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Introduction
 

Jane Caplan
 

No one could accuse the Third Reich of being a topic neglected by historians, with something like 37,000 titles published so far, and still counting. But isn’t there a paradox here? On the one hand, few periods of human history, especially any as brief as this, can have been subjected to such intensive scrutiny, and on such a remarkably international scale. How can there possibly be anything new to be said about the twelve years of the Third Reich, or even the twenty-five years of National Socialism’s existence as a political movement? And on the other hand, surely there are few other periods of history on which the consensus view is so uniform, and so little divided by national loyalty. None of the passion or intensity that has invested academic and popular arguments about the French or Russian revolutions would appear to attach to the topic of Nazi Germany as such. If we discount a handful of crackpot Holocaust deniers, there is unanimity of judgement on the Nazis, their state, and their projects. They have no apologists, no defenders. What room could this leave for debate?

The answer is, a lot. Historians are primarily in the business of explanation and contextualization, not judgement, and here there is considerable scope for disagreement and argument, precisely because of what was packed into the career of National Socialism between 1919 and 1945. The questions provoked by this intense, abridged history are numerous and compelling. How could a political movement with such inauspicious beginnings—an unknown Austrian leader, a failed putsch—thrust itself onto the German political stage so spectacularly only a few years later? In a politically mobilized and deeply divided nation, how did the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP) manage to harvest a higher proportion of votes in 1932 than any German party hitherto? How did Hitler manœuvre his way into the chancellorship in 1933, and then so rapidly throw off the tutelage of conservative allies who had expected him to follow their bidding? What explains Germany’s remarkable economic recovery, taking it from bust to boom in a scant four or five years? Did this economic revival underpin the construction of an enthusiastic German ‘national community’ (Volksgemeinschaft) lined up behind its Führer and eager to exclude all ‘outsiders’, or was this a propaganda figleaf covering division, apathy, non-compliance, and repression? Who held the reins of power in the Third Reich, and who were the main beneficiaries of its policies? How did political anti-Semitism become embedded in a culture in which Jews were so assimilated? How did the Christian churches and individual Christians come to terms with a regime that seems so incompatible with core religious values? How do we account for Hitler’s extraordinary foreign-policy successes, which propelled Germany so sensationally to the centre of the European international arena? Was the war that was launched in 1939 the planned culmination of Hitler’s foreign policy, or a mistimed expedient forced on him by the strains of his domestic policies or the actions of other powers? Behind these questions looms the figure of Adolf Hitler himself: a man of limitless will to power and prodigious, nightmarish ambitions, who was not simply the Führer of his party and nation in name, but (as he himself claimed) almost metaphysically identical with them. How are we to understand the man and the part he played?

If these were the only questions, the historiography of National Socialism might resemble that of any other period of political upheaval and war. In fact, most of the essays in this volume discuss problems of this kind: for example, the chapters by Richard Evans on Nazi ideology, Peter Fritzsche on the Nazi rise to power, Jill Stephenson on the Nazi Volksgemeinschaft, Richard Steigmann-Gall on religion, Adam Tooze on the economy, and Gerhard Weinberg on foreign policy after 1933. The questions they discuss present their own specific challenges, but the normal tools of historical reconstruction and explanation ought in principle to be as adequate as they ever are to making sense of the past. But then we have to add in the culminating question. How are we to understand and explain the grotesquely violent ‘biopolitical’ programme of eugenic and racial engineering undertaken by the Nazi regime, with its climax in the war of annihilation against Slavic ‘subhumans’ and the exterminationist paroxysm that consumed Europe’s Jewish populations between 1939 and 1945?

These facts, discussed particularly in the chapters by Nikolaus Wachsmann and Doris Bergen, utterly transform the framework of interpretation. Apart from their own magnitude, they also beg the question whether any aspect of the history of Nazi Germany—and perhaps even the history of Germany as a whole—can ever be addressed without taking these climactic ‘achievements’ into account. The extreme violence and demagogy that were integral to National Socialism have always demanded a deep explanation, and it was common among historians in the 1960s and 1970s to argue that the Third Reich arrived as the culmination of a long history of German misdevelopment. But the sense that the Third Reich was something truly anomalous was reinforced once the Holocaust came to be studied in depth. It implied that the history of Nazi Germany is unique: not only in the ordinary sense that any historical event or process is not strictly replicable, but ‘uniquely unique’, in the sense that the singularity of the Holocaust, its unprecedented-ly evil and totalizing character, defies the normal explanatory categories.

What context of explanation can make sense of this without relativizing its meaning? It is a dilemma which shadows all attempts to understand the history of Nazi Germany. Nevertheless, historians have never shied away from the challenge of understanding it, beginning with the efforts made by contemporaries in the 1930s and 1940s. Twenty years after the end of the war, this had become a remarkably international project, with a growing sense of collaboration particularly among German- and English-speaking historians. Still, not surprisingly, the arguments were sharpest among historians in Germany itself, where political and academic perspectives usually overlapped. This Introduction will begin by concentrating on the German context of interpretation, before moving on to some of the more specific interpretive issues raised by the essays in this volume.





Contexts of interpretation
 

In the face of the wreckage of German culture in the 1940s, it is hardly surprising that early commentators were tempted to take one of two positions on the historical logic of the Third Reich, the unprecedented wars it launched, and the question of German responsibility. For some, like the venerable German historian Friedrich Meinecke, it was the catastrophic train-wreck of a civilization: an accident that defied the normal laws of historical explanation, the work of a gang of criminals who had usurped the German name for their own purposes. The opposite argument, proposed by Edmond Vermeil, Peter Viereck, or A. J. P. Taylor, and discussed in Richard Evans’s chapter on the origins of Nazi ideology, was that Nazi Germany could be seen as the culmination of German history, the logical endpoint of a malign potential nurtured in that culture for centuries. In a curious sense, both views were mirrored in the Allies’ policies in defeated Germany. As victors, they speedily brought the major Nazi criminals to trial at Nuremberg in November 1945, while as occupiers they initiated a process of denazification and German cultural re-education intended to purge the nation of its lethal traditions. Meanwhile most Germans, as Robert Moeller’s chapter argues, ignored these extremes in favour of other more directly usable understandings of their recent past.

This kind of starkly dualistic evaluation is understandable as an immediate reaction to war, mass murder, and the problem of guilt, but it partly reflected national loyalties and assumptions and was never an adequate explanation for the history of National Socialism. It has long since given way to what historians like to call more ‘nuanced’ interpretations by German and non-German historians alike, based on the careful evaluation of primary sources—the evidence produced by participants and witnesses, in the shape of official records, diaries, letters, memoirs, oral testimony and interviews, even artefacts and material objects. ‘Nuance’ means taking into account the gaps and silences in these records, the conflicting evidence, the contradictions of both policies and perceptions, together with the wash of scholarly debate about the problem sites of interpretation. It has also meant a gradual retreat from the ideological agendas that had helped to power arguments about the character of National Socialism since its emergence as a political movement in the 1920s. Here too we can identify two broad tendencies, which had initially arisen in the heat of the ideological and political conflicts among the various exponents of fascism, Marxism, and liberal democracy after the First World War.

In very broad terms, the left saw fascism, including National Socialism, as a variant of bourgeois capitalism, a crisis mechanism for disciplining the working class and restoring the viability of capitalism in a period of dangerous economic instability and revolutionary potential. The ‘Marxist’ or class interpretation (in its many variants) was that National Socialism obeyed the fundamental logic of history in the sense that it was explicable in terms of the class struggle and the economic interests it served. Despite any superficial appearances of incompatibility between Nazism and big business, in this view, the Nazi Party was ultimately sponsored by, and served, the economic interests of capitalism. The same was true of the Nazi regime, specifically its espousal of rearmament and a war of conquest, which was driven as much by the economic interests of capital as by the Nazis’ own ideological imperatives. The principal alternative, which we can call the ‘liberal’ view, was that fascism was a manifestation of the risks inherent in mass society, demonstrating that it could be the nursery of irrational ideologies, demagogy, and totalitarianism as well as democracy and pluralism. Liberals thus rejected a class analysis of National Socialism on principle, and asserted the primacy of politics and ideology over economics. They took the view that the Nazi regime was fundamentally anti-capitalist and that it rode roughshod over every rationality of the market, in an ideologically motivated quest for power and conquest.

These differences of interpretation have had a weighty bearing on all kinds of crucial and contentious questions about the character of National Socialism—in particular, which social classes supported it before 1933, which benefited from Nazism after 1933 and from the opportunities provided by the war, and how to explain the war itself and the genocide it enabled (issues discussed below in the chapters by Richard Evans, Peter Fritzsche, Adam Tooze, and Doris Bergen, in particular). We will also see echoes of these interpretations in the important debate between ‘functionalist’ (regime-centred) and ‘intentionalist’ (Hitler-centred) interpretations of the Third Reich, which is discussed in detail in the chapter by Jeremy Noakes, and will be reviewed later in this Introduction.

Variants of these arguments had a political afterlife as well, for they were nourished by the continuing conflict between communism and liberal or bourgeois democracy, and by its political embodiment in the cold war and Germany’s own territorial division. As Robert Moeller’s chapter shows, the legacy of National Socialism was immensely important in defining the national identities and claims to political legitimacy of the two Germanies between 1949 and the 1960s. It was the means by which each German state could differentiate itself both from Germany in the past, and from each other. For the German Federal Republic, Nazism was a variant of the totalitarianism that, in a different form, was still in power in East Germany and the Soviet bloc. For the German Democratic Republic, it was an outgrowth of the capitalist system that still ruled in the West.

Although German understandings of the Nazi past therefore carried a political and even polemical character, it would be wrong to see them as entirely divorced from, or incompatible with, the professional academic agenda, even in the more controlled culture of the German Democratic Republic. In revived or renewed forms, arguments about the conditions that had nurtured National Socialism and sponsored its political agenda accompanied the growth of empirical historical research between the 1960s and 1980s. This was a period when higher education was expanding, the archives were more and more accessible, and historical scholarship was becoming increasingly internationalized (if more rapidly within the West than between East and West) through specialist journals, academic conferences, and scholarly exchanges. Great strides were made in two areas especially: explaining the precise political and electoral processes by which the Weimar Republic had collapsed and the Nazis came to power; and uncovering the institutional history of the Third Reich and the political and military decision-making procedures that had led to such catastrophic outcomes.



One major focus of disagreement was the extent to which Nazi Germany could be seen as the outcome of a so-called Sonderweg, or ‘special path’ of historical development in modern German history. Had Germany undergone an inadequate or peculiar process of modernization, as some influential historians argued, by comparison with other Western nations which had managed the transition to industrialism and democracy more successfully? Connected to this was persistent controversy, sharpened by the East–West division, about the relationship between fascism and capitalism. New momentum was given to this old debate by the process of generational change and renewed political mobilization in West Germany during the late 1960s and 1970s. This included the emergence of radically critical voices from the ‘new left’, with their accusations that West Germans had failed, individually and collectively, to confront or come to terms with their Nazi past. In a significant political shift, the Social Democrats had entered the West German government for the first time in 1966, leading the coalition from 1969. Their chancellor, Willy Brandt, inaugurated a new phase of rapprochement with Germany’s eastern neighbours, including his hugely symbolic gesture of penitence at the Warsaw ghetto memorial in December 1970. For all these reasons, the history of National Socialism claimed a new prominence in public consciousness, and this was reflected in popular culture—most notably in 1979, when West German television broadcast the American series Holocaust, which had an extraordinary public impact.

As the results of research proliferated and were more widely disseminated, vigorous debates took place among proponents of one or another interpretation, precisely because the intellectual and political stakes were so high. Although these were academic disputes, they were rarely confined within academia itself, at least in West Germany, where the press responded to and nourished popular interest by covering them in some depth. There were moments when historians voiced angry suspicions that their opponents were playing down or relativizing the shameful excesses of National Socialism, pursuing purely ideological and political agendas with scant regard for historical truth, or wilfully misunderstanding the relationship between Germany’s Nazi past and its divided political present.





The ‘Historians’ Dispute’
 

The most contentious, politically charged, and public of these debates was the so-called ‘Historians’ Dispute’ (Historikerstreit) of the mid-1980s, which erupted at a time when West Germany’s government and public life had entered a renewed conservative phase. The return of the conservative Christian Democrats (CDU) to a coalition government in 1983 coincided with two significant anniversaries: fifty years since the Nazi takeover in 1933, and forty years since the end of the Second World War in 1945. The commemorations prompted by these anniversaries demonstrated a new readiness among conservative politicians and historians to question the burden of German guilt, including in a controversial project to establish a national museum of German history. There was an important international dimension to this too. With Ronald Reagan’s election as US president in 1981, the cold war entered a new phase which highlighted Germany’s status as the West’s frontline state. Reagan and the new West German chancellor Helmut Kohl engaged in ‘an extraordinary series of bungled negotiations’ (Mary Fulbrook) which were intended to cement West Germany’s partnership in a strengthened Western alliance. Both leaders overstepped the mark in their eagerness to draw a line under the divisive legacy of the Second World War—most notably in connection with their official visit to the graves of Wehrmacht and SS soldiers in the German military cemetery in Bitburg in May 1985. Reagan had made some highly inappropriate remarks in advance of this visit, equating the soldiers’ suffering with that of the victims of Nazi concentration camps; and the furore this aroused was not calmed by a hastily arranged parallel visit to the camp at Bergen-Belsen.

Mismanaged as these events were, they nevertheless reflected a newly truculent public mood among conservatives. Among other voices, the well-known historian Michael Stürmer epitomized this when he argued that Germany ought no longer to be defined by the shame of National Socialism, as if that short period had consumed Germany’s entire right to a national history like any other country’s. Forty years after the end of the war, so it was claimed, the Federal Republic needed a revived sense of national history and legitimacy in order to ensure its long-term stability as a democratic order. For historical and political reasons, therefore, it was time to ‘overcome the past’, in the words of the Berlin historian Ernst Nolte: to ‘historicize’ the Third Reich by letting the past become history in the fullest sense of the word. There it could be allowed to take its place alongside any other period marked by radical violence and conflict, of which history offered all too many examples.

The term ‘historicization’ is not very familiar in English, but in Germany ‘Historisierung’ carries a freight of meaning from the discipline’s nineteenth-century origins, and calls on a deep sense of what ‘history’ means, morally as well as intellectually. Discussions of the terms on which Nazi Germany could be ‘historicized’ were not confined to the right: in fact, one of the first arguments for historicization had been made in a restrained and thoughtful essay by one of Germany’s most respected historians, Martin Broszat. But in its politicized form in the mid-1980s, the issue became hugely controversial, centring on two questions in particular.

