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Introduction: about this book

This book has been written primarily to support the study of the following course:


•  AQA Unit 2O: Democracy and Nazism: Germany, 1918–1945



The writer hopes that student readers will regard the book not simply as an aid to better exam results, but as a study which is enjoyable in itself as an analysis of a very important theme in history.

The following explains the different features of this book and how they will help your study of the course.

Beginning of the book

Context

Starting a new course can be daunting if you are not familiar with the period or topic. This section outlines what you need to know about the beginning of the period and will set up some of the key themes. Reading this section will help you get up to speed on the content of the course.

Throughout the book

Key terms

You need to know these to gain an understanding of the period. The appropriate use of specific historical language in your essays will also help you to improve the quality of your writing. Key terms are in boldface type the first time they appear in the book. They are defined in the margin and appear in the glossary at the end of the book.

Profiles

Some chapters contain profiles of important individuals. These include a brief biography and information about the importance and impact of the individual. This information can be very useful in understanding certain events and providing supporting evidence to your arguments.

Sources

Historical sources are important in understanding why specific decisions were taken or on what contemporary writers and politicians based their actions. The questions accompanying each source will help you to understand and analyse the source.

Key debates

The key debates between historians will help you think about historical interpretations and understand the different points of view for a given historiographical debate.

Chapter summaries

These written summaries are intended to help you revise and consolidate your knowledge and understanding of the content.

Summary diagrams

These visual summaries at the end of each section are useful for revision.

Refresher questions

The refresher questions are quick knowledge checks to make sure you have understood and remembered the material that is covered in the chapter.

Question practice

There are opportunities at the end of each chapter to practise exam-style questions so that you can practise the questions relevant to your course. The exam hint below each question will help you if you get stuck.

End of the book

Timeline

Understanding chronology (the order in which events took place) is an essential part of history. Knowing the order of events is one thing, but it is also important to know how events relate to each other. This timeline will help you put events into context and will be helpful for quick reference or as a revision tool.

Exam focus

This section gives advice on how to answer questions in your exam, focusing on the different requirements of your exam paper. The guidance in this book has been based on detailed examiner reports since 2017. It models best practice in terms of answering exam questions and shows the most common pitfalls to help ensure you get the best grade possible.

Glossary of terms

All the key terms in the book are defined in the glossary.

Further reading

To achieve top marks in history, you will need to read beyond this textbook. This section contains a list of books and articles for you to explore. The list may also be helpful for an extended essay or piece of coursework.

Online extras

This new edition is accompanied by online material to support you in your study. Throughout the book you will find the online extras icon to prompt you to make use of the relevant online resources. By going to www.hodderhistory.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras you will find the following:

Activity worksheets

These activities will help you develop the skills you need for the exam. The thinking that you do to complete the activities, and the notes you make from answering the questions, will prove valuable in your learning journey and helping you get the best grade possible. Your teacher may decide to print the entire series of worksheets to create an activity booklet to accompany the course. Alternatively, they may be used as standalone activities for class work or homework. However, don’t hesitate to go online and print off a worksheet yourself to get the most from this book.

Who’s who

A level history covers a lot of key figures so it’s perfectly understandable if you find yourself confused by all the different names. This document organises the individuals mentioned throughout the book by categories so you know your Goebbels from your Göring!

Further research

While further reading of books and articles is helpful to achieve your best, there’s a wealth of material online, including useful websites, digital archives and documentaries on YouTube. This page lists resources that may help further your understanding of the topic. It may also prove a valuable reference for research if you decide to choose this period for the coursework element of your course.


Dedication

Keith Randell (1943–2002)

The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.


CHAPTER 1


Context: Imperial Germany in 1914



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


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

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

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

•  Weimar Republic (1918–33). A democratic republic.

•  Third Reich (1933–45). The Nazi dictatorship under Hitler.

•  Occupation and division of Germany (1945–90). Military occupation by the Allies leading to the division of Germany into two separate states: East Germany – the German Democratic Republic; West Germany – the German Federal Republic.

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

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


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

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

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

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

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



In the Bismarckian era up to 1890, the political system had functioned quite well, as the chancellor and the emperor shared the same political outlook. But, Kaiser Wilhelm II wanted to portray himself as an autocrat controlling the political scene and set on pursuing more aggressive militaristic policies. So from 1900 Imperial Germany was showing signs of growing political divisions (see Figure 1.1).

The German economy

The economy had grown rapidly. By 1871 it had already completed what economic historians describe as the ‘take-off’ into sustained growth. Industries associated with the first stages of industrialisation – coal, iron, heavy engineering and textiles – were well established and their production continued to increase.

By 1914 Germany had expanded to become continental Europe’s industrial superpower and it was in a position to compete with British supremacy. It had already exceeded Britain’s level of iron production and had nearly caught up with that country’s coal production. Steel production also increased by almost 90 per cent in this period so that German output was double that of Britain. Moreover, German economic expansion was not just built on the ‘old industries’; the very nature of its growth was more advanced, as the new industries created a ‘second industrial revolution’. Germany excelled in new and innovative technologies such as electrics, chemicals, pharmaceuticals and mechanical engineering. The companies Daimler and Diesel developed cars while AEG and Siemens became huge electrical businesses. This new economic transformation was supported by a well-developed transport infrastructure of trains and trams, an advanced banking system, and a population well educated in technical skills.


[image: ]
Figure 1.1 Germany in 1914.



German society

The above dramatic economic advance caused fundamental social changes. The population had grown dramatically and by 1910 Germany had become an urbanised rather than agricultural society. Sixty per cent of Germans lived in towns; Berlin was then by far the largest city with 2 million inhabitants – but Munich, Leipzig, Hamburg, Dresden, Cologne and Breslau all exceeded half a million. Not surprisingly, with such a rapid growth there were problems of overcrowding and homelessness. Moreover, although unemployment was not a major problem, most workers had a poor standard of living.

