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Kaiser: ruled over all the states of Germany

Kaiser Could ignore government advice and made his own 
decisions. He made all military and foreign policy 
decisions

Chancellor (Chief minister) and ministers advised Kaiser

Bundesrat Made up of representatives from each state

Reichstag Parliament elected by men over 25.
Both debated and voted on laws drawn up by 
Kaiser and ministers.

• Germany had only been a united 
country since 1871. Before that it was 
just several independent German 
speaking states, the most important of 
which was Prussia.

• In 1870 France was defeated in the 
Franco-Prussian War and the following 
year the nation of Germany was formed 
with Berlin as its capital city.

Kaiser Wilhem II

The political system under the Kaiser 
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The Kaisers personality and aims 

• In 1888 the Kaiser Wilhelm II became Kaiser after the death of 
his father. Kaiser Wilhelm II was born with a withered left hand 
and although he was very aware of this disability he was 
determined to take control in Germany. 

• He was known for having violent outbursts and he had an 
unstable personality.

• He was the grandchild of Queen Victoria and his cousins were 
George V (future King of the United Kingdom) and Nicholas II 
(future Tsar of Russia.) He later went to war against both of 
these cousins.

• Kaiser Wilhelm II had visited the UK and many occasions and 
was jealous of Britain’s vast overseas Empire as well as its navy.

• He wanted Germany to have an Empire like Britain’s so he was 
determined to expand Germany’s territory in Europe and 
overseas. He followed a policy called Weltpolitik (world policy) 
which aimed to get Germany its ‘place in the sun’ (i.e. an 
overseas empire in places such as Africa and the Asia.) 

• In order to achieve this he needed a navy to match that of Great 
Britain and an army that could defeat all the other European 
countries.

3



5 difficulties that the Kaiser faced 

1. The growth of parliamentary government

• The Kaiser was the most powerful person in  Germany. He could choose the Chancellor and 
other politicians and he didn’t have to have the support of the Reichstag. This meant that 
the Kaiser had the last word on any important decisions that were made in Germany.

• Despite the power of the Kaiser there were a number of political parties in Germany who 
were becoming more powerful.

• In the early years of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s reign, the right-wing parties usually joined together 
to pass government laws. (Right-wing parties supported traditional values and the rights of 
owners of land and property. They also supported the expansion of the German Empire.) 
However, by the time WWI started in 1914 there was more support for left-wing parties 
such as the Social Democratic Party who appealed to Germany’s growing number of 
industrial workers. (Left-wing parties were more concerned for the rights of the workers.)

• In reality though, even though all men in Germany had the right to vote, it was mainly the 
Kaiser and his ministers who made all the important decisions. These people were mainly 
nationalist in their beliefs and were afraid of the growing political strength of the industrial 
workers.

2. The influence of Prussian militarism

• Prussia was by far the most important of all of Germany’s 25 states. It was the biggest state 
with the largest population and the armed forces were a very important part of the Prussian 
state. The army swore an oath of allegiance to the Kaiser and in return they had an 
influence on German politics, especially German foreign policy. 

• Many of the military chiefs were keen to see Germany expand and this was a clear threat to 
Germany’s neighbours. The special status of the army was a threat to the development of 
real democracy in Germany.

3. Industrialisation
• During the reign of Kaiser Wilhelm II Germany became a global economic power. Steel 

production rose massively, as did the production of electrical goods and chemicals. 

• Many of these goods were exported to other countries and this meant that Germany was 
becoming a wealthier nation and an economic rival to countries such as Britain.
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4. Social reform and the growth of Socialism
• German society was dominated by the traditional ruling classes – the landowners in 

the countryside and the factory owners in the cities. The newly emerging middle 
classes were happy to support this traditional system because they were benefitting 
from Germany’s new wealth. 

• However, due to the growing number of industrial workers in the cities they could 
no longer just be ignored and the ruling classes feared the growing strength of the 
socialist movement.

• Old aged pensions and sickness and accident schemes were all introduced to try to 
keep the workers happy and to prevent them from demanding more. 

• However, many German workers wanted more and this can be seen in the growing 
support for the Social Democrat Party (SPD). By 1912 the SPD gained nearly one-
third of the seats in the Reichstag.

5. The Navy Laws
• Kaiser Wilhelm wanted a navy to match that of the British Royal Navy. When 

Admiral von Tirpitz became State Secretary of the Navy in 1897, several laws were 
passed. These laws affected the lives of many Germans and had a massive effect on 
Germany’s relations with Britain.

• The First Navy Law was passed in 1898. This law called for 7 more battleships to be 
built in the next three years.

• The Second Navy Law was passed in 1900. This law doubled the size of Germany’s 
fleet to 38 battleships. This law made it clear that Germany was no longer just 
trying to defend its coastline but it was actively trying to match the British navy in 
terms of its size. 

• In the early 1900s more Naval Laws were passed and from 1902 a naval arms-race 
developed between Germany and Britain as both sides built ships to strengthen 
their navies.
The Kaiser supported Germany’s naval expansion as he thought it would put 
pressure on countries like Britain and France to take Germany more seriously and to 
allow Germany to have more overseas colonies.
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Impact of World War One

• In 1914 Germany was a strong, proud country that was optimistic about its future. 
In 1918 things were very different: the German army had been defeated; the 
German people were surviving on turnips and bread; and a flu epidemic was killing 
thousands of people already weakened by rations. 