The first was on what terms National Socialism might finally be treated as one episode in Germany’s history—rather than as something embedded deep within German history, something that so shattered the patterns of normal historical development that it must continue to define Germany’s national identity in the present and future. How could Germany recover its right to a ‘normal’ history, a normal sense of national pride and patriotism? The answer to this question depended on a second one: how to understand the Nazi genocide against the Jews, condensed in the powerful metonym of ‘Auschwitz’. Was this a singular event which defined the uniqueness of National Socialism, and hence determined its legacy as something extraordinary? Or was it an event comparable with other episodes of annihilationist violence, perhaps even inspired by them? In the 1970s, as we have seen, argument had often turned on the relationship between fascism, capitalism, and totalitarianism as systems of domination. Now, in the 1980s, the issue of comparison was pushed into a new register with Nolte’s claim that Nazi Germany and Bolshevik Russia were comparably exterminatory regimes—and that the Bolsheviks had even set the precedent for Auschwitz with their own programmes of mass murder since 1917. Not only did this claim question the singularity of National Socialism, but (echoing Nazi propaganda in 1944–5) it also endowed Germany’s wartime struggle against the Soviet Union with a certain defensive legitimacy.

Appalled by these arguments, numerous historians, led by Germany’s most prominent public intellectual, the philosopher Jürgen Habermas, mounted a passionate and successful public counter-attack. The crux of their counter-argument was that the confrontation with the Nazi past, with Auschwitz at its core, remained the indispensable condition of West Germany’s declared identity as a civilized democracy. Nothing else would guarantee the Federal Republic’s painfully rebuilt commitment to universal human values, set out in the opening articles of its 1949 constitution, the Basic Law (Grundgesetz). West Germans must continue to assert a concretely founded and rational ‘constitutional patriotism’, and not chase after the kind of metaphysical and dangerous national patriotism that had proved so treacherous in the past.

In their avowedly political bid to refound the legitimacy of the Federal Republic and create a new sense of German identity, the conservative protagonists in the Historikerstreit therefore failed. Moreover, the dispute was swiftly overtaken by astonishing events on the much grander stage of international politics: the collapse of Communist regimes in Russia and Eastern Europe, the shrinkage of Soviet power in Eastern Europe, and the political crises that engulfed parts of these regions in the 1990s. These unexpected events had a direct impact on Germany. Following the collapse of communism in the German Democratic Republic (signalled by the literal collapse of the Berlin Wall in November 1989) and the decision to incorporate ‘East Germany’ into the Federal Republic, unified Germany was faced with new opportunities for creating a national identity, not to mention a new vantage-point for interpreting the entire post-war epoch between 1949 and 1989. Along with Europe as a whole, Germany was released from the geopolitical paralysis that had gripped the continent in the aftermath of the Second World War. In this sense, therefore, it was history itself—the end of the cold war—that was creating the real conditions for ‘historicizing’ the Third Reich and opening the way, as we shall see below, to new kinds of public engagement with the legacy of Nazism.

In more narrowly historiographical terms, the Historikerstreit had mixed effects. The more extreme claims that Germany no longer needed to define itself by its Nazi past were undoubtedly sent packing. The singularity of the Holocaust was affirmed, together with its overriding significance for German collective identity, including in reunified Germany, and the scene was set for a new receptivity to international research on anti-Semitism and genocide. At the same time, the debate helped to move the question of ‘identity’ to centre stage, where it converged with an already growing interest in recovering the texture of ordinary people’s everyday lives under National Socialism—their individual and group experiences, the preservation of pre-Nazi collective identities, and the construction of new ones.

This approach had originally been embraced in the 1970s by historians who wanted to discover whether everyday patterns of working-class solidarity survived the assaults of the Nazi regime after 1933, and whether people contrived to distance themselves from the regime in ways short of open resistance—given that concerted political opposition appeared to have been rapidly crushed, as we see from the chapters by Jill Stephenson, Nikolaus Wachsmann, and Richard Steigmann-Gall. What the Germans call ‘Alltagsgeschichte’, the history of everyday life, therefore had to confront the question of what ‘normality’ meant in terms of Germans’ ordinary daily lives. This was a different level from the nation, to be sure, but it was not entirely insulated from the larger historiographical issues implicit in national history. In fact, one of the books that had figured prominently in the Historikerstreit, Andreas Hillgruber’s (1986) Zweierlei Untergang: Die Zerschlagung des deutschen Reiches und das Ende des europäischen Judentums (‘Two Kinds of Downfall: The Destruction of the German Empire and the End of European Jewry’) had aroused great misgivings precisely on this score. Hillgruber attempted to reconstruct the ‘daily life’ of German soldiers on the Eastern front in 1944–5 as (in his eyes) they battled to shield their fellow Germans from the Soviet advance. It was hard to miss the implication that ‘Germany’ itself was worth saving too. And by balancing the sufferings of German soldiers and civilians against those of the Nazis’ Jewish victims, Hillgruber’s book (including its title) indicated a deliberate and shocking sense of priorities, and a wilful neglect of causal relationships and the chain of responsibility. This was a crass example, but other less aggressively revisionist historical research was also opening up disconcerting perspectives on the degree of identification that had existed between ‘ordinary Germans’ and the purposes of the Nazi regime—issues that are also discussed in the chapters by Jill Stephenson and Nikolaus Wachsmann.



Willing executioners?
 

Retrospectively, these projects can be seen as a first step in the development of new perspectives on the character of experience and victimhood in the Third Reich. Once again, this shift of sensibilities was crystallized in public controversy, or rather, two controversies that followed in quick succession. The first was prompted by a public exhibition of photographs and texts mounted by a private foundation in Hamburg, the Institut für Sozialforschung (Institute of Social Research), in March 1995 and titled ‘War of Annihilation: The Crimes of the Wehrmacht between 1941 and 1944’. The exhibition detailed the German army’s complicity in the mass murder of civilians on several war fronts in Eastern Europe and Russia, and exploded the myth of the ‘clean Wehrmacht’, that is, the post-war claim that only the SS had been responsible for war crimes, and that the German army had fought an honourable war. It was unexpectedly popular, attracting thousands of visitors and eventually going on tour in Germany and other countries, where it was seen by something approaching a million people.

For many visitors, it came as a shocking revelation that ordinary German soldiers—their fathers, grandfathers, uncles—had been directly involved in some of the worst crimes of the war. But it also attracted angry condemnation on the grounds that it vilified the memory of soldiers who had fought and died for Germany; and the condemnation became louder when it was revealed that (as a result of unintentional but careless misidentifications) at least some of the photographs in the exhibition pictured not German but Soviet wartime atrocities. The public recriminations this caused continued for several years and eventually led to the withdrawal of the exhibition.

The second controversy was aroused by a book written by a young American political scientist, Daniel Goldhagen, whose Hitler’s Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust was published in New York in 1996 and immediately translated into German. Reduced to its essentials, Goldhagen’s argument was that ‘ordinary Germans’ had been willing to participate hands-on and enthusiastically in the mass murder of Europe’s Jews, prepared by the fact that German culture had embraced a peculiarly ‘eliminationist’ brand of racial anti-Semitism for at least a century. Hitler’s Third Reich simply provided the opportunity for the expression and enactment of Germans’ cultural disposition to the literal physical elimination of the Jewish race. To back up his argument that Germans had been ‘willing executioners’, Goldhagen described in graphic and excruciating detail events of the Holocaust that were generally less familiar than Auschwitz and the extermination camps: the mass shootings of Jews in Eastern Europe and Russia, the process by which Jewish slave labourers were deliberately worked to death, and the final spasm of murder in the ‘death marches’ in 1944–5, as the Germans emptied their camps in the face of the Allied advances.

The book provoked a storm of controversy on both sides of the Atlantic. Specialists in the history of Nazism, anti-Semitism, and the Holocaust were quick to criticize Goldhagen. They pilloried not only his deficiencies as a historian—for example, his misrepresentation of the complex historic relations between Germans and Jews, and in general his neglect of decades of research in favour of his own preconceptions—but also his intemperate, emotional, and accusatory tone. They also pointed out that an American expert on the history of the Nazi genocide, Christopher Browning, had already published a far more thoughtful and no less damning account of the mass shootings a few years earlier, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland (1992), which had come to very different conclusions about why ‘ordinary Germans’ had been induced to participate in mass murder.

Nevertheless, the popular reception of Goldhagen’s book was considerably warmer. No doubt the public sensation was fanned by an astute publicity campaign (something Browning’s book had not benefited from), and more people were prepared to offer opinions on the book than had probably read it. Yet there was a sense that academics had lost touch with public opinion in the US as well as Germany: that Goldhagen’s book, for all the professional criticism it attracted, hit a popularly accessible note of emotional identification with the victims of Nazi genocide that earlier more policy-oriented studies of anti-Semitism and the ‘Final Solution’ had ignored. Like the TV series ‘Holocaust’ ten years earlier, or Stephen Spielberg’s film Schindler’s List which riveted Germans in 1994, just two years before the publication of Hitler’s Willing Executioners, Goldhagen’s book delivered a view of the Holocaust that was individualized, immediate, and compelling. For this reason, although many historians would continue to regard the book as bad history, it had a significance that went far beyond its own intrinsic quality.

In a way, the reception of Goldhagen’s book marked the point at which ‘the Holocaust’ definitively eclipsed ‘the Final Solution’ as the recognized term for the Nazis’ extermination of the Jews. To understand what this means, we need to go back a bit and look at some of the more specific historical issues that lie behind the topics discussed in this volume.



Institutions and intentions
 

The ‘Final Solution of the Jewish Question’ (Endlösung der Judenfrage) was the Nazis’ own euphemism for extermination. In the 1960s and 1970s it was taken over by historians researching into the official decision-making processes and institutional mechanisms through which anti-Semitic measures were adopted after 1933 and extermination became a policy. In fact, most early research into the Third Reich was similarly devoted to investigating its institutions and structures, especially in relation to the crucial questions of the making of Nazi foreign policy, the decision to go to war, and the military conduct of the war—issues discussed in the chapters by Gerhard Weinberg and Doris Bergen. Making war was integral to the identity of the Third Reich and to its historical impact on the rest of Europe; the wars launched by the Nazi regime remain a prominent focus of research, with the emphasis having shifted from foreign policy and the military machine to broader questions about the nature of Nazi war-making and the impact of the occupations in both Western and Eastern Europe. But institutions and structures also played a key role in debates about the character of the Third Reich as a whole.

The most familiar images of Nazi Germany—the serried ranks of party members at Nuremberg, the columns of invading soldiers and tanks, the all-pervasive pictures of Hitler—convey its own self-representation as a nation of dedicated and purposeful followers of the Führer and his ideology. They also sustain the external and partly compatible judgement that Nazi Germany was an absolutist dictatorship run by fanatics, a frighteningly disciplined police state answerable to Hitler alone, a totalitarian system capable of vast feats of repression and aggression. The extent to which these images capture anything accurate about the social organization of Nazi Germany is discussed below in Jill Stephenson’s chapter on Nazi Germany as a Volksgemeinschaft of ‘valuable’ Germans, while the violent exclusion of opponents, Jews, and ‘community aliens’ is examined by Nikolaus Wachsmann. Between them, these chapters demonstrate that Nazi Germany was neither the solidaristic national community envisaged, as Richard Evans shows, by Nazi ideology, nor a nation of submissive, atomized individuals obedient to the dictates of a police state and living in constant fear of the concentration camp. Rather, while some Germans certainly remained unconvinced by Nazi programmes and policies and many of these were subject to brutal repression, many other ‘valuable’ Germans exercized a kind of self-monitoring self-control that limited their exposure to the terrors of the police state. And for these citizens, the Third Reich even seemed to deliver enough that was positive to make the bargain appear worthwhile—at a heavy cost to others.

Even if, as Jill Stephenson suggests, the genuinely classless Volksgemeinschaft remained a myth (and true egalitarianism was never a Nazi objective), many Germans caught their first glimpse of the good life under Nazi rule. As Peter Fritzsche argues in his chapter on the Nazi rise to power, National Socialism offered Germans an alternative vision of their nation to substitute for the failures of the post-war system encapsulated in the Weimar Republic. With the Nazis in power after 1933, a certain kind of political stability was restored; the economic chaos of the post-war years and the Depression was banished, as Adam Tooze’s chapter shows; unpopular social groups were officially ostracized; and the foreign-policy and military successes described in Gerhard Weinberg’s chapter brought rewards both psychological and material. Persecution and terror were confined to particular categories of people—notably, political opponents on the left, Jews, some religious groups (as Richard Steigman-Gall’s chapter shows), and the ragged ranks of the ‘community aliens’ and ‘asocials’. These were certainly large populations, but they were also more or less identifiable and bounded: if you were not among them, you ran much less risk of arrest or mistreatment. The vast majority of other Germans therefore made their peace with the Third Reich through a mixture of self-interest and a cultivated indifference to the sufferings of its victims. That so many people actively denounced acquaintances and strangers whom they suspected of political and racial ‘offences’ might even suggest that some Germans displaced their own fears of Nazi terror by ensuring that it was visited on others.

Historical research has thus modulated the popular images of Nazi Germany as a nation of either disciplined fanatics or powerless and terrorized victims. But what of the other side of the picture: the figure of the totalitarian party state, led by an omnipotent Führer? Perhaps this overloaded image of power was always understood to be something of an exaggeration, but the centrality of Hitler to any explanation of Third Reich seemed unassailable. His beliefs dictated policy, his power was undisputed, his word was law. In a word, the key to understanding Nazi Germany must be to identify Hitler’s own ideological intentions and the political priorities he was able to impose. In this model, Hitler controlled the direction and pace of policy in every field, notably in foreign policy and military strategy. And, as historians like Lucy Dawidowicz and Gerald Fleming argued, the explanation of the Holocaust was simple, if devastating: it was the intended outcome of Hitler’s ideological anti-Semitism and it unrolled programmatically from the first discriminatory measures of 1933, through the deliberately calibrated acceleration of persecution in the pre-war years, to the killing fields and extermination camps of the 1940s.

From the late 1960s, however, this depiction of the Third Reich as a primarily ‘intentionalist’ power structure, controlled by Hitler and controlling every aspect of public life in Germany, was challenged by research which suggested a very different picture of the regime. Hitler’s leadership may have been undisputed, but this did not mean he was an all-powerful dictator presiding over a responsive administration. On the contrary, once the actual workings of the Nazi regime were examined, another picture came to the fore, as Jeremy Noakes explains in his chapter on Hitler and the Nazi state. This state was depicted less as an autocracy, a state ruled by one man, than as a ‘polycracy’, or a state with multiple centres of power which were distributed in an uncoordinated, even anarchic fashion. Power-holders in the state administration and the Nazi Party were involved in battles for authority which appeared endemic to the system, rather than being just the expression of personal ambition (although there was certainly plenty of that too); administrative structures were increasingly fragmented and dislocated, intensifying interpersonal frictions and feeding them back into the system; and the scope for rational and accountable decision-making, let alone long-term policy-making, became more and more constrained.