Industrialisation inevitably brought about fundamental shifts in balance between the various classes in society – and increased tensions. There was a massive upsurge in membership of trade unions and, also by 1912, the SPD (the Social Democrats, see pages 9–10) – as the political representatives of the trade unions and the working classes – had become by far the largest parliamentary party in the Reichstag. They stood for socialism and campaigned for social and political changes. In practice, they had no real political power, but the Junkers, who sympathised with the army and the other elites, saw them as a major threat to the established order. Likewise, although many of the wealthy entrepreneurial middle classes sympathised with some political reform, they saw the increasing power of socialism as a concern to their economic position.

By 1914 Germany had become an increasingly rich but divided country which could not disguise its social, regional and religious differences. On the one hand, Imperial Germany looked like an entrenched autocracy with an eccentric Kaiser supported by the dominant elites. On the other hand, there were signs of an emerging parliamentary democracy with liberal values. These tensions were evident in the political system and Germany seemed incapable of adapting to real change in the years before the war.

War and defeat: collapse of Imperial Germany

The declaration of war in 1914 by the Kaiser generated a wave of patriotic support for the regime against the Allies, and the main parties initially agreed on a political truce. However, the failure of a quick military victory increased the pressure for ‘total war’. By 1916 Germany was being run virtually by a military dictatorship, while the food shortages and growing inflation sapped civilian morale. Two years later, in the autumn of 1918, military defeat and social discontent culminated in the collapse of the regime and in the abdication of the Kaiser.

The years 1918–45 – the main focus of this book – proved to be a highly traumatic period of history. In the first half of that period the new democracy, the Weimar Republic, was disadvantaged from the moment of its birth. Under the charismatic leadership of Adolf Hitler, the Nazis rapidly established a one-party dictatorship from 1933 that scarred the country and Europe for twelve years. By the end of the Second World War in 1945, Germany was once again militarily defeated and politically divided – with a host of new economic and social problems.


CHAPTER 2


The establishment of the Weimar Republic 1918–19



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


•  The collapse of Imperial Germany

•  The German Revolution

•  The National Assembly and the Weimar constitution



The key debate on page 23 of this chapter asks the question: Was the German Revolution a failure?
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KEY DATES



	1918
	Sept.
	Ludendorff conceded that Germany was defeated



	 
	Oct. 3
	Prince Max of Baden appointed chancellor



	 
	Nov. 2
	Grand Fleet mutiny at Kiel



	 
	Nov. 3–9
	Rebellions spread – workers’ and soldiers’ councils formed



	 
	Nov. 8
	Bavaria proclaimed a socialist republic



	 
	Nov. 9
	Kaiser abdicated and fled to Netherlands



	 
	 
	Ebert appointed chancellor



	 
	 
	Germany proclaimed a republic



	 
	Nov. 10
	Ebert–Groener agreement



	 
	Nov. 11
	Armistice signed with Allies at Compiègne



	1919
	Jan. 1
	German Communist Party founded



	 
	Jan. 5–11
	Spartacist uprising in Berlin



	 
	Jan. 15
	Murder of Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg



	 
	Feb. 6
	National Assembly met at Weimar



	 
	Feb.–May
	Disturbances, strikes and riots in many parts of Germany



	 
	July 31
	Weimar constitution adopted by the National Constituent Assembly
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1 The collapse of Imperial Germany


What were the problems faced by Imperial Germany in 1918?

Were the changes of the October reform a ‘revolution from above’?



When the First World War broke out in 1914, it was generally assumed that the conflict would not last very long. However, after four years of bloody war, Germany faced military defeat for the following main reasons:


•  Germany’s failure to achieve rapid victory in 1914. German military strategy was built on the notion of a quick victory to avoid a long, drawn-out conflict with the Allies, but by the autumn of 1914 the Schlieffen Plan had failed.

•  Stalemate. Germany was forced to fight the war on two fronts, the east and the west, and the balance of military power resulted in a war of stalemate. The situation was made particularly difficult for Germany by the Allies’ naval blockade, which limited the import of all supplies. Although the German policy of unrestricted submarine warfare threatened Britain, it did not decisively weaken it.

•  Strengths of the Allies. Britain and France were major colonial powers and could call on their overseas empires for personnel, resources and supplies. Furthermore, from April 1917, the Allies were strengthened by the USA’s entry into the war, which mobilised 2 million men.

•  Limitations of the German war economy. Germany was unprepared for the costs of a long war. It made efforts to increase arms production, but the economy was dislocated by the disruption to finance and the collapse of trade.

•  Failure of the final offensive. A chance for Germany to escape from military defeat came when it imposed the severe Treaty of Brest-Litovsk on Russia in March 1918. This immediately enabled Germany to launch a final major offensive on the Western Front. However, it was unable to maintain the momentum and, by August, German troops were being forced to retreat. At the same time, its own allies, Austria, Turkey and Bulgaria, were collapsing.



Socio-economic effects of the First World War

In 1914 the vast majority of Germans supported the war and there were no signs of the country’s morale and unity breaking down until the winter months of early 1917. Then, the accumulation of shortages, high prices and the black market, as well as the bleak military situation, began to affect the public mood. Social discontent thereafter grew markedly because of:


•  Food and fuel shortages. The exceptionally cold winter of 1916–17 and the failure of the potato crop were so severe it was named the ‘turnip winter’.

•  Civilian mortality. Deaths from starvation and hypothermia increased from 121,000 in 1916 to 293,000 in 1918. And the number of infant deaths increased by over 50 per cent in the course of the war years.

•  The influenza epidemic. In 1918 Europe was hit by the ‘Spanish flu’, which killed between 20 and 40 million people – a figure higher than the casualties of the First World War.