• Germany was virtually bankrupt. National income was about a third of what it had 
been in 1913, industrial production was about two thirds of what it had been in 
1913 and the war had left 600,000 widows and 2 million children without fathers. 
(By 1925 Germany was spending about one third of its budget on war pensions.)

• The war had also deepened divisions in German society. There were large gaps 
between the living standards of the rich and the poor and workers were angry at 
the restrictions placed on their earnings. Many Germans also felt that women 
working in the factories (as they had done in WWI) was a threat to traditional 
family values.

• At the end of the war Germany was in a state of revolution and the Kaiser was 
forced to flee the country. Germany became a democracy for the first time but they 
had to govern from the little town of Weimar due to Berlin being too dangerous. 
This new democracy was called the Weimar Republic. Many people felt that these 
German politicians were weak and had betrayed Germany. They became known as 
the November Criminals and they were accused of ‘stabbing Germany in the back.’

The end of the monarchy, November 1918

• By 1918 it had become clear that Germany could not win the war. The Allies offered 
Germany peace but only if it became more democratic but the Kaiser refused.

• The southern state of Bavaria was declared an independent Socialist Republic. On 
the 9th November the Kaiser realised that he had lost control and he fled to the 
Netherlands. Two days later, on the 11th November 1918, the new Weimar 
Government signed the armistice and Germany surrendered. 

• The First World War was now over and Germany had been defeated.
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Fredrich Ebert and the New Weimar 
Government 

The New Weimar government 
• When the Kaiser fled it was up to the new democratic 

government, led by Fredrich Ebert, to deal with all of these 
political, social, economic and health problems. 

• The new Weimar Government also had to deal with the 
victorious nations who had defeated Germany in the war. 

• At the Treaty of Versailles Germany was treated very 
harshlyby the victorious nations. 
Main terms of the ToV were: 

- They were blamed for starting the war
- Severe military restrictions placed on them
- Lost land to France, Belgium, Poland and Denmark 
- Made to pay  massive sum of £6,600 million in reparations. 

• When they complained about the effect of the reparations 
on the already weak German economy they were ignored.

• As a result of the new Weimar Government, the German people were given 
freedom of speech, freedom of worship and they were offered better working 
conditions. But not all Germans wanted this new democratic system.

• Ebert’s new government had opposition from the right and the left. On the 
right wing, many of the Kaiser’s former advisors remained in the positions in 
important areas of life and they wanted to see Germany ruled by the Kaiser 
again. They believed that Ebert and his government had ‘stabbed Germany in 
the back’ when they admitted defeat in WWI. On the left wing there were 
many Communists who Germany to have a revolution like the one that had 
happened in Russia in 1917. 
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Political rebellions and unrest, 1921-23

The threat from the Left: The Spartacists

• The German Communists or Spartacists wanted a Communist revolution 
with the workers in control. 

• In 1919 the Spartacists tried to take power in Germany. Some of the rebel 
soldiers and sailors joined them to set up workers councils (soviets) in many 
towns. However, not all the ex-soldiers joined them. Some ex-soldiers hated 
the Communists and they formed the Freikorps. Ebert used the Freikorps to 
put down the rebellion and after bitter street-fighting the Communist 
rebellion was crushed. 

• The second Communist rebellion took place in Bavaria in the south of 
Germany. The Communists killed the leader of Bavaria and declared it a 
soviet republic but once again Ebert used the Freikorps to crush the 
rebellion.

• Despite these defeats the Communists remained a strong political force in 
Germany throughout the 1920s.

The threat from the right: The Kapp Putsch

• Ebert’s government also faced violent opposition from the right. These were 
people who wanted to see Germany as a dictatorship rather than a 
democracy and many wanted to see the return of the Kaiser. 

• They wanted Germany to have a strong army so that they could take back 
the land that Germany had lost after the Treaty of Versailles.

• In March 1920 Dr Wolfgang Kapp led 5,000 Freikorps into Berlin in a 
rebellion known as the Kapp Putsch. This time the putsch was stopped by 
the German workers who declared a general strike in Berlin. 

• This strike meant that Berlin had no power, water or transport and the city 
ground to a halt. Kapp realised that his attempt to seize power had failed 
and he fled from the country. The rest of the rebels went unpunished by the 
courts and judges. 
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The beginnings of the Nazi Party

• The National Socialist German Workers’ Party had been formed in 1920 and 
in 1921 Hitler became its leader. He blamed the Allies, the Treaty of 
Versailles, the ‘November Criminals’, the Communists and the Jews for 
Germany’s problems. 

• He also set up the SA (Stormtroopers or Brownshirts) to defend Nazi 
meetings and to disrupt the meetings of other parties. By 1923 more 
people were starting to be aware of the Nazi Party but they still didn’t have 
much support from the voting public. 

The Munich Putsch

• In November 1923, Hitler and the Nazis tried to seize control of Bavaria, an 
area with a large Nazi following. The plan was to capture Munich and then 
march on Berlin. Hitler was convinced people would join him in 
overthrowing the Weimar Republic.

• On 8th November, Hitler and the Nazis entered a political meeting in a beer 
hall in Munich, shots were fired and they declared that the Weimar 
government had been over thrown and Nazis were now in power. 

• The Nazi plan soon started to go wrong. The next day, Bavarian police 
opened fire on Nazi Stormtroopers in Munich and 16 Nazis were killed.

• Although Hitler escaped, he was later arrested and charged with high 
treason. General Ludendorff, a former WWI general had also joined the 
Nazis and he too was arrested.

• In court Hitler received the minimum sentence and he only served 9 
months in the comfortable Landsberg Fortress where he spent his time 
writing his memoirs. 