This structuralist or ‘functionalist’ analysis had extremely important implications for understanding what happened under Nazi rule, and why. Its leading proponents, including Martin Broszat, Hans Mommsen, and Timothy Mason, not only pointed out that this was an irrational way to run a state: more than this, they argued that the system transmitted its own irrationality into policy in disastrous ways and with catastrophic effects. The central proposition here was that the restless dynamism, the commitment to a politics of ‘struggle’, and the utopian ambitions that had carried the Nazi movement into power were dispersed into the political system as a whole after 1933, depriving it of any stability or predictability. As leaders improvised agencies and policies in the competition to define and enact the amorphous will of the regime and its leader, so the result was a pre-emptive, leap-frogging, cumulative radicalization of the regime’s political direction.

In this research, the Third Reich appeared not as an efficient totalitarian machine, but as a machine out of control and lurching from crisis to crisis, not least in economic policy and the planning and conduct of war (aspects which are assessed in Adam Tooze’s chapter). The most radical policy of all, the extermination of the Jews, could also be understood not primarily as the step-by-step realization of Hitler’s own ideological programme by responsive and obedient henchmen, but as the outcome of the perverse, proliferating structure of the regime, which ensured that its competitive internal dynamics would generate ever more radical, destructive, and ultimately self-destructive options.

Hitler is by no means absent in this account, either politically or ideologically, as Jeremy Noakes shows. His pathological antiSemitism is not denied, nor his commitment to the other elements of the ‘ideological synthesis’ of National Socialism that Richard Evans describes in his chapter. But in the functionalist accounts, he appears not so much as the director or enforcer of policy, but as the charismatic condition of its possibility, as the source of unpredictable, imprecise, and ‘utopian’ pronouncements that his minions outbade one another to convert into policy. This practice of ‘working towards the Führer’ (a phrase coined by a leading Nazi bureaucrat in 1934, and since highlighted by Ian Kershaw) imposed no rational limits on what might be imagined as appropriate and feasible. Policy-making became a matter not of rational calculation, but of improvised and contradictory responses by proliferating agencies and bureaucracies to the equally unintended and contradictory results of prior decisions, always thrusting on towards the extremes of the imaginable.

Research carried out under the auspices of the intentional-ist–functionalist debate was enormously productive for advancing our knowledge of how the Nazi state worked in practice. (Indeed, and controversially, it also suggested some troubling ways in which political rationality might be at risk in any modern bureaucratic system, under certain conditions.) As the chapters by Jeremy Noakes and Doris Bergen show, the functionalists helped to identify aspects of the system’s structure and functioning that needed to be investigated in order to throw light on how Hitler’s most murderous and irrational convictions—his obsessions with antiSemitism and the conquest of Lebensraum—were converted into practical policy. At the same time, the functionalist argument had its weaknesses. Crucially, it could be interpreted as underplaying Hitler’s political role, notably in Hans Mommsen’s paradoxical and controversial description of him as a ‘weak dictator’. Another limitation was that this kind of research tended to focus on high politics and on the institutions of government and administration. It was concerned more with the making of policies and the chronology of particular decisions than with the victims and their experiences, or, at least to begin with, the reactions of non-Jewish ‘ordinary Germans’. But parallel questions also needed to be asked about how German society worked under National Socialism: how it held together under the strain of Nazi priorities, how the different classes and social groups, including women and young people, fared, how opposition and dissent were contained. Only with this knowledge would it be possible to fully understand how and why specific groups were excluded from the Nazi social order, systematically persecuted, and in some cases physically eliminated.



Biopolitics
 

Whereas initial research into Nazi society in the 1970s had focused on social structure in the traditional sense of how relations between social classes and economic interest groups were experienced and organized, what was increasingly added to this in the 1980s and 1990s was the issue of ‘biopolitics’: the Third Reich’s projects for the biological and demographic refoundation not only of Germany but of the European social order as a whole. For the Nazis, these projects meant treating society literally as a kind of biological organism in which the ‘healthy’ or ‘valuable’ elements were to be officially encouraged, and the ‘diseased’, ‘parasitic’, and ‘worthless’ elements cut out and eliminated. This was no metaphor, and historians seeking to understand the emergence and course of these programmes had to engage directly with the politics of the body, as well as the questions of how relations between the sexes were reorganized and models of masculinity, femininity, and sexuality reshaped. Their aim was not to imitate the Nazis’ own reduction of society to biology, but to chart that reduction and to expose its real social context and effects.

The investigation of Nazi biopolitics was also influenced by extraneous developments in historiography beyond Germany alone. Beginning in the 1970s, historians began to take seriously the history of women and of racial categories, along with a whole raft of related issues, including the histories of sexual identity and reproduction, children and the family, and the body, physical life, and death. In many respects, what used to be seen primarily as ‘natural’ phenomena were now being reinterpreted as historical products, as the sites of changing processes of social construction and of contests for power and meaning.

These categories modified or enlarged the concepts of social class and economic interests as the primary mechanisms of social analysis and explanation. The latter did not lose their salience (as the chapters by Jill Stephenson and Adam Tooze document), but once gender and race had become recognized categories of historical analysis, new perspectives were opened on Nazi policies too. Among the most significant results of this was the conceptualization of Nazi Germany as a society structured not only by the usual forms of social stratification and economic interest, but also by radical rules of ‘inclusion’ and ‘exclusion’ based on biopolitical criteria, which dictated people’s different fates in even more devastating ways. A ruthless eugenics, unfettered by any moral and medical restraint, motivated programmes of mass sterilization that ravaged the lives of hundreds of thousands of ‘worthless’ German women and men, while up to 150,000 more were murdered in the so-called ‘euthanasia’ actions after 1939.

That class and economic status also continued to determine relative power and benefits for ‘valuable’ citizens in the Third Reich is plainly true, as is the fact that ruthless coercion and barbaric violence saturated the Nazis’ exercise of political power. Yet, as has been pointed out above, this was not a society totally atomized by the threat of random or arbitrary violence: rather, for many Germans it was a somewhat calculable if highly constrained arena in which to lead their lives, at least until the war imposed new and increasingly dangerous strains. The ways in which this system worked, the opportunities it offered, and the starkly different fates it meted out to different groups of people, are examined here in the two parallel chapters by Jill Stephenson and Nikolaus Wachsmann which bring out the core contrast between those men and women who were ‘included’ in the Third Reich and those who were ‘excluded’.



The most comprehensive and violent Nazi project of exclusion was, of course, reserved for the Jews—not just German Jews, but the entire Jewish population of Europe, all of whom were to be physically annihilated in the ‘Final Solution of the Jewish Question’. To explain how this horrifying fantasy of the total erasure of a people and a culture became a reality is the most difficult task that has confronted historians of Nazi Germany. The intentional-ist–functionalist debate was a sustained attempt to grapple with it by investigating the overall dynamics of the Third Reich as a political system. As we have seen above, the alternative explanations emphasized either the incremental unfolding of Hitler’s ideological objectives on the one hand, or the unpredictable radicalization of policy options on the other hand. Prominent in this debate were therefore questions of agency and timing—who made the crucial decisions and when, given that there was no single ‘Hitler order’ that could be identified as his instruction to exterminate the Jews. Painstaking research into the decision-making processes that led to a concerted policy of mass extermination therefore absorbed an enormous amount of historians’ efforts in the late 1980s and 1990s, which focused on the crucial years 1941–2 in particular.

At the same time, public interest in the history of the Second World War and the Holocaust was receiving a new impetus in the post-cold war era. Retrospectively, we can see that the defeat of the conservative campaign in the Historikerstreit also paved the way for renewed initiatives of public engagement with the legacy of Nazism and the development of commemorative sites throughout Germany, especially as the fifty-year anniversary of the war’s end approached. Berlin alone saw several major memorial sites opened in the 1990s: a permanent ‘Topography of Terror’ exhibition documenting the activities of the SS and Gestapo was opened on the site of the Gestapo headquarters in Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse in 1992; in the same year, the villa in suburban Wannsee in which Nazi leaders had met in January 1942 to plan the roundup of Europe’s Jews was dedicated as the Wannsee Conference Memorial Site; and a major museum devoted to the history of the Jews in Germany was under construction, to be opened in 1997. Numerous other memorials and commemorative sites were established throughout Germany, and existing sites in the ex-DDR (for example, the camps of Sachsenhausen and Buchenwald) were remade to fit the new culture of unified Germany. Plans for a national memorial to the victims of genocide, mooted in West Germany since 1988, began to accelerate in earnest in the early 1990s; the ‘Central Monument to the Murdered Jews of Europe’ was eventually dedicated in May 2005, in the centre of Berlin, adjacent to Germany’s national parliament (Bundestag) building. Beyond Germany too, the opening of the US Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, DC, in 1993 reflected and nourished a new level of public consciousness about this history and lent it a new global dimension.

This combination of highly detailed, specialized academic research on the one hand, and a growing popular interest in the Holocaust on the other hand, provided the context into which Daniel Goldhagen launched his visceral and unflinching account of how Germans had killed hundreds of thousands of Jews in Eastern Europe after 1939. Together, the initiatives described above and the publicity for Goldhagen’s narrative of Jewish suffering marked, as I suggested above, the displacement of the ‘Final Solution’ by the ‘Holocaust’ as the universally recognized term for the Nazi genocide. We can now see what this means. Where ‘Final Solution’ points to the impersonal political and institutional processes by which genocide became official policy, ‘Holocaust’ signifies the unprecedented tragedy of human suffering it entailed. Where ‘Final Solution’ focuses on relatively distant political officials and bureaucrats, ‘Holocaust’ wrenches attention directly to the identities of perpetrators and victims as they faced each other inescapably at the moment of murder, the moment of death.



History and memory
 

In the course of the 1990s, therefore, the Holocaust became both internationalized and personalized. Uneasily, in fits and starts, Germany had taken on the historic obligation of facing its Nazi past since the 1950s. Since then the moral burden has to some extent been shared out, notably among the twenty-five countries that have joined the ‘Task Force for International Co-operation on Holocaust Education, Remembrance and Research’ following its establishment by the governments of Britain, Sweden, and the US in 1998. The process of internationalization took a further step in October 2005 when the United Nations designated 27 January (the anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz by Soviet troops in 1945) as annual ‘International Holocaust Memorial Day’. The Holocaust itself has been recognized to have engulfed not only millions of European Jews, but also other persecuted groups including Gypsies, homosexuals, and ‘asocials’, as Nikolaus Wachsmann’s chapter describes. In these ways, the lessons and legacies of genocide are understood to be something that everyone ought to confront.

However, we should also remember that the history of the Holocaust is by no means synonymous with the history of Nazi Germany as such. First, genocide was something that reached beyond Germany itself, in terms of the nationality of its victims, the sites of their murder, and the implication of other governments and nationalities in the process. And although Jews were the primary and ideologically defined targets of Nazi genocide, the same lethal attitude to ‘worthless’ people was visible in the harrowing policies of forced abortion and sterilization and involuntary ‘euthanasia’ that were visited on Germans and non-Germans alike in the name of ‘eugenic’ improvement. It can be seen too in the related wartime plans discussed in Adam Tooze’s chapter: huge schemes for the elimination of ‘surplus’ populations in order to reserve food resources for the Germans, and for the murderous exploitation of slave labour to serve the German war economy. A lot of this history remains to be fully evaluated, and is the subject of ongoing research. Secondly, as the chapters in this volume demonstrate, there is much more to the history of National Socialism and the Third Reich than the Holocaust alone. Alongside it stands the Nazi regime’s political and moral devastation first of Germany, and then of most of Europe, through its most characteristic export, war. We need to attend to this history if we want to understand why war and genocide were made possible, and if we want to comprehend how a modern society capitulated so quickly and completely to fascist as well as racist tyranny.

In this context, what I have called the personalization of the Holocaust has had mixed consequences. By offering a means of individual identification with the people involved at the time, it opens up opportunities for moral debates of fundamental importance. How might we have behaved in the same circumstances? What choices might we have made? And we can address our questions to the full spectrum of Nazi Germany, not just imagining ourselves as potential victims, but putting ourselves in the situation of those who, for example, denounced their neigh-bours for petty offences or for personal advantage, or who turned a blind eye as the homeless, the tramps, the Gypsies—or for that matter, the Communists and trade unionists—were hauled off to disappear who knew where. But identifying with individuals in particular situations also has its pitfalls. Since the status of ‘victim’ is obviously preferable to that of ‘perpetrator’ or ‘bystander’, there is a powerful impulse to extend this perspective by looking at the ways in which everyone was a victim of Nazism, and no one responsible or guilty. Concentrating on individual fates and choices may also divert us from grappling with the larger scale historical processes and structures which are less immediately comprehensible, but which, as this volume shows, are no less indispensable to understanding. We need to see how democratic institutions can be dismantled and the rule of law so comprehensively subverted that individual human rights are destroyed. We also need to look to the social bonds, the ties of collective trust and solidarity that transcend the limits of an individual identity and may be used for good or ill.

These issues have become more pressing with the inevitable passing of the generation who lived through the 1930s and 1940s. The gradual fading of this ‘survivor’ generation has encouraged the collecting of personal memories and testimonies before it is too late. The impulse to collect individual stories is also an expression of the popular ‘memory boom’ and the enthusiasm for people’s history and the history of everyday life which, as we saw above, has been gathering momentum since the 1970s. One prominent example of this was the attention aroused by the publication in 1995 of the extensive and revelatory diaries kept between 1933 and 1945 by Victor Klemperer, a Dresden Jew who survived Nazi terror. Moreover, once the age-groups directly responsible for National Socialism began to be succeeded by generations who had no direct involvement, the question of guilt could be opened up again—and, as the public response to the Wehrmacht Exhibition demonstrated in the mid-1990s, with a new sense of pain and moral accountability, even if this was not shared by all. Immediately after defeat in 1945, the Germans had concentrated on the suffering they had endured rather than the suffering they had caused: they viewed themselves not as responsible for National Socialism and the war, but primarily as their victims. In the present day, the question of who precisely might count as a victim and a ‘survivor’ has once again been opened up in Germany, as Robert Moeller’s chapter shows. In this way, the questions of victimhood and memory have converged in what might be called a second process of ‘historicization’: still a thorny issue, but perhaps standing on somewhat firmer moral ground than the first attempt in the 1980s.