•  Inflation. Workers were forced to work even longer hours, but wages fell below the inflation rate. Average prices doubled in Germany between 1914 and 1918, whereas wages rose by only 50–75 per cent.

•  Casualties. About 2 million Germans were killed, with a further 6 million wounded, many suffering disability. The emotional trauma for all these soldiers and their families was not so easy to put into statistics.



Social discontent grew markedly in the final years of the war. Considerable anger was expressed against the arms dealers – so-called ‘sharks’ – who had made vast profits. Resentment grew in the minds of many in the middle classes because they felt that their social status had been lowered as their income declined. Above all, opposition began to grow against the political leaders who had urged total war. Faced with the worsening situation on the domestic front and the likelihood of defeat, the military leaders Generals Ludendorff and Hindenburg (see page 71) recognised the seriousness of Germany’s position and decided to seek peace with the Allies.
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION

How does the photo in Source A show the domestic impact of the war on Germany’s children?
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SOURCE A

Children’s free food programme. Children enjoying a free meal in a soup kitchen in 1917.
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The October reform

Once Ludendorff came to appreciate that an Allied invasion of Germany would lead to destructive internal disturbances, he pushed for political change from the autocracy of Imperial Germany. Now he wanted to change Germany into a constitutional monarchy through the Kaiser’s handing over political power to a civilian government. In other words, he aimed to establish a more democratic government, while maintaining the German monarchy.

Ludendorff’s political turnaround had two aims. First, he wanted to secure for Germany the best possible peace terms from the Allies – it was believed that the Allied leaders would be more sympathetic to a democratic regime in Berlin. Secondly, he hoped the change would prevent the outbreak of political revolutionary disturbances. However, Ludendorff had a third and a more cynical ulterior motive. He saw the need to shift the responsibility for Germany’s defeat away from the military leadership and the conservative forces, which had dominated Imperial Germany, such as landowners and the army. Instead, he intended to put the responsibility and blame for the defeat on the new leadership. Here lay the origins of the ‘stab in the back’ myth, which was later to play such a vital part in the history of the Weimar Republic.

The ‘stab in the back’ myth was a theme soon taken up by sympathisers of the political right wing. The Bavarian military attaché reported in October 1918:
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SOURCE B

Report of the Bavarian military attaché, quoted in V.R. Berghahn, Modern Germany, Cambridge University Press, 1987, p. 59.

On the domestic political situation one often hears the opinion expressed that it is a good thing that the left-wing parties will have to incur the odium for peace. The storm of indignation of the people will fall on them … One hopes that then one can get back into the saddle and continue to govern according to the old recipe.
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION

In what ways did the Bavarian military attaché acknowledge the strategy of the ‘stab in the back’ in Source B?

[image: ]



It was against this background that Prince Max of Baden, a moderate conservative, was appointed chancellor on 3 October 1918. He had democratic views and also a well-established international reputation because of his work with the Red Cross. In the following month a series of constitutional reforms came into effect, which turned Germany into a parliamentary democracy:


•  Wilhelm II gave up his powers over the army and the navy to the Reichstag.

•  The chancellor and his government were made accountable to the Reichstag, instead of to the Kaiser.

•  At the same time, armistice negotiations with the Allies were opened.



What pushed Germany, in such a short space of time, from political reform towards revolution was the widespread realisation that the war was lost. The shock of defeat, after years of hardship and optimistic propaganda, hardened popular opinion. By early November it was apparent that the creation of a constitutional monarchy would not defuse what had become a revolutionary situation.

‘A revolution from above’?

The October reform has traditionally been portrayed as ‘a revolution from above’. This suggests that it was brought about by those in power – and not the result of ‘a revolution from below’ by the population. The historian Hans-Ulrich Wehler, writing in 1985, regards the events of October 1918 as proof of the view that Germany had long been controlled and manipulated by the conservative traditional forces: ‘The conservative bastions of the monarchy and the Army were to be preserved as far as possible behind the facade of new arrangements intended to prevent the radical overthrow of the system and prove acceptable to the Allies.’

However, history professor Eberhard Kolb, writing in 1984, has suggested that the steps taken by the military leaders coincided with pressure from the Reichstag to bring about political change. The most telling evidence supporting this interpretation is the resolution passed (on the same day as Ludendorff’s recommendation for an armistice) demanding ‘the creation of a strong government supported by the confidence of a majority of the Reichstag’. Furthermore, Prince Max was appointed only after consultation with the majority parties in the Reichstag.

These changes certainly cannot be ignored but, on balance, it would be wrong to read too much into these actions. Over the years the German Reichstag had shown no real inclination to seize the initiative. This still applied in 1918. The Reichstag suspended proceedings on 5 October and went into recess until 22 October, when it adjourned again until 9 November. These were hardly the actions of an institution that wished to control events decisively. It seems that the October reform was shaped ‘from above’ and the Reichstag was happy to go along with this – it did not amount to a constitutional revolution.
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ONLINE EXTRAS

AQA

Test your understanding of the collapse of Imperial Germany by completing Worksheet 1 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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SUMMARY DIAGRAM

THE COLLAPSE OF IMPERIAL GERMANY
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2 The German Revolution


How and why did the October reform fail to prevent the November revolution?

Why were the consequences of the divisions in the left-wing movement so significant?



On 29 October a mutiny began to spread among some sailors who refused to obey orders at Wilhelmshaven, near Kiel. Prince Max’s government quickly lost control of the political situation and, by 2 November, sailors had gained control of other major ports, such as Kiel and Hamburg. These mutinies had been prompted by a real fear among the sailors that their officers were planning a suicide attack on the British fleet, in order to restore the honour of the German navy. The news of the Kiel mutiny fanned the flames of discontent to the other ports of Bremen and Lübeck and soon throughout Germany. By 6 November numerous workers’ and soldiers’ councils, similar to the soviets that had been set up by the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, were established in the major cities of Berlin, Cologne and Stuttgart. In Bavaria, the last member of the House of Wittelsbach, King Louis III, was deposed and the socialist Kurt Eisner (see page 38) proclaimed Bavaria an independent democratic socialist republic.