• These memoirs were later published as Mein Kampf (My Struggle) and in 
this book he outlines his ideas about Germany’s history and his vision for a 
future Germany. This light prison sentence showed that Hitler had the 
support of the judges.
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1923 – the year of crisis 

The invasion of the Ruhr 
• The German government paid the first instalment of the reparations but in 

1922 they paid nothing. As a consequence, in 1923 French and Belgian troops 
entered the Ruhr, an industrial area of Germany near the French border. Their 
aim was to take what was owed to them in the form of raw materials and 
goods.

• In response the German government ordered a campaign of passive 
resistance and the workers were told to go on strike so that there would be 
nothing for the French to take away. France reacted harshly, killing 100 
workers and expelling over 100,000 protesters from the region. But there were 
other serious consequences too; the disruption to Germany’s industrial output 
caused the German currency to collapse.

Hyperinflation 
• In response to the Ruhr crisis the German government simply printed 

more money and this set off a chain reaction that was disastrous for 
Germany. So much money was printed that money became worthless. 
Workers needed wheelbarrows to collect their wages and wages were 
paid daily instead of weekly. Prices of goods were going up all of the time 
so people spent their money as soon as they received it. 

• Perhaps the group of people who suffered the most were the richer 
Germans who had savings in the bank. Savings that might have bought 
them a house in 1921 would now not even buy a loaf of bread. Another 
group of people who suffered were those on fixed income pensions. A 
pension payment that previously lasted for a month wouldn’t even buy a 
cup of coffee now.

• In 1923 a new government under Gustav Stresemann took over. He 
called off passive resistance in the Ruhr and replaced the old worthless 
money with a new currency called the Rentenmark. He negotiated the 
Dawes Plan which enabled Germany to get American loans and he even 
renegotiated the reparations payments. In short, Stresemann solved 
Germany’s economic crisis very quickly. 

Exam tip: If a question asks you about the invasion of 
the Ruhr you must include hyperinflation in your 
answer. If it asks you about Hyperinflation - you must 

include Invasion of the Ruhr. Think of them as a pair! 
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Stresemann 1923-1929 and recovery

Measures that Stresemann introduced: 

• Passive resistance – Stresemann called off the passive resistance in the Ruhr in 1923

• Rentenmark - Stresemann replaced the old worthless mark with the Rentenmark in 1923

• The Dawes Plan was introduced in 1924 – the USA agreed to lend Germany 800 million 
marks in return for Germany paying their reparations again. 

• Locarno Pact - In 1925, Germany signed the Locarno Treaties with Britain, France and Italy. 
These guaranteed Germany’s borders with France and Belgium. (In other words Germany 
was agreeing not to take back lands lost to these countries after WWI.)

• League of Nations In 1926, Stresemann took Germany into the League of Nations. 
Germany was even given a seat on the Council alongside France and Britain.

• Kellogg- Briand Pact In 1928, Germany signed the Kellogg-Briand Pact along with 64 other 
countries. In this pact the countries agreed to keep their armies for self-defence but to 
solve all disputes peacefully.

• The Young Plan was introduced in 1929, which reduced reparations by over 67%. 
Payment was reduced to £2.2 billion and Germany was given longer to pay.

The extent of recovery
During this period things were more stable in Germany.  
The Weimar Republic seemed to recover and this period is often referred to as the ‘Golden Age’ 
of the Republic. The success was due to several reasons.

• In 1928, industrial production finally reached what it was before WWI 

• By 1930, Germany was one of the leading exporters of manufactured goods

• However, despite new homes, railways, roads and factories being built, unemployment 
was still rising in the late 1920s.

• There was less support for extremist parties like the Nazis and the Communists. In the 
elections of 1928 for example, the Nazis only won 12 seats.

• Economically, Germany was doing better too. Hyperinflation was a thing of the past, 
reparations were being paid again, industries were expanding and the living standards of 
many Germans were improving.

Problems

• Things were not perfect in Germany though and there were a number of problems.

• Germany depended on American loans, which could be withdrawn at any time

• Income from farming was actually going down due to falling food prices

• Extremist parties were still intent on overthrowing the Weimar Republic
11



Culture in Weimar Germany

• When the Kaiser was leader of Germany there was strict censorship and 
little artistic freedom. However, the Weimar Constitution allowed freedom 
of expression and the arts flourished during the 1920s.

• Art – artists like George Grosz and Otto Dix produced pieces of work that 
criticised politicians and highlighted the gap between the rich and poor in 
Germany.

• Film – the 1920s were a golden age for German cinema. Marlene Dietrich 
became an international star and Fritz Lang became an internationally 
famous director. His most famous film was Metropolis.

• Nightlife – Berlin became famous for its daring and liberated nightlife. 
Cabaret artists performed songs that criticised political leaders and there 
were many songs with sexual references that would have shocked the 
earlier generations. Germany became a centre for new plays by dramatists 
such as Bertold Brecht and Kurt Weill.

• Literature – perhaps the most important work of literature from this 
period was Eric Remarque’s anti-war novel, All Quiet on the Western Front.

• Design – The Bauhaus movement in Germany designed everything from 
chairs to office buildings and factories. They believed in modern, simple 
and practical designs rather than the fancy, elaborate designs that had 
gone before.

Not everyone was happy with the new golden age
While some Germans embraced these changes, others hated them. They 
thought that these new developments in the arts were leading Germany into 
moral decline and they wanted a return to old traditional values. One group 
that hated these new developments were the Nazi Party and when they came 
to power in 1933 many Weimar artists and performers had to flee Germany.
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Germany  - the Great depression and the rise of the 
Nazis

How did Hitler become Chancellor? DOGCUP 
Depression – The Nazi party gained popularity during the depression. 