One thing is certain: this is not somehow the ‘end’ of the history of the Third Reich. On the empirical plane there is still much we do not know: about the history of the pre-war concentration camps and their inmates, for example, or of race war and economic exploitation in Gemany’s conquered territories. Changing historical perspectives in the present will continue to provoke fresh debates about the Third Reich, including the perplexing relationship between ideological belief and political action, or the comparability of different dictatorships in the twentieth century. And Nazi Germany has bequeathed us the concept of ‘genocide’, a word with all too many troubling resonances in the present-day world. But the fact that we still feel the need to learn, to explore every corner of this catastrophic period, and to provide ourselves with historically grounded explanations, is evidence enough that it will not soon be lost either to history or to memory.
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The emergence of Nazi ideology
 

Richard J. Evans
 



Historiography
 

For a long time, during the Third Reich and after, critics of German National Socialism tended to dismiss the idea that the Nazis had an ideology. Compared with the great systems of European political thought, from liberalism and conservatism to Marxism, populism, and anarchism, National Socialism seemed to lack even the pretence of logical consistency. It was little more than a hotchpotch of borrowed concepts and rhetorical phrases. Of course, it had its supposedly great book—Hitler’s Mein Kampf—which everyone in the Third Reich was required to read, or at least possess, and which, therefore, sold in its millions. But Mein Kampf was not a work of political philosophy. It was an autobiographical tract, larded with rambling and often incoherent reflections on the political issues of the day. It was unsystematic, unoriginal, and in large stretches more or less unreadable. To extract from it any kind of coherent world-view was impossible. The earliest serious biographers of Hitler, such as the British historian Alan Bullock, portrayed the Nazi leader as a power-hungry opportunist, with no consistent principles, a man who would espouse any idea, any policy, if it served his purpose. To call National Socialism an ideology seemed to be according it a dignity and seriousness it did not really deserve. Nazism was organized criminality, intellectually vapid and philosophically simpleminded, all tactics and no strategy, rhetoric without substance.



Such arguments gained credence from Nazism’s own strongly anti-intellectual tendencies. On one notorious occasion in November 1938, Hitler even spoke openly of exterminating Germany’s intellectuals at some point in the future. A favourite slogan of the paramilitary brownshirts, after all, was the ‘struggle against the intellect’. This struggle was given dramatic expression on 10 May 1933, when Nazi students threw thousands of books onto bonfires they lit on the main squares of Germany’s university towns. When all this was taken into account, it seemed misplaced to treat National Socialism as a serious political ideology. Admittedly, at least one leading Nazi, Alfred Rosenberg, did attempt to provide a theoretical basis for Nazi policies in his book The Myth of the Twentieth Century, published in 1930. But other Nazi leaders poured scorn on its pretentiousness: Hitler said he had only read a small part of it and declared that it was too difficult for anyone to understand. It sold a million copies in the course of the Third Reich, but Hitler put this down mainly to the fact that it had been publicly condemned by the Catholic Church hierarchy in Germany because of its anti-Christian rhetoric. Relatively few Nazis referred to Rosenberg’s work in justification of their actions, and even Mein Kampf altogether lacked the status of a sacred ideological text such as the Communist Manifesto or Das Kapital. While speeches, books, and newspapers in Soviet Russia slavishly quoted the classical texts of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin at every opportunity, no such obligation seemed to rest on the writers and speakers of Hitler’s Germany.

This does not mean that critics of Nazism thought that it had no ideas at all. But during the Second World War in particular, Allied propagandists tended to argue that, if Nazism did possess any ideas, then they were little more than updated versions of prejudices and assumptions common in German culture and politics since the end of the Middle Ages, if not earlier. Hitler, in this view, propagated by British historians such as Lewis Namier, A. J. P. Taylor, or Rohan Butler, was a representative German, who gave practical expression to the innermost beliefs of the German national character, beliefs that had been developed by a whole variety of writers over the centuries. By the selective use of quotations, Butler, for example, traced Nazi ideas back through virtually every German philosopher and writer of note, from Luther to Nietzsche and beyond. One or other of them, from Herder and the Romantics onwards, and usually a great many, believed in the abasement of the people before a great leader, the superiority of the German race, the prevalence of might over right, the evil nature of the Jews, and virtually all the central components of what was to become Nazi ideology.

The problems of this view were manifold, however. In picking out any phrases and concepts in the writings of German thinkers and philosophers if they seemed to bear even the slightest resemblance to the language and policies of the Nazis, historians like Butler or Taylor ripped them out of their original context and gave them a meaning not intended by their authors. If there really was nothing new or original about Nazism, if its ideas had been commonplace among Germans throughout the nineteenth century and even further back, then why did the Nazis not come to power before 1933? Why had their predecessors not put these ideas into effect? Moreover, this argument ignores the very strong traditions of liberalism and socialism in German politics from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, which had to be overcome before the Nazis could establish themselves in power. And in fact, of course, Nazism as a political movement was stuck on the extreme fringe of German politics for most of the first decade of its existence, gaining a mere 2.6 per cent of the vote in the national elections of 1928. It was the profound impact of the world economic depression, which hit Germany harder than any other country in the following years, that finally convinced people that the Nazis had the answer to Germany’s problems.

The Nazi Party’s electoral appeal in the declining years of the Weimar Republic, when it gathered the mass support essential to its bid for power in 1933, was based not least on the vagueness of its programme, which sought to be all things to all voters. Students of the Nazis’ stunning electoral victories of the early 1930s, when they succeeded in winning over a third of German voters to their cause, generally agree that they were gained by a deliberate avoidance of specifics, combined with the projection of an image of ceaseless dynamism and purposefulness, as well as constantly reiterated promises of national renewal, economic recovery, and the re-establishment of social peace and order after the violence and instability of the later years of the Weimar Republic. Some electors even praised the Nazis for their lack of a concrete political programme, since, in their view, the previous years had demonstrated that politicians who made specific promises were all liars.



Ideology and material interest
 

Up to the late 1960s, historians of Nazism focused above all on the reasons for its success in gaining power, and then on the nature and origins of its aggressive foreign policy. While the opportunism and cynicism of Nazi electoral strategy seemed undeniable, however, students of Hitler’s Mein Kampf, his Table Talk, and his other writings and speeches, such as Hugh Trevor-Roper and Eberhard Jäckel, began quite early on to identify two key strands in the Nazi leader’s thinking that went consistently through from the beginning of his political career to the end. The first of these was anti-Semitism, present in Hitler’s first political writings and dominant in the ‘political testament’ he wrote at the very end of his life. The Nazis played down their anti-Semitism for tactical reasons in the electoral campaigns of the late 1920s and early 1930s, but it re-emerged with a vengeance as soon as they came to power. Anti-Semitism was low-key at later points too, such as the run-up to the Berlin Olympics in 1936, when the regime was nervous about alienating international opinion. But there is no doubt that, underneath such tactical manœuvrings, antiSemitism was a central, unalterable tenet of Nazism all the way through.

The second central element that emerged from Hitler’s writings and speeches, many of them previously unknown when they were first published during the 1950s and 1960s, was the concept of Lebensraum, the belief, firmly fixed in Hitler’s mind from the mid-1920s at the latest, that Germany and the Germans needed ‘living-space’ in Eastern Europe. Of course, Hitler was quite prepared to change his foreign policy for tactical reasons, whether in concluding alliances with Poland (1934) or the Soviet Union (1939), or in opportunistically invading Austria early in 1938 before tackling Czechoslovakia, whereas in 1937 he had envisaged taking on the Czechs first. Yet the fact remains that Germany’s drive to the East, and the conquest of Poland, the Ukraine, Belarus, and other parts of Eastern Europe, was always a long-term aim, expressed on numerous occasions. Over the years, numerous documents have come to light that have made it absolutely clear that such aims were an integral part of Hitler’s thinking from the 1920s on, from his Second Book (1928), which remained unpublished in his lifetime, to records of his many secret conferences with army leaders from 1933 onwards.

With the emergence of social history in the late 1960s, the impact of Nazism on German society began to be properly investigated, and further, long-term aims and purposes of the regime began to become apparent. The serious historical study of fascism as a political phenomenon in inter-war Europe generated a number of studies that took Nazi ideology seriously and attempted to compare it with the ideologies of Mussolini’s Fascists and similar movements. The discovery of Nazism’s ‘forgotten victims’, including homosexuals, the handicapped, the Gypsies, Soviet prisoners of war, petty criminals, and the allegedly ‘asocial’, added further to the picture of a movement imbued with a strongly defined ideology. Studies of universities showed not merely how the Third Reich suppressed traditional freedoms of teaching and research but also how it promoted new subjects such as racial hygiene, ‘German physics’, or the history and archaeology of Eastern Europe.

More recently, some historians have argued that the murderous policies these ideas justified, from the killing of the mentally ill to the extermination of the Jews, were primarily motivated by material considerations, notably a perceived need to supply food and living quarters to German troops in the East, or to make way for ethnic Germans wanting to resettle in the Reich. The regime often used such materialistic arguments in its propaganda, arguing, for example, that the mentally handicapped were a drain on resources at a time when hospital beds were needed for the war-wounded. But these arguments do not explain why, for example, the Nazis effectively forced hundreds of thousands of ethnic Germans to leave their homes in Eastern Europe, or why they killed the handicapped despite numerous offers from the victims’ families to care for them at home, or why they murdered so many Jews and forced labourers by subjecting them to ‘annihilation through labour’ when they could have exploited them far more effectively by treating them with even a minimal degree of humanity. The mass murder of Europe’s Jews did indeed bring large resources into the Nazis’ coffers, and freed up food supplies for troops and settlers, but it still has to be explained why the Jews were singled out as victims, and not some other group. The ‘asocial’ underclass in Germany—those unable or unwilling to work—were not at first killed, but rather subjected to forcible sterilization, and while the Nazis justified this in material terms too, suggesting that their children would be a burden on state and society, the scale and scope of the sterilization programme went well beyond this, encompassing a considerable number of people who did indeed work, or could engage in some economically useful activity. Finally, all these programmes of murder and bodily violation were linked to the Nazis’ relentless drive to war, and this too seems to call for an explanation primarily in terms of ideology.

By the 1990s, therefore, it was clear that Nazism had possessed a relatively coherent set of ideas and purposes. Reacting to Germany’s humiliating defeat in the First World War, and the deep economic and political crisis of the Depression years from 1929 to 1933, the Nazi movement sought to destroy what it thought of as the feeble and divisive structures of Weimar democracy and to reunite the nation in a new ‘people’s community’ (Volksgemeinschaft) under the unquestioned leadership of one man, Adolf Hitler, the ‘Leader’ (Führer). The institutions of state, society, and culture would be remodelled to make a racially homogeneous nation imbued with one purpose: to make Germany great again. All those who stood in its way would be crushed. Aliens, above all Jews, would be forced out of society, and weak, feeble, or ‘degenerate’ elements would be eliminated from the chain of heredity. Fit and healthy Germans would be toughened up and trained for the coming war, if they were men, or encouraged to have fit and healthy children, if they were women. Thus strengthened, the German nation would launch a war of conquest in Eastern Europe that would make Germany into a superpower and overcome the humiliations of the previous decades.

Traditional Christian morality, an obstacle to the creation of this new Germany, would be swept aside. The scientific creation of a superior German race would necessarily involve the violation of Catholic precepts on abortion, contraception, sterilization, and other aspects of the reproductive process. The Christian idea of marriage would be abandoned in favour of a racial concept that would allow divorce for the infertile, and only the racially fit would be allowed to marry. Illegitimacy would be no stigma if the child was a healthy ‘Aryan’. Nazi propaganda and education did indeed look back in some ways to an imagined, mythical past of early medieval Germanic tribes, whose supposedly pure and uncorrupted racial instincts the Third Reich claimed to be engaged in recovering. But fundamentally Nazi ideology was a modern ideology, claiming to base itself on the precepts of modern science. Its origins have to be sought therefore not in the distant Germanic past, nor even in the Germany of Luther or the Romantic era, but in the late nineteenth century.



Origins of Nazi anti-Semitism
 

Many claims have been made for one thinker or another being the inspiration behind Nazi thought, ‘the man who gave Hitler his ideas’. But this is to misunderstand the eclectic nature of Nazi ideology, which was drawn from a number of different sources, few of which can be reduced to the influence of any particular individual. A number of key moments in intellectual history in the late nineteenth century initiated the assembly of the ideas that were eventually to merge in the synthesis achieved by Hitler and the Nazis in the 1920s. The first of these was a change in the nature of anti-Semitism. For nearly two millennia, Christian anti-Semitism had led to discrimination, pogroms, and murders committed against Jews. But the object of its venomous hatred had been the Jews as non-Christians: if a Jew converted to Christianity, he or she was left alone, provided the conversion was accepted as genuine.

The vast expansion of Europe’s overseas empires in the nineteenth century, however, helped engender a growing sense of racial superiority in the imperial nations, which was expressed in more or less systematic form by the French writer Count Arthur de Gobineau, who argued in his Treatise on the Inequality of Human Races (1856) that northern Europeans could only preserve what he claimed was their racial supremacy by rejecting any mixing with other races. In the 1870s, the German writer Wilhelm Marr took up these ideas and used them as a vehicle for his own, in many ways personal hatred of the Jews, whom he blamed for his financial difficulties. Elevating his personal problems into a principle of world history, Marr declared that German traditions were being undermined by modern industry and finance, and that these were the creations of the Jewish race, whose aim was nothing less than world supremacy. It was Marr who invented the term ‘anti-Semitism’, and it soon became a common designation for all those individuals and groups who took it upon themselves to combat what they saw as the subversive effects of the Jewish influence on German life. Such ideas were taken up by popular writers like Theodor Fritsch, whose Handbook of the Jewish Question, published in 1887, put forward the view that the Jews were behind the revolutionary secret societies that were posing such a threat to social and political order at this time.

According to such writers, the Jews were not a religious group but a race; conversion to Christianity made no difference to their essential character, which was superficial, parasitical, and ultimately wholly destructive. In adopting this view, fringe politicians of the far right in Imperial Germany were creating a convenient scapegoat for aspects of the modern world that they hated and feared. It was no accident that racial anti-Semitism first emerged in the economic crash of 1873 and the ensuing depression, when many artisans and small businessmen felt themselves at the mercy of large financial forces they could not understand. Anti-Semitism, as one Austrian socialist remarked, was in a way the ‘socialism of fools’. Its appeal was above all to struggling peasants and small farmers, and the urban lower middle classes. For the vast majority of Germans it made little sense, and the explicitly anti-Semitic political parties won only a limited amount of support, and disappeared altogether after the turn of the century.

By this time, however, their ideas had been taken up and elaborated by a variety of writers, such as the historian Heinrich von Treitschke or the novelist Julius Langbehn, whose works were widely read in the last years of the nineteenth century. Perhaps the most significant locus of intellectual anti-Semitism was the circle that gathered around the widow of the composer Richard Wagner at Bayreuth—among them Ludwig Schemann, who translated Gobineau into German. Building on Wagner’s own hostility to the Jews, which had caused him earlier in his career to pen a notorious tract against what he called ‘Judaism in music’, Schemann toured Germany inveighing against what he saw as the subversive Jewish influence on modern German culture. It was Schemann who did most to popularize the term ‘Aryan’, as a racial designation for the Germans and (perhaps) other groups like the Scandinavians. The most important of these writers, however, was the Englishman Houston Stewart Chamberlain, who wrote a biography of Wagner and married one of his daughters. In his book The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century (1899), Chamberlain argued that the Germans and the Jews were the only two pure races left in the world. The Germans were spiritual and heroic, the Jews materialistic and mechanistic. The struggle between them was, and would continue to be, the mainspring of world history. As a by-product of this argument, Chamberlain also claimed that Christianity was not Jewish in origin, but Germanic in its very essence. It was not surprising that, in old age, after the First World War, Chamberlain was to write to Hitler saluting him as the bringer of victory in the Germans’ struggle against the Jews.