By the end of the first week of November the October reform had failed to impress the German people. The popular discontent was turning into a more fundamental revolutionary movement whose demands were for an immediate peace and the abdication of Kaiser Wilhelm II. The disturbances were prompted by:


•  the realisation by troops and sailors that the war was lost and nothing was to be gained by carrying on

•  the sense of national shock when the news came of Germany’s military defeat – propaganda and censorship had delayed the reality for too long

•  the increasing anger and bitterness over socio-economic conditions.



Prince Max would certainly have liked to preserve the monarchy, and possibly even Wilhelm II himself, but the Emperor’s delusions that he could carry on without making any more political changes placed the chancellor in a difficult position. In the end, Prince Max became so worried by the revolutionary situation in Berlin that on 9 November he announced that the Kaiser would renounce the throne and that a left-wing provisional coalition government would be formed by Friedrich Ebert:


•  ‘provisional’ as it was short term until a national election was held to vote for a National Assembly (parliament)

•  ‘coalition’ as it was a combination of parties, the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) and German Independent Social Democratic Party (USPD) (see pages 10 and 12).



It was in this chaotic situation that Philipp Scheidemann, appeared on the balcony of the Reichstag building and proclaimed Germany a republic. (Actually, an hour later Germany was also declared a ‘soviet republic’ by Karl Liebknecht – a statement crucial for the shaping of the German Revolution.) It was only in the evening of 9 November that the Kaiser, who was in Belgium, accepted the advice of leading generals to abdicate. In effect, the Kaiser did not formally abdicate, he simply walked away and went into voluntary exile in the Netherlands.

The left-wing movement

Although there was a genuinely revolutionary situation in Germany in November 1918, the left-wing movement behind it was not united and consisted of three main strands (see Table 2.1, page 10).

The SPD (German Social Democratic Party)

The SPD represented moderate socialist aims and was led by Friedrich Ebert and Philipp Scheidemann. It dated from 1875. In the election of 1912 it had become the largest party in the Reichstag with a membership of over a million people. Its fundamental aim was to create a socialist republic, but being wholly committed to parliamentary democracy, it totally rejected anything that might have been likened to Soviet-style communism.

The Spartacists

On the extreme left stood the Spartacus League (otherwise known as the Spartacists), led by Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg. The Spartacists had been formed in 1905 as a minor faction of the SPD and by 1918 they had a national membership of about 5000. From 1914 they had opposed the war, deeply influenced by Lenin and Bolshevism, they believed that Germany should follow the same path as Communist Russia. Their fundamental aim was to create a soviet republic based on the rule of the proletariat through workers’ and soldiers’ councils.

The USPD (Independent German Social Democratic Party)

The USPD had been formed in 1917 as a breakaway group from the SPD. It was led by Hugo Haase and Karl Kautsky. Although the USPD was in a minority in the assembly in the Reichstag it had a substantial following of 300,000 members.

The USPD demanded radical social and economic change as well as political reforms. However, it was far from united and internal divisions and squabbles curtailed its influence. The main disagreement was between those who sympathised with the creation of a parliamentary democracy and those who advocated a more revolutionary democracy based on the workers’ councils.

Ebert’s coalition government

There was a lack of unity in Ebert’s coalition government because of the different aims and methods of the socialist movement. Moreover, German society was in a chaotic state of near collapse so the leading political figures at the time had little room to manoeuvre when they had to make hasty and difficult decisions.

Ebert himself was a moderate and feared that the political situation in Germany could easily run out of control. The nature of Ebert’s major problems can be seen in Table 2.2 (see page 11).

Ebert’s main worry was that the extreme left would gain the upper hand. He recognised the growing number of workers’ councils and feared that they might threaten his policy of gradual change. He was determined to maintain law and order to prevent the country collapsing into civil war. He also feared that the return of millions of troops after the Armistice agreement would create enormous social and political problems. These concerns were the main reasons why Ebert and the SPD leadership were ready to make agreements with the army and industrialists in the following months.

Table 2.1 The German left-wing movement
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Ebert–Groener agreement

On 10 November, the day after the declaration of the republic, General Wilhelm Groener, Ludendorff’s successor, telephoned Chancellor Ebert, which was later revealed in the former’s memoirs (see Source C).


[image: ]

SOURCE C

From the memoirs of General Groener, written in the 1930s, quoted in J.C.G. Röhl, From Bismarck to Hitler, Longman, 1970, pp. 87–8.

In the evening [10 November 1918] I telephoned the Reich Chancellery and told Ebert that the Army put itself at the disposal of the government, that in return for this the Field Marshal and the officer corps expected the support of the government in the maintenance of order and discipline in the Army. The officer corps expected the government to fight against Bolshevism and was ready for the struggle. Ebert accepted my offer of an alliance …
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION

According to Groener in Source C, what did the two men agree on and why did the deal have important implications for the new republic?
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The Ebert–Groener telephone conversation was very significant. The Supreme Army Command agreed to support the new government and to use troops to maintain the stability and security of the new republic. In return, Ebert promised to oppose the spread of revolutionary socialism and to preserve the authority of the army officers. The deal agreed has become known simply as the Ebert–Groener agreement.

Table 2.2 Ebert’s main problems
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Stinnes–Legien agreement

A few days later, on 15 November, Karl Legien, leader of the trade unions, and Hugo Stinnes, leader of the industrial employers, held another significant discussion. The Stinnes–Legien agreement was, in effect, a deal where the trade unions made a commitment not to interfere with private ownership and the free market, in return for workers’ committees, an eight-hour working day and full legal recognition. Ebert’s provisional government endorsed this because the German trade unions were a powerful movement and traditionally closely tied with the SPD.