Organisation – The Nazi party was organised, held mass rallies and propaganda was brilliant. 

Government – The weaknesses of the Weimar Government 

Communism – Middle classes were scared of Communism 

Unpopular other choices – Von Schleicher and Von Papen 

Personality – Hitler’s personality appealed to people who wanted change

The impact of the Depression

• In 1929 Germany suffered a double blow: Stresemann died and in the USA, share prices 
collapsed after the Wall Street Crash. Even though this happened in the USA it had 
worldwide consequences and one country that suffered more than most was Germany as 
it relied heavily on US loans.

• Many American banks were forced to recall their loans.

• German businesses began to close. Millions became unemployed. By 1932, 
unemployment in Germany reached 6 million.

• Many became homeless as they could not afford to pay their rent or mortgage.

• More and more people felt let down by the Weimar Government and turned to extremist 
parties.

Growth in support for the Nazis and other extremist parties

• When the Wall Street Crash happened in the USA, the Nazi Party had little support in 
Germany. However, as unemployment soared, so did the support for extremist parties –
the Communists and the Nazis. The Communists promised a workers’ revolution and the 
Nazis promised to restore Germany’s pride as well as to solve Germany’s economic and 
social problems. The rise in popularity of the Nazi Party was dramatic in these difficult 
years as they tried to appeal to both workers and businessmen alike. 

• The Nazi Party spread their ideas through Joseph Goebbels, the head of propaganda. 
Goebbels understood how effectively propaganda could be used and Nazi posters and 
pamphlets could be found everywhere. They also held mass rallies which impressed 
people due to their organisation and size.

• The SA caused trouble and attacked meetings held by political opponents. They then 
blamed the Communists for causing the violence. Many people welcomed the fact that 
the SA were prepared to fight the Communists. The SA were better organised than their 
opponents and often had the support of the police and the army.

• Hitler made speeches criticising the Treaty of Versailles and the politicians who had 
signed it as well as Jews and Communists. Hitler also promised to create jobs for the 
German people.

• In the 1930 elections the Nazis won 107 seats and by 1932 they were the biggest party in 
Germany
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Nazi party is now the biggest political party in the 
Reichstag

Elections of 1932
• In July 1932 the Nazis were the largest party in the Reichstag (German 

parliament) and following the election Hitler demanded the job of 
Chancellor for himself. President Hindenburg refused, saying that the Nazis 
were ‘loud and undisciplined’ and instead he allowed the old Chancellor 
von Papen to carry on. 

Hitler becomes Chancellor
• In the election of November 1932 the Nazis were still the largest party in 

the Reichstag but their share of the vote had actually gone down. However, 
this was just a temporary blip. Von Papen was replaced as Chancellor by 
von Schleicher but in January 1933 President Hindenburg reluctantly 
agreed to make Hitler the Chancellor. In an attempt to keep control of 
Hitler he gave the post of vice-chancellor to the experienced von Papen. 
However, they had underestimated Hitler and his power and influence in 
Germany continued to grow.

• Although this was an important step for Hitler it was not enough for him. 
He wanted the Nazi Party to have a majority in the parliament to give him 
more power so he persuaded Hindenburg to call another election for 
February 1933. The Nazis did everything in their power to make sure that 
they got a big victory in this election.
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8 steps from democracy to dictatorship

The establishment of Hitler’s dictatorship
• Within 18 months of becoming Chancellor in January 1933 Hitler 

turned Germany from a democracy into a Nazi dictatorship with 
himself as Fuhrer of Germany. He achieved this by a combination of 
methods – some legal but others more sinister.

Step 1: Hitler becomes chancellor 
• Hitler is determined to gain more power and begins his plan to change 

Germany from democracy to dictatorship with him as Fuhrer. 

Step 2: Hitler calls for Elections 
• Hitler wants the Nazi party to have complete control of the Reichstag 

so calls for another election. 

Step 3: The Reichstag Fire, February 1933
• On the night of the 27th February 1933, something happened which 

made sure the Nazis would win the election. The Reichstag (German 
Parliament) went up in flames. A Dutch Communist called Marinus
van der Lubbe was found at the scene of the crime with matches and 
firelighters. He claimed that he started the fire alone but forensic 
evidence suggests that this was improbable. 

• So what really happened? The short answer is that even today we do 
not know for certain. Many people believe that the Nazis actually 
started the fire themselves as the leading Nazi Goering later boasted 
about. What we do know however is that the Nazis blamed the fire on 
the Communists, saying that it was supposed to the beginning of a 
Communist uprising. Hitler used the fire as an excuse to destroy the 
German Communists. 4000 Communists were arrested and the whole 
of the Communist election campaign was crushed. Hitler also 
persuaded President Hindenburg to pass an emergency law called the 
Law for the Protection of the People and State which put restrictions 
on the freedoms of the people and the press.
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Step 4: The March elections
• At the election in March 1933, the Nazis won 288 seats. Despite imprisoning many Socialists 

and Communists and having all the advantages of media control, the Nazis did not win a 
majority. 

• A coalition was formed with the Nationalist Party, ensuring a majority in the Reichstag.

• An extra 52 Nationalist seats gave Nazi 340 seats. The Nazis now had control!

Step 5: The Enabling Act 
Hitler asked the Reichstag to pass the Enabling Act. 