Such views were not exclusive to Germany before the First World War. Racial anti-Semitism gained a good deal of popular support in France around the turn of the century during the Dreyfus Affair, in which a Jewish army officer had been found guilty, on the basis of forged evidence, of spying for the Germans. Anti-Semitic journalists excoriated Jews as devious and traitorous, while rabble-rousing speakers whipped up the hatred of large crowds across France in the campaign to stop Dreyfus from being exonerated. In Tsarist Russia, the rising tide of revolutionary activity, much of it expressed through a campaign of assassination against government officials, prompted the police to put the blame on the Jews. Most Russian Jews were in fact religious and conservative, but oppression had led a sufficient number to become active in the revolutionary movement to provide an excuse for the Tsarist authorities to organize a large number of violent pogroms against the country’s Jewish minority in the wake of the unsuccessful revolution of 1905.



In Austria, where a common language ensured the dissemination of anti-Semitic tracts published in Germany, hostility to the Jews was purveyed above all by fringe politicians such as Georg Ritter von Schönerer, who campaigned for the union of the German-speaking areas of the Habsburg Monarchy with the German Empire. Schönerer based his campaign on the argument that the German inhabitants of the Monarchy were racially superior to the Slavs and should therefore have nothing to do with them. His small group of rowdy followers started greeting each other with the word ‘Hail!’ (Heil), a custom later taken up by the Nazis, as also was their habit of calling Schönerer ‘the Leader’ (Führer). They launched a crusade against the Catholic Church, declaring themselves in favour of returning to the pagan religion of the ancient Germanic tribes. This idea too found its way into Nazi ideology, though it had to vie with Chamberlain’s idea of Germanic Christianity and never achieved a wholly dominant position. In the context of Austria before 1914, such views belonged to the lunatic fringe: but while there was little or no support for union with Germany, hostility to the Jews was taken up and made respectable by the demagogue Karl Lueger, a reforming mayor of Vienna for a decade after 1897.

It also had a powerful influence on the young Adolf Hitler, who grew up in Linz and Vienna before the First World War, imbibed many of these ideas from popular pamphlets and the daily press, and came to admire both Schönerer, for his ideas, and Lueger, for his success as a rabble-rousing politician. Hitler hated and despised the Habsburg Monarchy, whose institutions, such as the Viennese Academy of Art, had rejected him and condemned him to a life of poverty and disappointment. He feared and resented the Slavs and the Jews, and sought compensation for his failures in the belief that he belonged to a superior race which was being subverted by the Habsburg Monarchy’s tolerance of miscegenation and its failure to assert the dominance of the Germans over the rest. Democracy and parliamentarism, in the deformed version he witnessed when observing sessions of the Austrian parliament, which was rendered unmanageable by violent disputes between the Czechs, the Germans, and the other national groups, convinced him that only a directly elected dictator could rescue the German race from destruction.



Yet there were limits even to Hitler’s anti-Semitism before 1914. Rescued from poverty by a small legacy, he moved to Munich in 1913—glad, he wrote, to leave the racial cosmopolitanism of Vienna behind him. In August 1914, he volunteered for service in the German army, where he found commitment and a purpose in life. His whole mental and spiritual world was then shattered by Germany’s military defeat in November 1918, the humiliating terms of the Armistice, and the overthrow of the Kaiser. Desperately seeking for an explanation, Hitler lit upon the already widespread myth of the ‘stab-in-the-back’: like Wagner’s hero Siegfried, the German army had been defeated not in a direct confrontation with its enemies but by a cowardly, treacherous blow from behind, by revolutionaries and subversives on the home front, led by Jews. Suddenly everything seemed clear to Hitler. The anti-Semitic literature he had read before the war was right. The Jews were engaged in a vast, worldwide conspiracy, aimed at the achievement of world supremacy in the struggle with the Aryan race. They divided the German nation against itself by manipulating big business and finance on the one hand, and socialist, revolutionary, and liberal forces on the other. To the disaster of 1918 Hitler opposed the patriotic unity he had witnessed in 1914, at the beginning of the war. It became his aim to overcome the legacy of the former and recreate the spirit of the latter.

Germany’s defeat in 1918 not only forged Hitler’s world-view, it also galvanized him into political activity. He was not alone in this respect. All over Germany, and especially in Munich, torn more than most other cities by revolution and civil strife, far-right groups and organizations sprang up, inspired by similar ideas. It would take some time before Hitler and his movement achieved supremacy amongst them. Nevertheless, anti-Semitism had already moved from the outer fringes of politics right into the mainstream. The roots of this ominous development lay in the cataclysmic defeat of Germany in the war, and not in the roles or activities of Germany’s Jews. Before 1914, Germany’s tiny Jewish minority, less than 1 per cent of the population, had been relatively successful, despite the prevalence of social prejudice, especially in the upper reaches of society and the Imperial Court. Barred for centuries from owning land or joining guilds, and given full civil equality across Germany only with the creation of the Bismarckian Empire in 1871, Germany’s Jews were particularly well represented in professions such as medicine and the law, in literature, culture, and the arts, in journalism, and in finance and business administration, though they were dominant in none of them. Some Jews were active in politics, particularly in the liberal and Social Democratic parties, and from December 1918 the Communist Party, but here again, they were in a small minority, including at the top level. Most Jews were culturally and socially conservative; intermarriage rates between Jews and Christians were high, and in almost all respects the Jewish minority was highly acculturated. None of this counted for anything in the paranoid world-view of the extreme anti-Semites, who believed with all the commitment of fanaticism that Germany could only be rescued from disaster if the Jews were deprived of citizenship, thrown out of their jobs, and if possible persuaded by fair means or foul to leave the country altogether.

Anti-Semitism was in no sense a direct reaction to the role played by Jews in German society and culture. Rather, it was a symbolic vehicle for the manifold hatreds and resentments felt by extremists like Marr, Chamberlain, Schönerer, and Hitler. Such men identified as ‘Jewish’ everything they feared and loathed. These things included, especially for Hitler (whose painstakingly precise, unimaginative drawings had been of insufficient quality to gain him admission to the Viennese Art Academy) abstract, Expressionist, Cubist, and other forms of modern art, atonal music, Dadaist poetry, and other manifestations of modernist culture. They also included feminism, and it was a characteristic tactic of the anti-Semites both before and after the First World War to claim that most of the leading feminists in Germany were Jewish by origin, naming in the process long lists of individual women who actually had no Jewish connections at all. Anti-Semitism was dedicated above all to combating the protean threat of ‘the Jewish spirit’; but in the process, as thousands and eventually millions of Jews were to find out, this also involved using real physical violence, all the way up to murder, against the lives and bodies of real Jews, not only in Germany but wherever Germany was able to impose itself.





Regenerating the nation
 

For the Nazis, the struggle against the Jewish race was only one aspect, though the most vital, of a far wider struggle between races that was the moving force in history. When, in the mid-nineteenth century, the English naturalist Charles Darwin had put forward his theory of evolution, it was not long before it was applied to human society as well as the animal kingdom, in the doctrine, or doctrines, known as ‘Social Darwinism’. Darwin had argued that species evolved and changed by random variations that gave them some environmental advantage. Those that failed to adapt were doomed to extinction. While some on the left argued that, in human society, mutual cooperation was the key to further evolution and urged the improvement of housing conditions, living standards, and health care in order to increase the fitness of the human race, others, particularly on the right, interpreted Darwin’s teaching in terms of a ‘struggle for existence’ in which only the strongest and most ruthless would survive.

During the 1890s, this latter view came to prevail among those scientists and thinkers in Germany who concerned themselves with such matters. Urbanization and the growth of the working class, as well as, more nebulously, the spread of liberal values and modernist culture, were leading in this view to the increasing ‘degeneracy’ of the masses, expressed not least in rising rates of violent crime in the second half of the nineteenth century. Modern social welfare and hospital care were preserving the weak, the feeble-minded, and the diseased, when in more primitive societies they would simply have died for lack of care, or possibly even have been deliberately done away with. By interbreeding with more healthy people, these ‘degenerates’ were said to be lowering the quality of the human race. The solution, according to some medical scientists from the 1890s onwards, was to impose on society a scientific breeding policy that would eliminate the weak and degenerate, by means ranging from imprisonment through sterilization to actually killing them.



It became common by 1914 for medical men, social workers, criminologists, and lawyers to refer to habitual criminals, prostitutes, alcoholics, vagrants, and the substratum of the casual poor as ‘less valuable’ (minderwertig), and to propose depriving them of their remaining rights and limiting their numbers and their contacts with the rest of society. The triumphs of German medicine in the discovery of the causes of a whole variety of diseases, from cholera to tuberculosis, had helped inspire a ‘hygienic revolution’ in which habits of cleanliness had spread through much of the German population (though they still had to reach parts of the peasantry by 1914). By analogy, some medical men and, soon, politicians too, began to talk of ‘racial hygiene’, in which the German race would also be cleansed of its impurities.

It is important to stress that before 1914 the racial hygienists held a wide variety of positions on many issues. While General Friedrich von Bernhardi, for example, argued in 1912 that war was a biological necessity, without which nations would become decadent, the popular scientific writer Ernst Haeckel believed that war should be outlawed because it killed off the best and bravest of each race’s young men. Yet Haeckel, whose supporters remained committed pacifists even during the First World War, also thought that the mentally ill should be given lethal injections, and that capital punishment should be used on the widest possible scale to eliminate criminals from the chain of heredity. Wilhelm Schallmayer took a similar line, arguing that sick children should be left untreated so that only the fittest survived, but he rejected anti-Semitism and did not believe in the supposed superiority of the Aryan race. By contrast, Alfred Ploetz, founder of the Racial Hygiene Society in 1905, was anti-Semitic, and also advocated setting up medical panels to attend all births so that they could order weak infants to be killed, but he does not seem to have had much truck with the idea of the superiority of the Aryan race. On the other hand, another racial hygienist, Ludwig Woltmann, not only held that the Aryans represented the peak of human evolution to date but, arguing that human beings were territorial animals, also urged the conquest of extra ‘living-space’ in Eastern Europe to facilitate their naturally selected mission of dominating the world.

Ideas such as these were circulating widely in Germany before the First World War, probably already more widely than in other countries, though they were present elsewhere too. At one extreme they tailed off into the politics of the lunatic fringe, perhaps best represented by Lanz von Liebenfels, owner of a Austrian castle from which, in 1907, he began to fly a flag embroidered with a swastika, an Indian symbol that some racial theorists took to be the primeval emblem of Aryanness. Lanz’s campaign for the breeding of a blond super-race found few followers before 1914. It was only after the end of the First World War that the swastika became more generally known as a symbol carried on the banners and flags of the extreme nationalist right in Germany. Yet for all their eccentricities and divisions, the race hygienists were united in the belief that heredity was a vitally important element in human affairs; that each nation should manage its population so as to improve its racial stock; that some people were degenerate or at least worth less than others and so had to be discouraged from reproducing; and that the traditional Christian values that had hitherto governed the politics of reproduction should be discarded in favour of the application of the morally neutral principles of eugenics.

Some found encouragement in this departure from tradition through the writings of the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who boldly attacked what he saw as the hidebound, stuffy moral world of Imperial Germany. Many took his call to free people from the shackles of conventional morality as an invitation to personal and social emancipation; but others took his concepts of the ‘will to power’ and the ‘superman’ to apply not, as he had intended them, to the world of thought, but to the world of political action. Nietzsche himself was implacably opposed to anti-Semitism, but after he fell into mental illness and silence in the last years of his life, his sister, Elisabeth Förster-Nietzsche, encouraged the vulgarization of his ideas and their assimilation to a far-right agenda in which the superman would be a great national leader whose will to power would break free from all moral constraints in the drive to bring Germany to greatness.

What provided the motive power for the synthesis of such ideas that eventually led to Nazism was undoubtedly the rise of extreme German nationalism before the First World War. The architect of German unification, Otto von Bismarck, had been only too aware of the fragility of the new state he had created, and the precariousness of the position it occupied within the international order, and he devoted most of his energies until he left office in 1890 to consolidating his earlier achievements in the field of foreign policy. But such reservations tended increasingly to be forgotten under his successors. Pressure-groups such as the Navy League, the Colonial Association, and the Society for the Eastern Marches began to press for the creation of a large German overseas empire and the expansion of Germany’s armed forces to help create it, if necessary by taking territory from the other colonial powers. The most active and extreme of the radical nationalist associations was the Pan-German League, originally founded in 1891. Such associations mobilized disaffected lower civil servants, schoolteachers, retired army officers, and disgruntled local notables who found the genteel politics of organized liberalism ineffective in the face of the rapid growth of the Marxist-oriented Social Democrats, who—with over a million members—had become Germany’s largest political party by the time of the First World War.

Such organizations, most notably the Pan-German League, combined domestic and foreign agendas in a heady brew of radical ideas aimed at rousing popular opposition to the government of Kaiser Wilhelm II from the right. Bismarck’s work of German unification, they charged, had been left incomplete in two senses. First, it had left millions of ethnic Germans outside the Reich. Germany needed to be ready to launch a war of conquest against Switzerland, Holland, Belgium, Luxemburg, Austria, and Romania to force their incorporation, a move that would not only establish German hegemony in Europe but also vastly expand Germany’s overseas territories by bringing in a whole raft of new colonies from the Dutch East Indies to the Congo. Secondly, however, Bismarck had left Germany internally disunited, a prey to alien and degenerative influences from outside. These included not only French culture, socialism, big-city life, modernist art, and international high finance but also, crucially, the Jews. The Pan-Germans believed that a worldwide Jewish conspiracy was behind many of the perils they thought were threatening Germany and the Germans, and they promised to remove the civil rights of the Jews when they came to power, as well as expelling them from professions such as the law, education, and the civil service. Crucially, Jews were defined in racial terms in this programme, so that anyone with more than one racially Jewish grandparent would be affected. The Pan-Germans regarded the Social Democrats as part of the worldwide Jewish conspiracy too, so they proposed banning them and deporting their most active members. The whole of the ‘Jewish press’—the liberal and Social Democratic newspapers—would be closed down and a new censorship regime introduced. The working masses would be won over to the nationalist cause by mass rallies and indoctrination. Such draconian measures could only, naturally enough, be carried out if civil liberties were suspended, voting rights curtailed, and a dictator installed who would be tough, ruthless, and determined to get his way.