These two agreements with the army and industry, however, have been severely criticised over the years by the left wing. Critics have accused Ebert of having supported compromises with the forces of conservatism. The army was not reformed at all and it was not really committed to democracy. Employers resented the concessions and were unsympathetic to the Weimar system. Nevertheless, there is a counterargument that Ebert and the SPD leadership were motivated by the simple desire to guarantee stability and a peaceful transition.
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ONLINE EXTRAS

AQA

Get to grips with the Ebert–Groener agreement by completing Worksheet 2 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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Left-wing divisions

By the final days of 1918 it was clear that the SPD had become distanced from its political ‘allies’ on the left, and their conflicting aims resulted in fundamental differences over strategy and policies.

SPD

The SPD government became increasingly isolated. It moved further to the political right and grew dependent on the civil service and the army to maintain effective government.

Aim


•  To establish a socialist republic by the creation of parliamentary democracy.



Strategy


•  To arrange a democratic election leading to a National Assembly.

•  To introduce moderate changes, but to prevent the spread of Communist revolution.



Policies


•  To maintain law and order with the existing legal and police systems.

•  To maintain the traditional German army.

•  To introduce welfare benefits.



USPD

In late December 1918 the USPD members of Ebert’s government resigned over the shooting of some Spartacists by soldiers. However, the split had really emerged over the USPD’s desire to introduce fundamental social and economic changes that the SPD did not want to adopt.

Aim


•  To create a socialist republic governed by workers’ and soldiers’ councils in conjunction with a parliament.



Strategy


•  To introduce radical social and economic changes.



Policies


•  To reform the army fundamentally.

•  To nationalise key industries.

•  To introduce welfare benefits.



Spartacists

On 1 January 1919 the Spartacists founded the Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands (KPD) – the German Communist Party. It refused to participate in the parliamentary elections, preferring instead to place its faith in the workers’ councils.

Aim


•  To create a soviet republic based on the rule of the workers’ and soldiers’ councils.



Strategy


•  To oppose the creation of a National Assembly and to take power by strikes, demonstrations and revolts leading to fundamental social and economic changes.



Policies


•  To replace the army by local militias of workers.

•  To carry out extensive nationalisation of industries and land.

•  To introduce welfare benefits.
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Friedrich Ebert
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	1871
	Born in Heidelberg of humble background and trained as a saddler



	1889
	Became a trade union organiser and SPD member



	1912
	Elected as a member of the Reichstag



	1916
	Chosen as leader of the SPD



	1918
	Made chancellor of the provisional government when Imperial Germany collapsed



	1919
	Chosen as the country’s first president, a position he held until his death



	1925
	Died at the age of 54 of a ruptured appendix




As an apprentice, Ebert became quickly involved in trade union work, was soon recognised by the SPD leadership and in 1912 he entered the Reichstag. Although the First World War divided the SPD fundamentally, Ebert worked hard to reconcile the differences and in 1916 he was chosen as leader. However, a year later the party split and the USPD was created.

When Germany collapsed in 1918, Ebert supported a parliamentary democracy with a constitutional monarchy, but when the Kaiser abdicated he accepted the chancellorship. He was successful in holding the first truly democratic German elections which led to the National Assembly and the creation of the Weimar constitution. However, Ebert himself was attacked for endorsing the use of the army and the Freikorps to suppress the more radical left.

From a humble background, Ebert rose to be the country’s first president in February 1919, a position he held until his death. He oversaw the years of crisis and applied the emergency decrees of Article 48 with success. Yet, he became the focus of scurrilous criticism from the extreme right. He was a man of great integrity and decency who was a patriot and served his office with distinction and honour. His character and achievements shaped the development of Weimar.
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SOURCE D

From an article in Vorwärts, the SPD newspaper, published on 24 December 1918, quoted in John Laver, Imperial and Weimar Germany, Hodder & Stoughton, 1992, p. 39.

Let the Russian example be a warning. Do we want another war? Do we want terror, the bloody reign of a caste? NO! We want no more bloodshed and no militarism. We want to achieve peace through work. We want peace, in order not to degenerate into a militarism dictated by the unemployed, as in Russia. Bolshevik bums call the armed masses into the streets, and armed masses, bent on violence, are militarism personified. But we do not want militarism of the right or of the left.

Bolshevism, the lazy man’s militarism, knows no freedom or equality. It is vandalism and terror by a small group that arrogates power. So do not follow the Spartacists, the German Bolsheviks, unless you want to ruin our economy and trade.
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION

In what ways did the SPD editorial in Source D deride the Spartacists? How does it underline the differences in the aims of the SPD and the Spartacists?
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ONLINE EXTRAS

AQA

Test your understanding of the Ebert–Groener agreement by completing Worksheet 3 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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The Spartacist revolt

In January 1919 the Spartacists decided that the time was ripe to launch an armed rising in Berlin with the aim of overthrowing the provisional government in order to create a soviet republic.

On 5 January they occupied public buildings, called for a general strike and formed a revolutionary committee. They denounced Ebert’s provisional government and the coming elections, which in their eyes were betraying the revolution. However, they had little chance of success. There were three days of savage street fighting and over 100 were killed. The Spartacist coup was easily defeated and afterwards, controversially, Liebknecht and Luxemburg were brutally murdered while in police custody.

The uprising of January 1919 showed that the Spartacists were strong on policies, but detached from political realities. They had no real strategy and their ‘revolutionaries’ were mainly just workers with rifles. By contrast, the government, led by defence minister Gustav Noske, had not only the backing of the army’s troops, but also 120 ‘irregular’ military-style groups, Freikorps, with about 400,000 soldiers. He placed his trust in the generals in charge to use unrestrained force against disturbances.