• This gave Hitler the power to:

• Make laws without the approval of the Reichstag or President.

• Make treaties with foreign countries. 

• This effectively gave Hitler the powers of a dictator. 

• Now all Hitler had to do was rid himself of any opposition…

Step 6: Removal of opposition
1. Political opposition
Hitler used the Enabling Law against all political parties, not just the Communists.

• All political parties were banned and no new political parties were allowed to be set up. 

• Communists and other opponents were put into concentration camps. The Nazis also 
banned all trade unions and replaced them with their own organisation called the German 
Labour Front.

• This gave them control of the work force and workers were forced to work on public works 
projects such as road building. Although unemployment was significantly reduced the Nazis 
kept workers’ wages down and prevented them from going on strike.

2. Church opposition

• Most people were religious in the 1930’s and went to church. Hitler saw this as threat 
to his power and preferred people to worship him rather than God. Therefore he 
dealt with the Church in the following ways:

The Protestant Church

• Hitler was able to take over the Protestant Church. All Protestant groups had to join the new 
Reich Church which was controlled by the Nazis. Anyone who disagreed would be sent to a 
concentration camp. 

The Catholic Church

• Hitler could not take over the Catholic Church as easily, so instead he made a deal with 
them. They signed a Concordat (agreement) which stated that Hitler would not interfere 
with the Catholic Church if they agreed to not criticise the Nazis. 16



Step 7: The Night of the Long Knives 
Causes 
• Hitler had successfully turned Germany into a one party state but his next move was proof 

about just how ruthless he could be. Hitler had been helped in his rise to power by the SA or 
Stormtroopers but Hitler now decided that he no longer needed them.

• The leader of the SA, Ernst Rohm, wanted to make them part of the German army but 
neither Hitler nor the German army were prepared to accept this. The army thought that 
the SA were a bunch of undisciplined thugs and Hitler feared that Rohm had too much 
power and was therefore a threat.

• Hitler also realised that if he was going to be successful in overturning the Treaty of 
Versailles he would need professional soldiers, not just street fighting thugs. He therefore 
took the opportunity to gain the support of the army whilst at the time wiping out any 
opposition from within the ranks of the Nazi party.

What happened 
• On the 30th June 1934 Hitler turned his newly-formed protection squad, the SS or 

Blackshirts on the SA (Brownshirts). Rohm and the other leaders were arrested and shot 
and over the next few days around 400 members of the SA were killed. This became known 
as the Night of the Long Knives.

Consequences 
There were two important outcomes from the Night of the Long Knives:

• 1. Hitler had rid himself of the threat of Rohm and the SA.

• 2. Hitler now had the support of the army.

Step 8: The death of President Hindenburg – Hitler becomes Fuhrer 
• In July 1934 President Hindenburg died. Hitler combined the jobs of President and 

Chancellor into the new job of Fuhrer. He also became Commander in Chief of the Army and 
from this time on the army swore an oath of loyalty to Hitler. Hitler was now dictator of 
Germany with total control over all aspects of life. 

• Germany was now a one-party state with Hitler in control.
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Adolf Hitler and the experiences 
of Germans under Nazi rule 

Nazi Control – Propaganda 

Goebbels, the use of propaganda and censorship

• Propaganda involves getting people to 
believe in certain things or act in a particular 
way by controlling the information they get. 

• Censorship involves preventing people from seeing, hearing or reading 
certain things that might encourage them to think or behave in a way 
that you think is incorrect. The Nazis believed that if they controlled 
what people read and heard they could control what they thought and 
how they behaved. The man in charge of Nazi propaganda was Josef 
Goebbels. 

Methods of propaganda 

• All radio broadcasts were put under Nazi control and cheap radios 
were made available so that more families could afford them. Cafes 
were ordered to have their radios on for important broadcasts.

• Newspapers could only print stories that were approved by the Nazis. 
Editors who objected were either sacked or put in prison.

• Loudspeakers were put up in the streets and market places so that 
everyone could hear the Nazi messages.

• Mass rallies were held involving thousands of people. The largest of 
these was at Nuremburg.

• The 1936 Olympics in Berlin were turned into a Nazi propaganda 
spectacular.

• The Nazis concentrated on huge public works schemes such as the 
building of autobahns (motorways) that were easy to see and 
publicise.
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Nazi Control – terror 
• A climate of fear existed which meant that anyone who disagreed with the Nazis had 

to keep quiet or else risk losing their freedom or even their lives.
• The Nazis would imprison anyone who opposed them or spoke out against them. 
• The man in charge of terror was Heinrich Himmler.

Methods of terror 
• The Gestapo - Everyone was under threat of being arrested by the the Gestapo 

(secret police) and then beaten, tortured and imprisoned in concentration camps. The 
Gestapo was the secret police and the leader of the Gestapo was Reinhard Heydrich. 
Its job was to search out opponents of the Nazis, and to arrest and imprison them. It 
used informers to uncover any attempts to organise opposition against the Nazis and 
torture to extract information and confessions.

• The concentration camps - were filled with Communists, Trades Unionists and other 
opponents of the Nazis. 

• The Nazis also controlled the judges and the Law courts. Not surprisingly, most 
Germans learned to keep quiet rather than speaking out against the Nazis. Any 
opponent of the Nazis was referred to as an enemy of the state.