The Pan-Germans made an increasing amount of noise before the First World War and put growing pressure on the government to adopt a tough stance in foreign affairs; but despite creating a series of shifting alliances with other groups, they did not succeed in forging a mass base or gaining any influence over the working class. The last and in many ways the most remarkable of the political alliances they made, the Fatherland Party, founded in September 1917 to press for a more ruthless conduct of the war, proved no more successful than previous efforts in winning a truly mass following. None of these pre-war and wartime nationalist associations possessed the common touch. All of them were led by middle-class intellectuals of one kind and another, and indeed among their proposals for constitutional reform was a restriction of the right to vote to the educated and the propertied. Working-class speakers and organizers were nowhere to be seen in any of the ultra-nationalist associations. Moreover, for all the violence of their rhetoric, they were wedded to an ultimately rather conventional political practice, relying on election rallies, pamphlets, and propaganda and eschewing altogether the core element in Nazism, the willingness to use physical force.

Such willingness sat uneasily in many ways with any political drive to win mass support. The successful use of force was likely to depend on the kind of tightly knit, highly disciplined group familiar in Tsarist Russia, where severe legal restrictions on political activity more or less drove radical political movements such as the Bolsheviks into a twilight world of secrecy and conspiracy. Such groups were beginning to coalesce on the outer fringes of German politics too before 1914, most notably in the form of the Germanic Order (Germanenorden), which under its later designation of the Thule Society would prove to be a major staging-post for many later leading Nazi activists on their way to commitment to Hitler and his movement. Founded in 1912, this organization sought to resurrect the model of the disciplined, monastic orders like the Teutonic Knights, who would dedicate their lives to fighting for an ideal and crusading against evil. Placing themselves in the service of German nationalism rather than militant Christianity, the men who joined the Germanic Order provided a precedent for elite organizations within the Nazi Party after the war, such as the SS; the commitment they learnt was in many cases to guide their total devotion to Hitler and his party once they became his followers. At the same time, however, even the Germanic Order shrank back before the prospect of using systematic violence to achieve its ends. That was a development that would only come after the cataclysm of the First World War had swept away scruples of this kind.



The Nazi ideological synthesis
 

Before 1914, no political party or movement in Germany was prepared to use force in a systematic and deliberate manner to further its ambitions. Direct-action anarchism had been defeated by the rise of the Social Democrats, who constantly emphasized their desire to act within the law, despite their formal commitment to a Marxist revolution. Military men and ultra-nationalists frequently voiced support for the idea of a military coup, but in practice no one was willing to go down that road either. The First World War changed this situation utterly. Four years of massive, unprecedented violence at the front left millions of men with a new willingness to exercise violence in the struggle against those they identified as the enemy within. A younger generation of men, unable because of their age to fight in the war, sought to gain prestige and self-esteem by outdoing their elders in this struggle. The catastrophe of defeat and revolution in November 1918 galvanized Hitler into political commitment, but also convinced him and others that extreme violence was justified in the fight to rescue Germany from humiliation and defeat. The destruction of the Bismarckian Empire also destroyed the basis of legitimacy on which political debate and the willingness to compromise rested; and the Weimar Republic never managed to recreate it. Soon, gun-battles were raging on the streets of Germany’s major cities as volunteer groups of army veterans, mobilized in nationalist ‘Free Corps’, fought with left-wing revolutionaries. Assassination squads from the ultra-nationalist right began shooting down prominent supporters of the new republic. Soon, virtually every political party had its organized paramilitary wing, staging intimidatory marches and breaking up meetings held by their opponents. Parliamentary assemblies frequently degenerated into chaos as each side tried to shout down the other. Intolerance, violence, and hatred became part of the normal everyday coinage of politics.

The men who joined paramilitary associations like the Nazis’ brownshirted Storm Divisions (SA) often had only the vaguest idea of Nazi ideology. For many of them, violence became a way of life, almost a substitute for ideology. They knew, however, that their most hated enemies were the Communists, who, far more than the Social Democrats had ever been, were committed to the violent overthrow of the existing political and social system. Founded in December 1918, the German Communist Party had a model to which it wanted Germany to conform: the Soviet Union, where all other political parties were suppressed and real or potential opponents of the regime silenced, imprisoned, or killed. In 1919, 1920, and again in 1923, Communists attempted an armed uprising, though each time they met with dismal failure. Their willingness to use violence against what they saw as a bourgeois democracy whose function was principally to legitimize the capitalist exploitation of the working class, inspired fear in many middle-class Germans. Hatred of Communism entered the Nazi world-view above all through the influence of Alfred Rosenberg, a Baltic German who had experienced revolutionary Bolshevism at first hand in Moscow in 1918. Rosenberg was an enthusiastic reader not only of Gobineau and Chamberlain but also of the Tsarist police forgery the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which claimed to expose an international Jewish conspiracy to gain worldwide supremacy through the subversion of national pride and identity, and was translated into German for the first time shortly after the end of the war. His identification of Bolshevism as an arm of this supposed conspiracy had a powerful effect on Hitler, who incorporated it into his own world-view from the early 1920s onwards.

As Hitler began to make his way in the chaotic and violent world of ultra-right politics in Munich, he encountered other like-minded men who quickly became his followers, and some of them also had their own influence on Nazi ideology. Particularly important here was Rudolf Hess, who brought into Nazism the ideas of his university teacher Karl Haushofer, whose concept of Lebensraum or ‘living-space’, while hardly new in far-right circles, was developed in a way that seemed both elaborate and persuasive to the leading Nazis. During his enforced idleness in prison after the failed putsch attempt of November 1923, Hitler not only imbibed these ideas but also read more widely, taking in, for example, some of the theories of the eugenicists and racial hygienists and assimilating them to his broader racist and Social Darwinist view of the world. Another relatively late component of Nazi ideology was the leadership principle, first firmly established within the Nazi Party only when Hitler was released from prison in 1924 and began the task of trying to weld together the disparate and squabbling fragments of his movement into a coherent whole again. Some of these ideas that Hitler took on board in the early years of the Nazi movement had more staying-power than others, to be sure: for example, the notion, prominent in the 1920 Nazi Party Programme, that monetary reform and the nationalization of leading industrial enterprises could solve Germany’s economic problems did not long survive the confrontation with reality once the Nazis had come to power. Nevertheless, in all its essentials, by the middle of the 1920s the Nazi ideological synthesis was complete.

Its most important, central, driving element was its insistence on the right, indeed the duty, of Germany and the Germans, as the leading element in the human race (‘Aryans’), to resume the historic struggle for world leadership against rival races such as the Latins (mainly the French), the Slavs (mainly the Russians), and above all the Jews. In this struggle the Germans had to make themselves fit by encouraging healthy and energetic lifestyles amongst themselves and by eliminating degenerate elements—criminals, the mentally feeble and handicapped, the weak, the alien—from the chain of heredity by one means or another. They had to prepare for a war in which they would conquer the living-space in Eastern Europe that was needed to sustain a world-dominating economy and make it self-sufficient in food and, as far as possible, raw materials. They had to discipline themselves for the fight, and they had to achieve unity and a sense of common purpose that reforged the spirit of 1914 in a new, more dangerous world. Anyone who stood in their way—liberals, Social Democrats, and above all Communists and (supposedly) Jews—had to be suppressed or eliminated. Nothing, neither moral scruples nor religious beliefs, should be allowed to post an obstacle to the overwhelming drive of the Aryan race for world supremacy. Above all, the Germans had to render unconditional obedience to the Leader who was going to bring all this about: Adolf Hitler.

These were extreme views, and it is not surprising that they failed to exert much attraction for the great majority of Germans for most of the Weimar Republic. In the national elections of 1928 the Nazi Party won the support of a mere 2.6 per cent of voters. It would take the social and cultural cataclysm brought about by the world economic depression that began in 1929 to bring the party into the political mainstream. Nevertheless, the rapid rise in support for the Nazis until they won well over a third of the vote in the July elections of 1932 would not have been possible had many Germans not shared at least some of their ideological commitments, even if only in a very watered-down form. Among those who freely lent their support to the Nazis—the middle and upper classes, unorganized sections of the proletariat, small farmers in Protestant regions, in particular—there was a good deal of sympathy for the Nazis’ nationalism, and a more general belief in their commitment to pull Germany out of its deep domestic and international crisis. People did not have to accept the whole package of Nazi ideology in 1932–3 to bring them to put their cross in the Nazi box at election-time. Anti-Semitism, for example, was deliberately played down in Nazi propaganda between 1928 and 1933 because it was finding relatively little resonance with the electorate. Many people supported the Nazis either because they discounted some of their more extreme views, or because they were ignorant of them, or because they despaired of the alternatives. But when the Nazis came to power, the highly ideological nature of the party quickly became obvious. Over the following years of the Third Reich, a vast propaganda apparatus would come into operation, designed to make this ideology palatable to those who still remained distant from it. Before the end, it would have a real, murderous effect on millions of people across Europe and bring unparalleled devastation to the lives of millions more.
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The NSDAP 1919–1934: from fringe politics to the seizure of power
 

Peter Fritzsche
 

On the night of 30 January 1933, thousands of members of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP) crowded the streets of Berlin and marched past government buildings in the city centre where they were greeted by the new chancellor, Adolf Hitler, and the president of the Reich, Paul von Hindenburg, who that afternoon had agreed to Hitler’s appointment after three years of mounting political instability. The most well-known photograph of the scene depicts the Wilhelmstrasse filled with tight formations of uniformed Nazis, many of them bearing torches and swastika-emblazoned flags. They are framed by the dark facade of the chancellery building and the lighted second-floor window from which Hitler appears. Both what the viewer sees, the mobilization of brownshirts on the street, and what is not seen but is hinted at—the back-room negotiations that culminated in Hitler’s transit that day from his base of operations in the Hotel Kaiserhof to the Reich chancellery across the street—produce a powerful version of the seizure of power. The stormtroopers press forward, the elites capitulate from within. After years of struggle, the Nazis had finally taken over.

However, other pictures of the events on 30 January shift the focus away from Nazi activists. They show Germans in ordinary street clothes mingling with and cheering on the marchers, who include not only Nazis but other nationalist groups such as the Stahlhelm (Steel Helmets) veterans’ group. Beneath the proscenium of the Brandenburg Gate, these celebratory scenes do not centre on Hitler. They break down the Nazi phalanx to show a broader anti-republican rally, bringing into focus the circles of voters, sympathizers, and curious onlookers, as well as opponents: Social Democrats, who just a day earlier had held a mammoth demonstration in the Lustgarten, across from the old Hohenzollern palace, or Communists, who assembled (it turned out for the last time) on the Bülowplatz, the site of the Karl-Liebknecht-Haus, on 25 January. Photographs of these left-wing rallies have not become icons, but they recall limits to Nazi support in 1933 and they indicate the furious battle for political supremacy that had dominated German politics since the November Revolution in 1918. These larger frames encompass much more of the city, the broader foundations of Nazi support, and the contest between left and right. They also let in more of the frightening atmosphere of the harsh economic crisis that left so many Berliners unemployed and their futures desolated.

The different frames suggest divergent explanations of the rise of the Nazis to power. In the first tight shot, the National Socialist movement itself is at centre stage, with the accent on the role of the Führer and the organization he led. The Nazis were single-minded in their pursuit of power. They rarely made political alliances or ideological compromises, and Hitler himself refused anything but the leading role in the newly formed government. Hindenburg’s momentous step was to finally accede to Hitler’s all-or-nothing demands. Two insider stories thus converge on 30 January: the account of the growing power of the Nazi Party from its years of political isolation in the 1920s to its sudden prominence as Germany’s largest party in 1932, and the account of Germany’s crisis of state leading up to Hitler’s appointment as chancellor in 1933. What moves these narratives forward is the organization and fanaticism of the Nazis, on the one hand, and the deepening economic and political disaster, on the other. What lends this view its authority is the basic correlation between rising Nazi votes and rising unemployment numbers, which in 1933 neared 40 per cent. The implication is that only emergency conditions pushed increasingly desperate citizens into the arms of fanatical political outsiders, whose ultimate intentions once in power corresponded only vaguely to the expectations of voters. The key expositions of this argument are studies that track the growth of the Nazi movement from the first National Socialist in town: William Sheridan Allen’s classic analysis of Northeim, for example, or investigations of the political crisis of the Weimar Republic carried out by Martin Broszat, Heinrich August Winkler, and Henry Ashby Turner.

But the picture gets more complicated when the frame is extended. The boisterous crowds at the Brandenburg Gate on 30 January are indicative of a general mobilization of which the Nazis were only one part. Alongside National Socialists marched the Stahlhelm, which since the mid-1920s was the largest nationalist group and had done more than any other to mobilize middle-class Germans and define their resistance to the Weimar Republic. Well before the onset of the Great Depression and the electoral breakthrough of the Nazis, an incipient ‘national socialist’ constituency can be identified. While it is important to recognize the distinctive features of the Nazis, who with their brown or black uniforms and Hitler salute emerged as the most capable organizers, the Nazis built on the successes of other radicals. In this view, the nationalist camp was already proto-fascist and heavily invested in the idea of a national revolution, and confident in its success. Here the accent falls on the 1920s, not the 1930s, and on political mobilization, not economic catastrophe. While the fact that the Nazis succeeded where other nationalist groups failed needs to be explained, the differences between Nazis and nationalists are less striking. In the end, 1933 stands out as the culmination of a broad national uprising that only in its later stages was dominated by the National Socialists. What lends this view authority is the overall politicization of German public life that occurred after the First World War, and the latent civil-war atmosphere that pitted socialists and republicans against nationalists across Germany.

No single explanation is completely satisfying. The more focused interpretation tends to emphasize the innovative political tactics of the Nazis, the charismatic authority of Hitler, the disintegrative effects of the Great Depression, and finally the secretive negotiations that brought the Nazis to power. It invites careful differentiation between Nazi activists and other, in part sympathetic Germans, even while acknowledging the legitimacy the Nazis enjoyed in the years before the Second World War. The broader interpretation tends to emphasize the political radicalization of the nationalist camp as a whole in the wake of the First World War and the November Revolution, downplays strictly economic factors, and is more willing to sweep—perhaps a bit too easily—a great many Germans into the enthusiastic compact of the Volksgemeinschaft, or people’s community. It puts less weight on formal distinctions between Nazis and non-Nazis and more on the political dynamic of the entire Weimar period. My purpose here will be to provide a history of the Nazi Party from its origins to the seizure and consolidation of power, but to do so inside a larger frame that relates the Nazis to broader political developments in Germany since 1918.

The most spectacular political development in Weimar Germany was undoubtedly the explosive emergence of the Nazis when they captured more than 18 per cent of the vote in September 1930, bursting onto the national scene, doing so without real political predecessors, and then doubling their impressive share two years later. Both the speed and scale of National Socialist victories and the party’s ability to win over Social Democratic and Catholic voters support an interpretation that stresses the catastrophic effects of the Great Depression and the ensuing state crisis in consolidating Nazism. But nearly as dramatic were two prior developments. Beginning in 1920, the established middle-class parties, which had dominated German politics since Bismarck’s time, found themselves in serious decline. First the German Democratic Party (DDP), then, in the early 1920s, its liberal competitor, the German People’s Party (DVP), and finally, after 1924, the conservative German National People’s Party (DNVP) saw their organizations disintegrate, their local authority collapse, and their voter base erode. The overall effect was not clear until the mid-1920s, because voters had moved to the right while staying within the traditional political framework. But by 1928, as wayward voters continued to search for more responsive political alternatives, it had become clear that the shift from democrats and liberals to nationalists obscured a more fundamental dissatisfaction with the state of bourgeois politics in general.