These events created a very troubled atmosphere in the following few months. The elections for the National Assembly duly took place in January 1919 (see pages 15–17), although the continuation of strikes and street disorder in Berlin meant that, for reasons of security, the Assembly’s first meeting was switched to the town of Weimar. More serious trouble in Bavaria in April resulted in a short-lived soviet-type republic being established there (see pages 37–8). The Freikorps brought the disturbances under control although, in each case, at the cost of hundreds of lives. The infant republic had survived the traumas of its birth.
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SOURCE E

‘What does Spartacus want? Fighting the new militarism, capitalism and landowners.’ A KPD poster from 1919.
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION

What is the battle portrayed in this cartoon in Source E?
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ONLINE EXTRAS

AQA

Learn how to plan an effective essay on the German Revolution by completing Worksheet 4 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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SUMMARY DIAGRAM

THE GERMAN REVOLUTION
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3 The National Assembly and the Weimar constitution


Were the elections for the National Assembly and the Weimar constitution an achievement for democracy?

How fundamental were the changes brought about by the German Revolution?



Despite disturbances across the country in the months after the collapse of Imperial Germany, the new republic was still able to hold elections for a National Assembly on 19 January 1919. Although most of the parties renamed themselves there was little change in the party system (see Table 2.3, page 16).

Table 2.3 The major political parties in the Weimar Republic



	Parties
	Leaders
	Policies



	BVP: Bayerische Volkspartei (Bavarian People’s Party)
	Leader: Heinrich Held
	The BVP was a regional party formed from elements of the Zentrumspartei in 1919 in order to uphold Bavaria’s local interests. It was conservative, but generally supported the republic



	DDP: Deutsche Demokratische Partei (German Democratic Party)
	Leaders: Walther Rathenau (see page 42) and Hugo Preuss
	Formed from the National Liberals in the old Reichstag, it attracted support from the professional middle classes, especially the intellectuals and some of the businessmen. The party supported the democratic republic and was committed to constitutional reform



	DNVP: Deutschnationale Volkspartei (German National People’s Party)
	Leaders: Karl Helfferich and Alfred Hugenberg (see page 69)
	The DNVP was a right-wing party formed from the old conservative parties and some of the racist, anti-Semitic groups, such as the Pan-German League. It was monarchist and anti-republican. Generally, it was closely tied to the interests of heavy industry and agriculture, including landowners and small farmers



	DVP: Deutsche Volkspartei (German People’s Party)
	Leader: Gustav Stresemann (see page 58)
	A new party founded by Stresemann. At first suspicious of the Weimar Republic and voted against the new constitution. From 1921, under Stresemann’s influence, the DVP became a supporter of parliamentary democracy. It attracted support from the Protestant middle and upper classes



	KPD: Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands (German Communist Party)
	Leader: Ernst Thälmann (see page 70)
	The KPD was formed in January 1919 by the extreme left wing (Spartacists). It was anti-republican in the sense that it opposed Weimar-style democracy and supported a revolutionary overthrow of society. Most of its supporters were from the working class and it was strengthened by the defection of many USPD members in 1920



	NSDAP: Nationalsozialistische Partei Deutschlands (National Socialist German Workers’ Party – Nazi Party)
	Leader: Adolf Hitler (see page 91)
	Extreme right-wing party formed in 1919. It was anti-republican, anti-Semitic and strongly nationalist. Until 1930 it remained a fringe party with support from the lower middle classes



	SPD: Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (German Social Democratic Party)
	Leaders: Friedrich Ebert (see page 13) and Philipp Scheidemann (see page 9)
	The moderate wing of the socialist movement, it was very much the party of the working class and the trade unions. It strongly supported parliamentary democracy and was opposed to the revolutionary demands of the more left-wing socialists



	USPD: Unabhängige Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (Independent German Social Democratic Party)
	Leaders: Karl Kautsky and Hugo Haase (see page 10)
	The USPD broke away from the SPD in April 1917. It included many of the more radical elements of German socialism and, therefore, sought social and political change. About half its members joined the KPD during 1919–20 while by 1922 most of the others had returned to the ranks of the SPD



	ZP: Zentrumspartei (Centre Party)
	Leaders: Matthias Erzberger (see page 42) and Heinrich Brüning (see page 113)
	The ZP had been created in the nineteenth century to defend the interests of the Roman Catholic Church. It continued to be the major political voice of Catholicism and enjoyed a broad range of supporters from aristocratic landowners to Christian trade unionists. Most of the ZP was committed to the republic. From the late 1920s it became more sympathetic to the right wing




The election results (see Figure 2.1) quickly led to the creation of the National Assembly on 6 February.
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Figure 2.1 Reichstag election result January 1919. Turnout was 83 per cent and the total number of seats was 423. The NSDAP and the KPD did not take part in the elections.



In many respects the election results represented a major success for the forces of democracy. The turnout was 83 per cent and 76 per cent of the electorate voted for democratic parties. The solid vote for the three main democratic parties, the SPD, the DDP and the ZP, made it straightforward to form a coalition government, which became known as the ‘Weimar Coalition’. However, two points should be borne in mind: although the DNVP gained only 10 per cent, it had backing from important conservative supporters; and the DVP and its leader, Stresemann, did not support the Weimar Republic at first because they wanted Germany to have a constitutional monarchy.

The Weimar constitution

Back in November 1918, Ebert had invited the liberal lawyer Hugo Preuss to draw up a new constitution for Germany and a draft was outlined by the time the National Assembly was established in February 1919. Preuss worked closely on the draft with a constitutional committee of 28 members over the following six months, although their discussions were deeply overshadowed by the dispute about the Treaty of Versailles (see pages 29–36).

The proposals for the new constitution were influenced by the long-established democratic ideas of Britain and the USA. Nevertheless, Germany’s particular circumstances and traditions were not ignored as, for example, in the introduction of proportional representation and the creation of a federal structure. Eventually, on 31 July 1919, the Reichstag voted strongly in favour of the constitution (262 for and 75 against) and on 11 August President Ebert ratified it.