• The SS had been formed in 1925 as Hitler’s personal bodyguard. By the early 1930s, it 
had become the party’s own police force. After the Night of the Long Knives it became 
the most important military group in Germany under its leader, Heinrich Himmler. 
Himmler became head of the SS in 1929 when it was only a small organisation. He 
was totally loyal to Hitler. His main roles were to oversee the elimination of all 
opposition to the Nazis and to carry out Nazi racial policies. One of the SS units was 
the Death’s Head Units who had the specific role of killing Jews and other 
‘undesirables’.

The aim of Nazi control – was it effective? 
The Nazis encouraged a climate where nobody ever criticised the government or Hitler. 
Each block of flats had a ‘staircase ruler’ who reported any suspicious activities to the Nazi 
police. People were encouraged to inform on their neighbours and children were 
encouraged to report their parents if they criticised the Nazis. Nobody trusted anyone and 
a climate of fear existed. German people learned to ‘speak through a flower’ – always 
saying nice, positive things whatever their private thoughts were.
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Women in Nazi Germany 

Nazi policies and their impact on women
• The Nazis were a male dominated organisation and all their leaders were 

men. Hitler believed that the roles of women were as wives and mothers 
and many women at the time appeared to accept this. 

• Some people in Germany even resented working women and they were 
accused of keeping men out of jobs. Women’s role in society was summed 
up as ‘Kinder, Kuche, Kirche’ (‘Children, Cooking, Church.’) 

The Nazis introduced a number of measures / policies  to ensure women 
remained mothers and housewives. 
1. Hitler offered married couples financial incentives to have at least 4 

children (25% off a loan for every child born) 
2. Women who had 8 children received a ‘Gold Cross’ award. 
3. Contraception and abortion were banned 
4. Lebensborn houses created – maternity homes where women could go 

to be impregnated by a racially pure SS soldier.
5. Professional women were sacked from jobs such as lawyers and 

doctors. 
6. Women were encouraged to ‘set their husbands free’ after 4 children. 

Many of these policies were popular as they held traditional values about 
women and family. 

Consequences of the policies 
• As a result of these changes the birthrate in Germany went up 

considerably and there was even an increase in children being born 
outside of marriage.

• However, by 1939 there was a U-turn.  There was a shortage of labour to 
work in the factories and many women were encouraged back into work. 
Even more women were encouraged into work once the war had started 
to drag on. By 1939, 1.4 million more women were employed than in 
1933 – the exact opposite of Hitler and the Nazis aims. 
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Young People in Nazi Germany 

Indoctrination 
The Nazis believed that it was important to influence young people as they were 
Germany’s future. 
• Importantly however young people were also easier to brainwash / indoctrinate 

than adults. Children were discouraged from thinking for themselves and to think 
and behave like good Nazis.

Young peoples free time – Hitler Youth 
• Outside school, young people had to belong to the Hitler Youth Movement. Boys 

were trained to be Nazi soldiers and girls joined the League of German Maidens 
where they were taught to be good mothers and wives so that they could provide 
and care for the next generation of Nazis. 

• Boys joined the Hitler Youth Movement as young as 6 years old and stayed until 
they were 18 and old enough to join the army. They did hard physical training and 
learned Nazi ideas. Every year they went on training camps with Hitler Youth 
members from all over Germany. The best pupils were sent to special schools called 
Adolf Hitler Schools and Order Castles where they were stretched to their limits in 
order to become models of Hitler youth – swift, tough and hard as steel.

Education
• All teachers had to retrain to learn about Nazi ideas or be sacked. They had to join a Nazi 

organisation called the German Teachers League.
• Textbooks were rewritten to reflect Nazi ideas and lessons were changed so that children 

were given a Nazi view of life. In Biology children were taught to see how German people 
were superior to other races; in History they were taught about Germany had been 
betrayed at Versailles; in Geography they were taught about all the land that was taken 
from Germany and should be taken back; PE was given more curriculum time in order to 
promote physical fitness; even Maths questions were rewritten so that children were 
brainwashed into hating Jews and other groups of people.

• Teachers were encouraged to victimise Jews in the classroom and Jews were not allowed 
to sit next to non-Jews.
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Did people benefit from Nazi rule? – ECONOMY 

Hitler and the Nazis came to power because they promised to solve the country’s two main 
problems – massive unemployment and a crisis in German farming. But in return for jobs the 
majority of the German people were going to have to give up their political freedom.

Solving unemployment 
• At first, many Germans were prepared to make this sacrifice, especially the 5 million who 

were unemployed in 1933. The economist Dr Hjalmar Schacht organised Germany’s 
finances to fund a huge project for creating jobs. 

• The National Labour Service sent men on public works programmes and conservation 
programmes, in particular to build a network of motorways or autobahns. The railway 
system was also developed, there were major house-building projects and public 
buildings, schools and hospitals were built. 

Rearmament – preparing for war
• During this time Germany was preparing for war and many of the jobs that were being 

made available reflected this. In 1935 Hitler announced that Germany was introducing 
conscription even though this was forbidden under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles.

• Nearly one and a half million men were conscripted into the armed forces and were 
therefore no longer unemployed. In addition to this Germany began a programme of 
rearmament and therefore many thousands were put to work in armaments factories 
and related industries like coal and steel.

• Conscription reduced unemployment. The need for weapons, equipment and uniforms 
created jobs in the coal mines, steel industry and textile mills. By creating jobs Hitler also 
boosted his popularity because many Germans felt that he was giving Germany back its 
national pride.