This dissatisfaction was linked to an equally dramatic process of mobilization and democratization characterized by the growth of associational life, the extension of the social reach of middle-class organizations, and the energetic public activism of all sorts of patriotic societies. It was cultural, athletic, and paramilitary associations, in particular, rather than the parliamentary parties that defined middle-class politics in Weimar Germany. They were the organizations that waged a series of culture wars with representatives of the republic, thereby giving coherence and dynamism to the nationalist camp. By the late 1920s, at the latest, many of the features generally associated with the Nazis were in place in neighbour-hoods across Germany: the paramilitarization of politics, violent confrontations with Social Democrats and Communists, a public, year-round campaign for political power, and a striking sense of confidence in Germany’s nationalist renewal. The fact that the most basic symbols of national self-representation—which flag to fly, which songs to sing, what curriculum to study in schools—had become politicized ensured that local politics were deeply, almost irrevocably divided between the mostly Social Democratic left and the nationalist right. This pervasive militancy impelled the novelist Ernst Glaeser to identify one of his characters as the ‘last civilian’.1 Once the rise of the Nazis after 1930 is linked to the previous disintegration of the middle-class parties and the mobilization of middle-class sociability, it appears less startling. It was both a response to the inability of the traditional parties to propose an appealing, politically inclusive agenda and a continuation of the efforts of nationalist constituencies to construct such an agenda by local example. The Nazis were the outcome of new political settings in post-1918 Germany.



The first Nazis
 

The origins of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party lie in a small organization, the German Workers’ Party (DAP), that the 35-year-old locksmith Anton Drexler, a war veteran, had founded in Munich in January 1919. For Drexler, nationalism was the means to achieve socialism, the realization of which he believed was continuously jeopardized by outside Jewish and international capital. Drexler described his world-view as ‘National-Socialism’. Just 30 years old himself, Adolf Hitler came into contact with the party while still commissioned by the German army as a political liaison officer, whose task was not so much to spy on nationalist groups as keep in touch with them and nurture their activities in the vague hope of creating some sort of patriotic front to reassemble German military strength. Already on his first visit to an evening meeting advertised by the DAP on 12 September 1919, Hitler spoke up and achieved what Drexler later remembered as a ‘Bombenerfolg’ (bombshell success).2 Hitler, who dated his own political awakening to the heady days of mobilization in August 1914, when he found himself among the celebratory crowds on Munich’s Odeonsplatz and henceforth dedicated himself to the cause of a ‘Greater Germany’, now entered politics full-time. In December 1919 he joined the DAP, dedicating himself to the nationalization of the masses and their mobilization in a strong-arm state able to nurture the racial superiority of Germans, eliminate subversives from within, and resist enemies from without in order to secure for Germany its place as a world power. This meant including workers in the body of the nation, and excluding Jews. Although the Soviet Union, and the ‘Judeo-Bolshevik’ dangers it posed, eventually replaced France and the Versailles Treaty as the main enemy of this envisaged Reich, Hitler’s political goals hardly changed after 1920, when they were incorporated into the party’s ‘Twenty-Five Point’ programme.

None of this activity was really unusual for Germany at the time. Countless middle-class Germans, who had discovered their loyalties to the national community during the war, entered the political fray once they saw that military defeat and the November Revolution gravely imperilled what they had come to identify with. Political discussions about the future of Germany, and increasingly the biological fate of the country, took place in taverns, schoolrooms, and family circles. Ernst Jünger melodramatically conjured up ‘farm boys’ who, in just a few years of war and revolution, ‘toppled from the countryside into the chamber of horrors of world history’.3 Moreover, the revolution prompted a general political mobilization as previously passive or silenced working-and middle-class constituencies demanded a voice in public affairs and a share of political power. Opponents of the socialist revolution also organized, although the emerging nationalist ‘alternative’ culture expressed both dedicated opposition to the actual revolution of 1918 and an insistent desire for political, cultural, and even racial renewal that had little in common with Wilhelmine Germany. To be sure, patriots honoured the war effort and revered heroes such as Hindenburg and Ludendorff, but they also hoped to supersede the caste-bound Hohenzollern state that had waged it. This tension would define the dynamic of nationalist politics throughout the Weimar period and it helps explain the eventual victory of National Socialism. Still, in 1919 and 1920 no clear political line against the revolution had emerged, and what struck observers was the sheer density (and din) of post-war nationalist politics.

Scores of radical nationalist and antisemitic or völkisch groups popped up in the tumultuous revolutionary year 1918–19: in Munich alone there were at least fifteen. Some of them emerged out of the extensive network of patriotic groups cobbled together in 1917 by the Vaterlandspartei (Fatherland Party), or worked in tandem with paramilitary and Freikorps units that mobilized against the spectre of Bolshevik revolution; others such as Drexler’s DAP appeared to pose new national and social alternatives, in this case crossing fervent, anti-Semitic nationalism with working-class politics. The largest was the loosely organized Deutschvölkisches Schutz- und Trutz-Bund (German Völkisch Defence and Combat League) which in 1922 counted 160,000 members in nearly 600 branches. Around these groups explicitly dedicated to the regeneration of the nation swirled a larger number of patriotic, social, and athletic groups. They lacked official programmes, but were no less political. They self-consciously engaged in a broad cultural war with the socialist and republican left, demonstrating against the Treaty of Versailles, rallying around the old imperial flag, honouring Germany’s martial tradition. National gatherings such as the Deutsches Turnfest (German Gymnastics Festival) held in Munich in July 1923 or the Deutsches Tag (German Day) which took place in Nuremberg in the first two days of September 1923, indicated the scale of grass-roots resistance. With special trains transporting young people from across Germany and film-makers on hand to mark the occasion, these events anticipated the Stahlhelm gatherings later in the 1920s and then the famous Nazi party rallies in Nuremberg. Perhaps as a result of the violent counter-revolutionary overthrow of the breakaway ‘Soviet republic’ (Räterepublik) in spring 1919, this patriotic activity was much more intense in Bavaria, so much so that, as one official could observe from Munich, no Sunday passed ‘on which one did not see brass bands marching already in the morning through the streets, flags taken out of army museums, and everywhere people in uniform, or at least displaying their medals.’4 Similar scenes took place in sports fields and market places across Germany. Having first been set in motion by protests against the Treaty of Versailles in spring 1919, which created a unified nationalist and often explicitly anti-socialist bloc, they became well-practised routines by the time the French invaded the Ruhr in January 1923.

Under Hitler’s uncontested leadership after July 1921, the renamed National Socialist German Workers’ Party became an adept player in this toxic atmosphere. It was Hitler who turned the party from a debating club into a political movement that courted maximum publicity. While Munich remained the base of most operations, the party slowly developed a national focus, organizationally as well as ideologically. Hitler completely rejected the idea of concentrating on Bavarian issues, whether in the form of the reinstallation of the Bavarian monarchy or the secession of the state from Germany altogether. He never strayed from the ultimate object of his political engagement, which was the renovation of the entire German nation. The fact of ‘das deutsche Elend’ (Germany’s misery) he conceded, but he tirelessly invoked ‘deutsches Eisen’ (German iron) that would overcome it.5 Hitler’s Germany possessed a prosperous future.



Moreover, the Nazi Party sought to address both working-class and bourgeois Germans. However maladept the party may have been in its endeavours to reach workers, it distinguished itself by its insistence on both an extremely nationalist point of view and a complementary social policy that was intended to bring Germans together on the basis of vague appeals to economic justice. Resentments against alleged war profiteers indicated, in however tendentious a form, the sharp economic inequalities that rankled citizens. The Nazis gave voice to these resentments in pointed denunciations of the entire political system, left and right, and in furious attacks on the ‘real profiteers’, the Jews: ‘Flog them! hang them!’ the crowds roared when Hitler concluded his landmark tirade in Munich’s Hofbräuhaus in February 1920.6 This combination of the national and the social was consistent with the experiences of Germans during the war, when the issue had been the survival of Germany and when the endurance of the social compact of the nation at war required cross-class cooperation. And the party’s ugly anti-Semitism testified both to the Nazis’ unalterable opposition to the powerful but illegitimate elites it targeted and its claim to speak for victimized but virtuous Germans. By 1922, the National Socialists, ‘a strange brew of the military and the revolutionary, the national and the social’, in the words of one sympathetic professor, were the largest patriotic movement in Bavaria, commanding support from workers as well as veterans and the middle classes.7 Hitler, acknowledged as the real ‘motor’ behind the party’s success, regularly filled Munich’s beerhalls, and even the Zirkus Krone, the city’s largest auditorium, which accommodated 7,000 people. Key allies included Rudolf Hess, Ernst Röhm, the head of the stormtroopers, and Gottfried Feder, who edited the party newspaper, the Völkischer Beobachter. The party eventually drew the attention of more mainstream political and military leaders, whose discussions with Hitler laid the groundwork for the November 1923 putsch attempt.

Both the strength and the weakness of the NSDAP were on display during the 1923 ‘beerhall’ putsch. On the one hand, the party had emerged as a powerful force in Bavarian politics. Given its ability to attract large, enthusiastic crowds at public gatherings and paramilitary volunteers into the stormtroops, and given Hitler’s widely acknowledged success as a speaker at the German Day rally in September 1923, the NSDAP was an appealing partner in any clandestine effort to overthrow the republic and establish a government of national resistance, along the lines of Mussolini’s ‘march on Rome’ a year earlier. On the other hand, Hitler consistently exaggerated the number of his troops and their ability or readiness to engage in military action. He thought too exclusively in military terms, counting on his stormtroopers and on the Bavarian police and Reichswehr units whom he believed would follow his lead. What Hitler did not have was a popular mass political movement that could provide the backbone to bolster his revolutionary demands. In other words, the Nazis, however powerful they were, did not figure as dangerous protagonists in a nation-wide grass-roots civil war as would be the case ten years later. In the event, it was not a civil war, but a much more narrowly constituted coup d’état, backed by the Reichswehr and the Bavarian government under Gustav Ritter von Kahr, the General State Commissar who had assumed near-dictatorial powers, that loomed in the ‘German autumn’ of 1923.

The crisis of the republic had begun in June 1922 with the right-wing assassination of Walther Rathenau, Germany’s first and only Jewish foreign minister. At once, the value of the already weak German mark plummeted, provoking runaway inflation and destroying any sound basis for fiscal policy. At the same time, the centre-left government in Berlin went on the offensive against enemies of the republic with a series of prohibitions on nationalist organizations, which deeply offended the Reichswehr and re-energized secret contacts between Ludendorff, minister of defence Hans von Seeckt, and other military leaders. The French invasion of the Ruhr in January 1923 had the same effect: the passive resistance of German workers, who continued to be paid by the state, made Reich finances even more chaotic, while strengthening nationalists mobilizing at the grass roots. And the subsequent termination of passive resistance by the new chancellor, Gustav Stresemann, who endeavoured to restore some order in September 1923, only weakened federal authority further and led directly to Kahr’s assumption of emergency powers in Bavaria.



This was a propitious time to mount a putsch against the government, but such an attempt depended on concerted action. In the end, the Reichswehr failed to keep up with the pace of events in Bavaria, and Bavarian authorities did not fall in behind Hitler. What followed on the night of 8/9 November 1923 was a limited rebellion led by Nazi stormtroopers, but with almost no support from the police and Reichswehr. The only crowds at this revolution were the 3,000 people packed into the Bürgerbräukeller to hear a fiery speech of Kahr’s, which Hitler and his followers interrupted with force of arms in order to declare the national revolution and force the hands of both Kahr and Ludendorff, who was also present and was intended to be the new national dictator. The march on the Bavarian war ministry the next morning failed to incite popular enthusiasm, and it was quickly broken up in a short engagement that left fourteen Nazis dead; these would become the first martyrs of the fascist movement. The total failure of the putsch combined with the hesitancy of both Kahr and von Seeckt ultimately allowed Stresemann’s cabinet to gather strength, introduce a stable currency, and resolve the central government’s bitter relations with the German states before the end of the year. The crisis had passed.

If Hitler had seriously misjudged the likely success of a coup in November 1923, he found one more platform from which to further the aims of his movement. The trial of Hitler, Kahr, Ludendorff, and their associates on charges of treason brought Hitler unexpected publicity and suggested the advantages of a more populist political strategy. The 1924 trial was a crucial turning point. Until then, Hitler did not conceive of himself as the destined leader of a German national revolution. Indeed, the putsch revealed the extent to which he still thought in terms of alliances with more established right-wing figures such as Kahr and Ludendorff. And it was Ludendorff who initially was the star attraction at the trial, which took place in February and March 1924. But Ludendorff remained terse and sought to distance himself from the putsch, even appearing in full-dress military uniform every day. It became more and more clear that the celebrated military commander could not lead the new Germany. Hitler, by contrast, appeared in civilian clothes, greeted well-wishers, and trumpeted his political intention to destroy the Weimar system when he frankly admitted his role in the putsch. It was this unapologetic bearing that earned Hitler newspaper headlines across Germany. Thanks to the trial, his name became a household word. More importantly, the trial revealed to Hitler and his sympathizers the inadequacy of Germany’s traditional elites, the misguidedness of a direct putsch against the might of the state, and the importance of winning over the public. Henceforth he would pursue a ‘legal’, parliamentary strategy. He would also no longer content himself with the role of ‘drummer’ (Trommler) to others’ leadership. In writing his political testament, Mein Kampf, in the Landsberg Fortress where he was imprisoned for what ended up being a short sentence, Hitler came to style himself as the ‘Führer’ (Leader) whose destiny it was to renovate the German nation.



The Nazis mobilize
 

Historians have generally regarded the Nazis as a negligible quantity at the time of Hitler’s reentry into political life in early 1925. The völkisch parties which tried to capitalize on Hitler’s popularity were unable in the December 1924 Reichstag elections to sustain the initial electoral gains they had made in May, and Ludendorff failed miserably as a national candidate for the presidency in 1925. Most right-wing voters were absorbed into the DNVP, which showed considerable potential to lead the national opposition to the Weimar Republic. Even when the Nazis did reorganize under Hitler’s absolute leadership, they proved unable to mobilize voters. In the 1928 Reichstag elections, for example, the Nazis polled only 2.6 per cent of the national vote. ‘Crisis was Hitler’s oxygen’, his biographer Ian Kershaw points out, and it seems that it was not until the economic troubles after 1929 that the party was able to breathe again.8 Yet this view overlooks important accomplishments the Nazis achieved in this period. In the first place, the Nazis emerged in 1925 as the only radical nationalist party and this time on a national scale. Both Ludendorff and the Deutschvölkische Freiheitspartei (German National Freedom Party), an amalgam that did not include the National Socialists, quickly disappeared from the scene. Of course, one of the reasons the Nazis recovered so quickly is the use they made of local networks that völkisch mobilizations since the war had left behind; National Socialism did not reinvent itself all by itself.

