though Germany had become strong, that strength rested on shaky foundations.   Germany’s economy depended on American loans.   And – in the wings – many right-wing extremists waited, hating Stresemann for paying reparations, waiting their chance to get revenge for the Treaty of Versailles.   One of these parties was the Nazi Party, led by Adolf Hitler.   The Nazis had typical right-wing beliefs – they wanted to set up a dictatorship with tough laws, overturn the Treaty of Versailles and unite all the German-speaking peoples.   They also believed in the superiority of the ‘Aryan master race’ (racism), and said they had the right to persecute the Jews and conquer lebensraum (‘living space’) in eastern Europe.   They hated the Communists.   Like many extremist political parties of these times, they had a paramilitary wing (called the SA) who attacked other parties and assassinated rival politicians.

But the Nazis were different to other right-wing parties.   After 1923 they did not win many Reichstag seats (they only had 12 in 1928), but during this time they began to build for the future.   They managed to get huge funding from rich businessmen (including the German steel bosses Krupp and Thyssen, the German car firms Opel and Skoda, and the American businessmen Henry Ford) who thought the Nazis would stop Communism.   They were brilliant at propaganda (organised by Josef Goebbels) and used the most modern technology (radio, newspapers and airplanes) to get their ideas across.   They used some communist ideas (e.g. state control of industry/ land to the small farmers/ better pensions) to gain the support of the working classes.   They set up a fun youth club which began indoctrinating young people to believe the Nazi message.   Adolf Hitler was a brilliant speaker, and his book – Mein Kampf – became a best seller.   One-by-one, the Nazis began to take over other right-wing parties.
How was Hitler able to become Chancellor in January 1933? 

The Great Depression

In 1929 there was a crisis on Wall Street (the American stock exchange) and a great depression hit the American economy.   The American banks asked German firms for their money back – and so there was an immediate depression in the German economy too.   By 1932, six million people were unemployed.   Many working-class people joined the Communists, but middle-class people flocked to join the Nazis, who promised a strong government which would stop the chaos.   In the July 1932 elections, 230 Nazis were elected to the Reichstag.

Stresemann was dead, and his alliance of pro-democracy parties fell apart.   The government – led by Bruning – could not get enough support to pass its laws, and did not know how to solve the depression.   It suggested cutting wages and unemployment pay – there was an outcry, but the government used Article 48 (a rule which allowed the President to pass any law he wanted in an emergency) to force it through.   Bruning fell from power and Schleicher took over the government – but things did not get any better; the government still needed to use Article 48 every time it wanted to pass a law.
The Nazis are GIVEN power

In November 1932, there was another election, but instead of getting more seats, the number of Nazis actually fell.   Hitler thought that the Nazis had missed their chance.   But then something happened which GAVE him power!   The elections had left Hindenburg (the President) and Papen (his chief adviser) with the same old problem: the government could not get enough support in the Reichstag to pass any laws.   They needed the support of a big party – and Hitler’s Nazis were the biggest party in the Reichstag.   They offered Hitler post of Vice-Chancellor in return for his support.   Hitler refused.   He demanded to become Chancellor (= the British Prime Minister).   Hindenburg and Papen took a risk – they argued that the government would still be full of their supporters, and that they would be able to control Hitler.   In January 1933, they made him Chancellor of Germany.   

How did Hitler change Germany from a democracy to a Nazi dictatorship?
Hindenburg and Papen were wrong – they could not control Hitler.   Within 18 months, Hitler had made himself the dictator of Germany.   

Hitler immediately called another election, and set about getting a majority.   He was helped in this by the Reichstag fire of February 1933 (caused by a Dutch Communist called van der Lubbe, although some historians believe that the Nazis set the fire themselves).   This gave Hitler the chance to arrest hundreds of Communists, and to terrify the German people that the government was in danger.   As a result, the Nazis gained 288 seats in the election.   This still didn’t give the Nazis a majority, but Hitler was able to arrest the Communists and intimidate the other deputies, until the Reichstag passed The Enabling Act (23 March 1933) which gave him the right to make any law he wanted.

From this time on, Hitler was a legal dictator, and he set about eliminating all rivals.   In April 1933, the Nazis took over local government and the police, sacked anti-Nazi teachers and professors, and set up the Gestapo, who sent to concentration camps opponents, Jews, Communists, gypsies, homosexuals, alcoholics and prostitutes and 'grumblers'.   In May 1933 Hitler abolished the Trade Unions, and in July 1933 he abolished all other parties than the Nazis.

Even, in July 1934, Hitler used the SS to murder some 400 of the SA, thus eliminating his rivals within the Nazi party.   When Hindenburg died in August 1934, Hitler declared himself Fuhrer – uniting the roles of Chancellor, President and Head of the Army.

To what extent did the German people benefit from Nazi rule in the 1930s?
For many people the Nazi regime was the happiest time of their lives.   Nazi economic policies (including ‘Autarchy’ – the desire for Germany to be self-sufficient – re-armament and government work programmes) gave full employment, prosperity and financial security - many observers stated that there was no poverty in Germany.   German ‘autobahns’ provided work and improved transport.   A Nazi scheme called ‘Strength through Joy’ gave workers free picnics, visits to the theatre and even free holidays.   There was law and order (few people locked their doors), and the Nazis knew the excitement of ceremonies and rallies.    Germans had hope, and self-belief, and there was a feeling that Hitler ‘keeps me safe from all harm.'   Nazi philosophy idealised women and the family, and the Law for the Encouragement of Marriage gave newly-wed couples 250 marks for each child they had (Mothers who had more than 8 children were given a gold medal).   Also, Nazi culture was very youth-oriented, and the HJ and BDN were treated with respect, and provided with fun activities.
What were the main features of totalitarian dictatorship in Nazi Germany?
On the other hand, all workers had to join the German Labour Front, wages fell, and strikers could be shot.   All culture had to be German (eg Wagner) or Nazi (only approved authors could be read).   Women doctors, teachers and civil servants were forced to give up their careers, and girls were forced to concentrate on the three Cs (Church, children, cooker).   ‘True Aryan girls’ were sent off to special camps where they were bred (like farm animals) with selected 'Aryan' boys.   Most of all, people were not free (eg there was no freedom of speech).   Each block of flats had a 'staircase ruler' who reported grumblers to the Gestapo.   Towards the end of the war, when youth gangs such as the Eidelweiss Pirates grew up, rejecting the HJ; In Cologne in 1944 12 Pirates were hanged.


Jews and gypsies (called untermensch: ‘sub-humans’) were persecuted, put into concentration camps, or used for medical experiments; in the end the Nazis devised the ‘Final Solution of genocide’ (the Holocaust).   Meanwhile black people, the mentally ill, the disabled and the deaf were sterilized or killed; beggars, homosexuals, prostitutes, alcoholics, pacifists and hooligans were put in concentration camps.