Self-sufficiency
• The Nazis also aimed to make Germany self-sufficient. This meant producing as many 

things as possible in Germany so that they wouldn’t have to rely on foreign imports. 
• Many of the unemployed found work in these new industries. The German people never 

actually became totally self-sufficient and they were encouraged to go without certain 
things and to make sacrifices for their country. ‘Guns not Butter’ was the slogan that was 
used to promote this idea. In the end the Germans had to pay the ultimate sacrifice. If 
they wanted to become truly self-sufficient they would have to invade other countries 
and this meant going to war once again. 

• This time however the war would be even more costly than the previous war of 1914-
1918. So in the end there were few Germans who gained from Nazi rule in the long term.
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Economic change – benefits and drawbacks

Industrial workers
• Hitler promised and delivered jobs which made him popular with the industrial workers. 

These workers were needed if Hitler was to take living space for the German people in 
Eastern Europe. 

• However, keeping their loyalty would not be easy, particularly as he had abolished the 
trades unions who protected the rights of German workers and the left wing political 
parties that many industrial workers had previously supported.

•

The German Labour Front (DAF), headed by Dr Robert Ley, was set up by the Nazis to 
replace the unions. The DAF prevented workers from going on strike for better pay and 
conditions. This was a very different approach to the trades unions who had encouraged 
workers to use all measures to improve their pay and conditions. To try to prevent 
workers from complaining the DAF appealed to the patriotism of the workers and tried to 
make them see that they were working to make Germany great again. 

Hitler also used the following initiatives to win the loyalty of the workers:
• Strength through Joy (KDF) – this gave workers cheap theatre and cinema tickets, and 

organised courses, sports events and trips. Workers were also offered cut-price cruises 
on luxury ships.

• Workers were told that if they saved five marks a week they would go on the waiting list 
to buy a Volkswagen Beetle, although in reality this was a trick and not one single worker 
got a car.

• Beauty of Labour – this movement improved working conditions in the factories and 
introduced things such as low-cost canteens and wash rooms.

By 1939 over 21 million workers were members of the German Labour Front.

Farming Communities
Hitler set up a number of measures to help German farmers.
•

In September 1933 he introduced the Reich Food Estate which helped farmers to sell 
their goods at guaranteed prices.

• The Reich Entailed Farm Law – this law prevented the banks from seizing farms where 
the farmers were struggling to pay their loans or mortgages.

Not all farmers agreed with Nazi farming policies. Although the Nazi policy of ‘Blood and Soil’ 
aimed to protect German agriculture Nazi policies actually led to Germans leaving the 
countryside to work in the towns and cities.
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Opposition to the Nazi Party 

Youth opposition 
Not all young people supported the Nazis. Two groups that resisted Nazi control were the 
‘Swing youth and the Edelweiss Pirates.
• The ‘Swing’ Youth – These were mainly middle-class teenagers who behaved in ways that 

were not encouraged by the Nazis. They listened to English and American music, danced 
to American dances and talked about sex. They even allowed Jews into their clubs.

• The Edelweiss Pirates – These were working-class Germans and could be found in many 
German towns and cities – although they often had different names. Like the Hitler 
Youth, they also went camping and sang songs, but their songs often mocked the Nazis. 
They would even attack groups of Hitler Youths if they spotted them. When the war 
started the Pirates helped to shelter deserters and escaped prisoners and stole 
armaments. In November 1944 12 Pirates were hanged after being accused of killing a 
Gestapo leader.

• The White Rose Group - a non-violent, resistance group consisting of students from the 
University of Munich. Between June 1942 and February 1943, the group prepared and 
distributed six leaflets, in which they called for the active opposition of the German 
people to Nazi oppression. The leaflets were left in telephone books in public phone 
booths, mailed to professors and students. The six most recognized members of the 
group were arrested by the Gestapo, tried for treason and beheaded in 1943.

Military opposition – Stauffenburg Plot 
• Perhaps the most dramatic act of resistance to Hitler was the Stauffenberg bomb plot in 

the summer of 1944. By this stage the war was turning against Germany and many 
prominent German civilians, as well as many in the army, became convinced that Hitler 
should be assassinated so that a new government could be formed. 

• Lieutenant Colonel von Stauffenberg joined the plotters and took charge of the 
planning. In early July 1944 Field Marshall Rommel also joined the plotters.

• The attempt to kill Hitler took place at a military conference taking place at Hitler’s 
‘Wolf’s Lair’ on 20th July 1944. Stauffenberg placed a bomb in his briefcase and before 
the bomb could go off he left the room to answer a (fake) telephone call. When the 
bomb exploded four people were killed but Hitler was not one of them. Fortunately for 
him someone had moved the bag slightly and when the bomb exploded Hitler escaped 
with only a perforated eardrum.

Church opposition 
• The Catholic Bishop Galen criticised the Nazis throughout the 1930s and in 1941 he led a 

popular protest against the Nazi policies of killing mentally ill and physically disabled 
people. 

• The Protestant minister Pastor Martin Niemoller was put in a concentration camp from 
1938-1945 for speaking out against the Nazis. 
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Racial policy, persecution and the Final Solution

Hitler believed that the German people were the Master Race and that other races were 
inferior. Gypsies, Slavs and other non-Aryans were victimised but it was the Jews who were the 
biggest victims of the Nazis. 
• In 1933 Jewish shops and businesses were boycotted.
• In 1934 all Jews who were employed as civil servants, teachers or in other government 

jobs were dismissed.
• Jews were banned from public buildings, parks and public transport. They were also 

banned from owning pets and radios.
• The Nuremberg Laws of 1935 took away Jews’ rights as German citizens. Marriage 

between Jews and non-Jews was banned.
• In November 1938 Jewish shops, homes and synagogues were destroyed in a night that 

became known as Kristallnacht (The Night of Broken Glass.) Thousands of Jews were 
arrested and during the next few weeks over 30,000 Jews were put in concentration 
camps.