The key terms of the constitution

The main features of the constitution are outlined below and in Figure 2.2 (see page 18).

Definition

Germany was declared a ‘democratic state’, although it retained the title of ‘Reich’ (empire). It was a republic (all monarchies were ended). It had a federal structure with seventeen Länder (regional states), for example, Prussia, Bavaria, Saxony.

President

The people elected the president every seven years. He enjoyed considerable powers, such as:


•  The right to dissolve the Reichstag.

•  The appointment of the chancellor. (Although the president was not obliged, he tended to choose as chancellor the leader of the largest party in the Reichstag. In order to form a workable coalition government, it was necessary for the chancellor to negotiate with the leaders of other political parties.)

•  The position of supreme commander of the armed forces.

•  The capacity to rule by decree at a time of national emergency (Article 48) and to oversee the Reichstag.



These powers created a very complex relationship between the roles of the president and the Reichstag/chancellor.

Parliament

There were two houses in the German parliament:


•  The Reichstag was the main representative assembly and law-making body of the parliament. It consisted of deputies elected every four years on the basis of a system of proportional representation. The proportional representation system allocated members to parliament from the official list of political party candidates. They were distributed on the basis of one member for every 60,000 votes in an electoral district.

•  The Reichsrat was the less important house in the parliament. It was made up of representatives from all of the seventeen state regional governments (Länder), which all held local responsibilities such as education, police and so on. But the Reichsrat could only initiate or delay proposals, and the Reichstag could always overrule it.
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Figure 2.2 The Weimar constitution.



Bill of Rights

The constitution also drew up a range of individual rights. It outlined broad freedoms, for example:


•  personal liberty and the right to free speech

•  freedom from censorship

•  equality before the law of all Germans

•  religious freedom (and no state Church was allowed).



In addition to this, the Bill of Rights upheld a range of social rights, for example to provide welfare and the protection of labour.

Supreme Court

In order to settle different interpretations of law, a Supreme Court was created.

The issues

Since the Weimar Republic lasted only fourteen crisis-ridden years, it is hardly surprising that its written constitution has been the focus of considerable attention. Some historians have gone so far as to argue that the real causes of the collapse of the republic and the success of the Nazis can be found in three aspects of the constitution:


•  The introduction of proportional representation.

•  The relationship between the president and the Reichstag and, in particular, the emergency powers available to the president under Article 48.

•  The fact that the traditional institutions of Imperial Germany were allowed to continue.



Proportional representation

The introduction of proportional representation became the focus of criticism because it had encouraged the formation of many new, small splinter parties such as the Nazis. This made it more difficult to form and maintain governments.

In Weimar Germany it was virtually impossible for one party to form a majority government, and so coalitions were required. Furthermore, it was argued that all the negotiations and compromises involved in forming governments contributed to the political instability. For these reasons critics felt that a voting political system based on two major parties, like in Britain (or the USA), which favoured the so-called ‘first past the post’ model, would have created more political stability.

Still, it is difficult to see how an alternative voting system, without proportional representation, could have made for a fairer parliamentary democracy. The main problem was the difficulty of creating coalitions among the main parties, which had been well established in the nineteenth century. The parties were meant to reflect the different political, religious and geographical views and so a system of proportional representation was the only fair way. On balance, the existence of so many splinter parties was a relatively minor issue.

There is the view that, after the economic crisis of 1929–33 (see pages 105–18), proportional representation encouraged the emergence of political extremism. However, it now seems clear that the changes in the way people voted and the way they changed their allegiance from one party to another were just too volatile. It may also have been the case that a ‘first past the post’ system would have actually accelerated the rise of Nazism and communism.

The relationship between the president and the Reichstag

The relationship created between the Reichstag and the president in the Weimar constitution was meant to be a fair system of checks and balances. It was intended to lessen the fear that an unrestricted parliament could become too powerful – a concern on the right wing, and within liberal circles. It therefore aimed to create a presidency that could provide leadership ‘above the parties’ and limit the powers of the Reichstag. The president’s powers were seen as amounting to those of a substitute emperor (see page 70). When the power of the president is compared with the authority of the Reichstag, it seems that the attempt to prevent too much power being placed in the hands of one institution resulted in massive power being granted to another. This led to uncertainty in constitutional matters from the start. It begged the question: did the ultimate source of authority rest with the representative assembly of the people – the Reichstag – or with the popularly elected head of state – the president?

Article 48

Matters were made more difficult by the president’s powers conferred by Article 48. This provision gave the head of state the authority to suspend civil rights in an emergency and restore law and order by the issue of presidential decrees. The intention was to create the means by which government could continue to function in a crisis. However, the effect was to override the power of the Reichstag in what the historian Gordon Craig referred to in 1978 as ‘a constitutional anomaly’. Fears of the emergency powers were expressed by some deputies in the constitutional debate of 1919, and they later assumed a particular importance during the crisis that brought Hitler to power in 1933. However, it should be remembered that in the earlier crisis of 1923 the presidential powers were used to very good effect (see pages 57–9).

The continuity of traditional institutions

Although the Weimar constitution introduced a wide range of democratic rights and civil liberties, it did not fundamentally reform the old traditional institutions of Imperial Germany:


•  The civil service was well educated and professional but tended to conform to the conservative values of Imperial Germany.

•  The judiciary continued to enjoy its traditional independence under the constitution but the hearts of many judges did not lie with the Weimar Republic.

•  The army enjoyed great status and many of the generals were socially linked with the Prussian landowners. It sought to maintain its influence after 1918 and was generally not sympathetic to democratic Germany. It was the only real authority that had military capacity.

•  Universities were very proud of their traditional status and generally more sympathetic to the old political ideas and rules.