• From 1941 the ‘Final Solution’, the extermination of Jewish people began. This resulted in 
6 million Jews being killed.

WWII and the Final Solution
• The ‘Final Solution’ was the name given to the Nazis’ attempts to murder all of the Jewish 

people of Europe.
• After the German invasion of Poland in September 1939 the Nazi anti-Jewish policy 

escalated. Jews were rounded up into ghettos where they were forced to live in 
overcrowded and unsanitary conditions with inadequate food.

• When the Germans invaded the Soviet Union in 1941 things escalated even further. Nazi 
SS and police units began massive killing operations aimed at entire Jewish communities. 
By autumn 1941 the Nazis started using mobile gas vans to poison large numbers of Jews 
using carbon monoxide from the exhaust fumes. At the same time whole Jewish 
communities were being rounded up, shot, and buried in mass graves.

• On the 3rd July 1941 Goering authorised preparations for the implementation of a 
‘complete solution of the Jewish question.’ In total, around 6 million Jewish men, women 
and children were killed during the Holocaust, two thirds of the Jews living in Europe 
before WWII began.

Persecution of other groups
Not only the Jews were persecuted by the Nazis. Anyone who did not fit into the ideal of the 
Aryan ‘master race’ was persecuted.
• Gypsies were considered to be not ‘socially useful’ and were sent to concentration camps
• Black people became targets of persecution and were sterilised
• Tramps and beggars, alcoholics, homosexuals, mentally and physically disabled and 

political prisoners were also victimised. Many were sent to concentration camps and 
others (particularly ‘mentally retarded’ or ‘deformed’ children) were considered ‘life 
unworthy of life’ were murdered by the Nazis in compulsory euthanasia programmes.
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The impact of the Second World War on the German economy 
and the people

Impact of war 
• At the start of the war the British blockade seriously restricted German access to 

world markets and resources such as petrol, sugar, coffee, chocolate and cotton all 
became extremely scarce. In the first two years of the war however Germany was 
able to receive massive supplies of grain from the Soviet Union. Germany also 
received raw materials and agricultural products from countries under German 
occupation. 

• From 1941 when Germany went to war with the USSR they no longer had access to 
the grain that they so needed. During this time the Germans also used forced (slave) 
labour made of people from countries such as Poland, USSR and Ukraine. By 1944 
slave labour made up 25% of Germany’s work force.

• From 1942, Albert Speer began to direct Germany’s war economy. One thing that 
happened was that women were drafted into the labour force in increasing numbers. 
By late 1944 almost the entire German economy was dedicated to military 
production but Allied bombing raids led to the collapse of the German war economy 
in 1945. Food became drastically scarce and fuel and weapons production reduced 
rapidly. This economic decline was mirrored on the battlefields and later that year 
Germany was defeated.

The war was going spectacularly well at first
• Food rationing was introduced soon after the war began in September 1939. Clothes 

rationing followed in November 1939. Even so, from 1939 to 1941 it was not difficult to 
keep up civilian morale as the war was going spectacularly well for Germany. 

• Hitler was in control of much of Western and Eastern Europe and supplies of luxury 
goods flowed into Germany from captured territories.  

German army invades Russia
• However in 1941, Hitler took the massive gamble of invading the Soviet Union, and for 

the next three years his troops were engaged in an increasingly expensive war with 
Russian forces who ‘tore the heart out of the Germany army’ as Winston Churchill put 
it. German civilians found their lives increasingly disrupted. 

• They had to cut back on heating, work longer hours and recycle their rubbish. 
Goebbels redoubled his censorship efforts. He tried to maintain the peoples support 
for the war by involving them in it through asking them to make sacrifices. 
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Bombing
• Throughout WWII Germany was heavily bombed and civilians paid a heavy price. 

The reason for the bombing of civilians was to try to destroy their morale so that 
they would put pressure on their government to surrender. Both sides used this 
tactic.

• Between 1939 and 1945 approximately 300,000 Germans are thought to have 
been killed and another 800,000 wounded. In cities such as Berlin and Dresden it is 
estimated that 70 to 75% of buildings were destroyed. 

• Despite this massive devastation though British and American air raids did not 
damage Germany’s ability to produce weapons, so in 1944 more emphasis was 
placed on bombing strategic targets such as railway lines and bridges. This new 
strategy had a greater impact on reducing Germany’s ability to wage war

The SS 
The SS virtually became a state within the German state. This SS empire had its own 
armed forces, armaments industries and labour camps. However, even the SS could not 
win the war, let alone keep up German morale. 

Loss of morale among German civilians
With defeat looming, support for the Nazis weakened. Germans stopped declaring 
food that they had. They stayed away from Nazi rallies. They refused to give the ‘Heil
Hitler’ salute and Himmler even contacted the Allies to discuss possible peace terms.

Refugees
By 1945 Germany was in a terrible state. Many had been homeless by Allied bombing 
and many more were fleeing from the advancing Russian armies in the east. Priority 
was given to the retreating German soldiers rather than the German civilians. Over half 
a million Germans died of cold, hunger or disease whilst fleeing from the east. When 
the survivors reached western Germany they found cities devastated by bombing and 
short of food.

End of the war
As the allies closed in on Berlin, Russian troops got to the city first. 
Hitler committed suicide on 30th April 1945, and Goebbels did the same the 
following day. Germany surrendered to the allies and the war was over. 

27