In Weimar’s difficult early years effective use was made of the established professional skills and educated institutions of the state. However, the result was that powerful conservative forces were able to exert great influence. This was at odds with the left wing’s wishes to extend civil rights and to create a modern, democratic society. So, while the spirit of the Weimar constitution was democratic and progressive, many of the institutions remained dedicated to the values of Imperial Germany.

What kind of revolution?

By mid-1919 a degree of stability had returned to Germany. The revolution had run its course and the Weimar Republic had been established. However, serious doubts remain about the nature and real extent of these revolutionary changes.

Undoubtedly, there existed the possibility of revolution in Germany as the war came to an end. The effects of war and the shock of defeat shook the faith of large numbers of people used to the old order. Imperial Germany could not survive, so Wilhelm II and the other princes stood down and parliamentary democracy was introduced. These were significant changes.

Moreover, the new constitution was a great improvement on the previous undemocratic constitution of Imperial Germany and a very large majority voted in favour of it. Indeed, Weimar was initially seen as a very advanced democracy. What the constitution could not control were the conditions and circumstances in which it had to operate. And the Weimar Republic had other more serious problems than just the constitution, issues such as the Treaty of Versailles and its socio-economic crisis. Theodor Heuss, the first president of the German Federal Republic in 1949, is quoted in Source F.
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SOURCE F

Heuss addressing the Bundestag (the Reichstag’s successor) in 1949, quoted in E.J. Feuchtwanger, editor, Upheaval and Continuity: A Century of German History, Oswald Wolff, 1973, p. 106.

It is now fashionable … to denigrate the Weimar Constitution. It is now customary to say that because Hitler’s turn came and the provisions of the Weimar Constitution did not stop him, therefore this constitution was bad. The historical process does not work in quite so primitive a manner.

The democracy of Weimar was so slow in getting off the ground and never got properly into gear because Germany never conquered democracy for herself. Democracy came to Germany … in the wake of defeat … and in the shadow of the wretched crime of the stab-in-the-back myth. These things were much more decisive in governing the operation of the Weimar constitution than the technical formulation of this or that constitutional paragraph, even if we may today consider some of them less than perfect.
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ONLINE EXTRAS

AQA

Learn how to create and plan an effective essay on the Weimar constitution by completing Worksheet 5 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION

In what ways did Heuss defend the Weimar constitution in his speech in Source F?
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It is difficult to argue that any piece of paper could have resolved all Germany’s problems after 1918.

In the end, the German Revolution was strictly limited in scope and society was left almost untouched by the events of those months:


•  The civil service, judiciary and army remained essentially intact.

•  The influence of the industrial and commercial leaders was still powerful.

•  There were no changes in land ownership.



Certainly, plans were outlined for the improvement of working conditions and the beginnings of a welfare state by the government, but the SPD leadership hoped that all the changes would follow in the wake of constitutional reform. As it was, the divisions on the left really played into the hands of the conservative forces, who became increasingly influential in German politics. In the words of the historian M. Hughes (1988), ‘it is more accurate to talk of a potential revolution which ran away into the sand rather than the genuine article’.
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SUMMARY DIAGRAM

THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY AND THE WEIMAR CONSTITUTION
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4 Key debate


Was the German Revolution a failure?



At first, Weimar itself was not a subject of extensive research by historians. If they did study it, they concentrated on the final years regarding its collapse and the Nazi seizure of power. It was not really until the 1950s (in the wake of the Nazi defeat and the division of Germany in 1949 into two politically very different regimes) that the German Revolution 1918–19 became the focus of more academic debate.

An achievement? The liberal democratic view

Most historians in capitalist West Germany, such as E. Eyck and K.D. Erdmann, assumed that there had only ever been two possible options available to Germany at the end of the war: the people were torn between a Communist dictatorship and a parliamentary republic in the style of Weimar. In this light, Ebert’s decisions were portrayed as those of a heroic figure whose actions had created a parliamentary democracy and saved Germany from Bolshevism. Erdmann in the 1950s succinctly stated that there was a clear choice between: ‘social revolution in line with forces demanding a proletarian dictatorship and parliamentary republic in line with the conservative elements like the German officer corps’.

A tragic disaster? The Marxist view

In contrast, historians in Communist East Germany viewed the German Revolution as an unsuccessful
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A failed compromise? The revised view of social historians
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‘A very German revolution’? In opposition to the received view
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  1  Why did Germany lose the First World War?

  2  How did the war affect the living and working conditions of the German people?

  3  Why did Ludendorff support constitutional reform?

  4  What is the ‘stab in the back’ myth and why was it so significant?

  5  What were the main features of the constitutional changes in the October reform?

  6  How and why did the October reform fail to prevent revolution in November?

  7  In what ways was the left-wing movement divided?

  8  What were the main leadership problems faced by Ebert’s government?

  9  Why did the Spartacist revolt fail?

10  Was the election for the National Assembly an achievement for democracy?

11  What were the most significant terms of the Weimar constitution?

12  What were the arguments for and against the terms of the Weimar constitution?

13  To what extent was the Weimar constitution fatally flawed?

14  How fundamental were the changes brought about by the German Revolution?
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  1  ‘The revolution in Germany broke out in autumn 1918 because many German people in the cities were starving.’ Explain why you agree or disagree with this view. [AS level]
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  2  ‘By mid-1919 the German Revolution had brought about remarkably little change.’ Assess the validity of this view. [A level]
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  1  With reference to Sources 1 and 2 (page 27), and your understanding of the historical context, which of these two sources is more valuable in explaining why Germany faced upheaval at the end of the First World War? [AS level]
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  2  With reference to Sources 1, 2 and 3 (page 27), and your understanding of the historical context, assess the value of these three sources to a historian studying the threat of communism to the newly formed republic. [A level]
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