After his trial, Hitler also enjoyed considerable popularity. His first public appearances in Bavaria in February 1925 were dramatic successes. Subsequent rallies in Munich did not always go so well, but Hitler had become a national figure and he commanded interest, if not loyalty. In November 1925, special trains were pressed into service to take thousands of curious Germans from Hildesheim, Hanover, and Halberstadt to hear Hitler speak in Braunschweig, one of the few states in which he was not banned from speaking. When Hitler was not the main attraction, other prominent Nazis filled meeting halls across northern Germany: Oldenburg’s Unionsaal or Goslar’s Kaisersaal. And finally, with Hitler reinstalled as the undisputed Führer of the party, the NSDAP developed a large core of dedicated, mostly male activists, two-thirds of whom were under the age of 40. The party added about 23,000 members in 1926 and again in 1927, and more than 35,000 in 1928, for a total of nearly 110,000—more than either the DDP or the DVP could boast. A year later, the Nazi Party counted 3,400 party branches, more than half again as many as those organized by these two liberal parties at their high-water mark eight years earlier. This impressive organizational base is also what the right-wing DNVP lacked. Recognized as the most stalwart opponent of the post-war order, this party had emerged in May 1924 as Germany’s second largest, with a 20 per cent share of the vote, drawn from mostly rural and middle-class Protestants. But the DNVP was not able to transform parliamentary ballots cast against the Treaty of Versailles or the republic in Berlin into enduring political bonds. Both in style and substance, it still looked like a traditional Wilhelmine party of notables. It was thus unable to take advantage of, and in fact fell victim to, the extraordinary mobilization of the nationalist camp in the years after 1924.

Nazi organizational efforts in the mid-1920s should be seen not as a sideshow to political stabilization, the so-called ‘Golden Years’ of the Weimar Republic, but rather as part of a broad, if misunderstood political offensive undertaken against the republic in the name of the national people’s community, or Volksgemeinschaft. The presidential victory in April 1925 of Paul von Hindenburg, the hero of Tannenberg and chief of the wartime general staff, against the moderate candidate of the pro-republican forces, the Catholic politician Wilhelm Marx, succeeded largely because of the extraordinary mobilization of the nationalist camp. But Hindenburg was hardly an ‘ersatz’ kaiser for a country longing to return to the traditions of the Wilhelmine period. His own tepid campaign contrasted with the busy activism of patriotic societies, social clubs, and veterans’ associations which yoked middle-class party leaders into highly effective local coalitions that capitalized on the dense networks of bourgeois sociability. Across Germany, Hindenburg’s supporters celebrated his victory with physical occupations of civic space and rowdy incursions into working-class neighbourhoods. Rallied in the main by the Stahlhelm, local patriots continued to organize, celebrating the old man’s birthday each October with marches and rallies and demanding from party leaders unified election lists to break the power of local Social Democrats.

In the years 1924–9 Social Democrats found themselves increasingly on the defensive; in former strongholds such as Braunschweig, for example, local socialists had difficulty renting tavern rooms for meetings and mobilizing supporters. At the same time, the political nature of the nationalist camp changed. As more and more Germans mobilized in patriotic associations they also grew more restive. They demanded that the leading national parties, in particular the DVP and the DNVP, pursue a consistent anti-socialist policy, work together in local arenas, and uphold the idea of the Volksgemeinschaft by broadening their social reach and paying more attention to middle-class economic interests. In practice this was not an easy thing to do, since middle-class interests were themselves contradictory and coalitions entailed compromise. Nonetheless, the energized activity of the nationalist milieu reflected badly on the bourgeois parties, which never built effective political machinery and soon found themselves under attack for being elitist. In just a few years after 1924, new breakaway economic-interest parties such as the Business Party (WP) in the towns and the small farmers’ movement, the Landvolk, in the countryside, as well as extra-parliamentary groups such as the Stahlhelm, had crowded the older political parties out of the public arena. They offered constituents alternative models of political mobilization, featuring public rallies and shrill attacks on the republic and the established parties and presenting, in the rhythms of their sociability, the collective ideal of the people’s community. Vague notions of economic equity and political enfranchisement, rather than any specific issues, dominated the homegrown populist insurgencies that erupted everywhere against local political elites: the Landvolk in western Schleswig-Holstein, the East Frisian circuits of the antiSemitic pastor Ludwig Münchmeyer, or Osnabrück’s improbable Stadtwächterpartei, launched by a quack doctor.

Nazis worked themselves into these patriotic networks, and activists inside these networks often became early Nazis. National Socialists took excellent advantage of local culture wars (usually over the national flag), at once winning converts and affirming the issues most important to the nationalist camp. A minor scandal in Goslar in 1929 shows both the deep mistrust in which the republic was held and the agitational immobility of traditional politicians; it stands in for similar events that occurred throughout Germany in the mid- and late 1920s. When the Prussian authorities required that the victory crowns worn by the winners of school athletic competitions that had taken place in Goslar on 11 August (Weimar’s Constitution Day) must display the black-red-gold colours of the republic, young people trampled their crowns and unrepentant school authorities subsequently found themselves sacked by state officials. Local party elders simply lodged parliamentary protests in Berlin. But it was the Nazis who organized public protests to which, remarkably, more than 1,500 of the town’s 25,000 inhabitants rallied. Soon the arch-propagandist Joseph Goebbels arrived in town, and within three months the Nazis were rewarded with a 25 per cent share of the vote in regional elections. Elsewhere in Germany, it was the Nazis who galvanized opposition to municipal officials accused of corruption, or to forced farm sales, or to ‘Jewish’ or ‘cosmopolitan’ theatre productions, in every case rallying crowds and translating local issues into the terms of national resistance. In many ways, the Nazis were a tougher, more dynamic, and younger version of the DNVP, more appealing because more effective. Indeed, German Nationalist politicians repeatedly complained that their own children preferred the Nazis.



With their special uniforms and flags and eventually also the designation of the figure of the Führer and the ‘Heil Hitler’ greeting, which was established by the early 1930s, the National Socialists also represented something new. In the first place, Nazis proved to be effective and confident organizers. The party appeared as a modern political movement which mobilized citizens year-round and was thus a worthy competitor to the Social Democrats. Second, the party developed a folksy rapport with those middle-class interest groups which felt betrayed by the traditional parties. Especially in the period 1928–30, the party directed its efforts to middle-class constituencies who had begun to peel away from the DVP and the DNVP. Since local party leaders had considerable flexibility in how to mobilize voters, Nazis sometimes pandered quite explicitly to the specific interests of farmers or shopkeepers, groups which suffered most from the deflated economy of the stabilization years. But the Nazis did not just broadcast economic resentments. They were more than a catch-all party of protest, because their campaigns repeatedly stressed the general interests of Germany and the unifying ideal of the Volksgemeinschaft.

This national perspective was most clearly on display when Nazis insisted on the need to integrate German workers back into the Volk, and this is the third point. It was the efforts of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party to make appeals across class lines that made it different from its closest political competitors, the Stahlhelm, the DNVP, or the growing number of single-interest parties. This commitment to the idea of the people’s community explains the Nazi Party’s early support from student groups in German universities and young people in general. Ultimately the Nazis would do better among Catholics than any other non-Catholic party and better among workers than any other non-socialist party. Finally, the Nazis stressed racial issues, inserting in the late 1920s their fanatical anti-Semitism into more comprehensive notions of German racial superiority, the struggle for living-space, and the ‘Judeo-Bolshevik’ threat posed by the Soviet Union. The Nazis thereby insisted that they represented a decisive break with the past. They projected an image of being more socially responsive, more committed to thoroughgoing national renewal, and more able to pursue Germany’s foreign interests, stances which they derived from their conviction that the German people formed an indissoluble, superior racial compact.

In the ten years after the November Revolution, the politicization of non-socialist, mostly middle-class Germans at first strengthened nationalist parties such as the DNVP, but it also intensified the claims of voters to more effective political representation in ways that ultimately weakened them. Mobilization came with a sense of political independence which invited constituents to seek more appealing political alternatives. Just as so many Germans had little affection for the republic and looked forward to what might come after Weimar, so also they considered political vehicles other than the traditional parties. The Stahlhelm profited from this search in the mid-1920s, but the National Socialists were the greatest beneficiary. Thus National Socialists often described their political choices as the culmination of a long journey of discovery or conversion. Hitler himself had joined the DAP after reading Drexler’s 1919 pamphlet, Mein politisches Erwachen: Aus dem Tagebuch eines deutschen sozialistischen Arbeiters, and then went on, five years later, to compose his own political odyssey, Mein Kampf.

More ordinary party members also recounted their own political struggles as a personal journey across political frontiers. ‘My old world broke asunder in my experiences’ in the war, recalled one Catholic National Socialist.9 By the autumn of 1918, another Nazi reported (in the mid-1930s), ‘everything in the fatherland had begun to stagger’.10 Future party members remembered themselves as ravenous readers, fascinated with history already in school, as was Hitler, and later browsing newspapers until they reported picking up a Nazi edition, or visiting political meetings until they found themselves in agreement with one or another Nazi orator. Quite a few autobiographers had seriously considered Marxism. ‘Having thrown aside the Marxist idea long ago, I thought and thought’, recalled one miner, who eventually ‘read and heard about Adolf Hitler [whose] words went right to my marrow’.11 A teacher from Vorsfelde explained that in the 1920s two books had stood on his desk, ‘Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf and Karl Marx. Jawohl
Karl Marx!’ What he was doing was ‘learning, reading, comparing’. Eventually, the teacher admitted that ‘Karl Marx disappeared’ from his desk; Hitler did not.12

Nazi activists also reported on the wide field of their political work as they left behind the familiar precincts of family and neighbourhood. ‘My father wrote me something like, “Don’t bother with all this party rubbish”’, recalled one middle-class Nazi; ‘I made up my mind that I would have to choose between politics and family.’13 ‘There was no way to avoid a fight with my father,’ wrote Paul Schneider after he had joined the NSDAP, ‘so I left my parents’ house and moved in with my eldest, married sister.’14 A vintner’s son contrasted his own political commitment with the pre-war apoliticism of the ‘old aunties in my family’. Other Nazis nationalized their families, recruiting younger brothers, but also fathers and occasionally sisters and mothers. In either case, Nazis increasingly conceived themselves as political revolutionaries whose mission it was to remake the nation. Horizons expanded with political activity. ‘Night after night, Sunday after Sunday, in wind and rain’, dedicated activists spread the Nazi message on bicycles and trucks; Werner Goerendt was on his motorcycle ‘night and day’.15 Travel was political as well as geographic. ‘I walked through the city. I wandered through the Communist district. I talked to the people there a number of times’, recalled a young middle-class youth.16 It was not only workers, but also farmers, artisans, and shopkeepers whom Nazi activists engaged. They did this not so much in order to appeal to specific occupational interests, as some historians have suggested, but rather aimed to get to know ‘the little man’, to stitch together social divisions, and thereby reconstitute the nation as a collective, integral whole. This self-ascribed mandate made the Nazis attractive to citizens who had been mobilized by war and revolution but turned off by the style and substance of the established parties. In the end, the success of the Nazis rested on their ability to project themselves as both defenders of the familiar antisocialist milieu, and as representatives of a new, more inclusive national ideal.



The Nazi breakthrough
 

Against the background of political mobilization in the 1920s, the Nazi breakthrough in 1930 becomes more explicable. Nationalist neighbourhoods were in the midst of active redefinition, organizing against the Social Democrats and the republic, recreating local versions of the ideal of the people’s community, and demanding more attention to economic interests. While the established middle-class parties were the initial beneficiaries of this mobilization, in the end they could not adjust to it and faltered badly, with the DNVP repeating many of the mistakes made by the two liberal parties it had bested earlier. Political alternatives such as the numerous single-issue parties, which organized in local elections and in the national elections of 1928 and September 1930, drew voters away from traditional elites without offering an alternative to them. The Stahlhelm was an impressive political innovator but neither transformed itself into a political party nor escaped its close association with the German Nationalists. What most burghers, and a great many workers besides, were looking for was a political movement that was unabashedly nationalist, forward-looking, and socially inclusive, that recognized the populist claims of constituents without redividing them on the basis of occupation or social status. The party that adhered most closely to this formula was Hitler’s National Socialist German Workers’ Party.

The Great Depression speeded up National Socialist gains after 1929, but had little if anything to do with the transformation of middle-class politics since the 1918 revolution. It was this latter process that prepared the Nazi breakthrough and without which the consolidation of the Nazi gains cannot be explained. It would be silly to argue that material hardship, which had already hit the countryside in the form of sharply falling prices and mounting debt in 1927, did not contribute to Nazi success. The spectre of unruly unemployed men and the possibility of Communist gains in the face of government paralysis radicalized the middle class. Nonetheless, the overwhelming nature of the Nazi victory in 1930 and the inability of any other political alternative that year to gain a footing, whether it was newly minted single-interest parties or the ‘new conservative’ groups that had split off from the DNVP, indicates not so much the disintegrative force of economic crisis or the effects of protest voting, but the integrative effect of nationalist mobilization since the end of the war. In other words, 1930 showed consolidation, not fragmentation.

After 1930 the Nazis enjoyed a nearly hegemonic position in middle-class Protestant neighbourhoods. Very quickly they gained the sympathetic ear of the bourgeois press and the grudging admiration of bourgeois notables. As in 1923, military and other state officials hoped to harness the energy of the National Socialists to oppose the socialists and shore up their own authoritarian positions. But the Nazis had also succeeded in attracting small but significant numbers of voters from the Social Democratic camp—as many as one in ten 1928 SPD voters—as well as Catholics. Although Social Democracy, political Catholicism, and Communist strongholds in industrial cities demarcated the limits to National Socialist mobilization, the Nazis made important inroads and extended these up to the elections in March 1933 and beyond. Evidently, the Nazi assumption that German voters would respond to a combination of strongly charged nationalism and much more vaguely defined socialism was not wrong. And as the economic crisis deepened in 1931 and 1932, the Nazi slogan in the 1932 elections, ‘Bread and Work’, rallied more supporters. In just a few years, the Nazis emerged as a viable Volkspartei (people’s party) with broad support from across the social spectrum. And the Nazis were able not only to garner support in Social Democratic strongholds but to become the most popular party among the upper middle classes. Neighbourhoods in the poorer sections of Berlin, in Prenzlauer Berg, Friedrichshain, and Kreuzberg, for example, contributed to the Nazi vote totals, but wealthier wards in Wilmersdorf, Steglitz, and Zehlendorf did so to an even greater extent. The idea that well-educated Germans spurned the Nazis is wrong, even if they found the party rough and proletarian. Closer to the mark is the supposition that Nazi violence against the Social Democrats and Communists helped rather than hurt the National Socialists, especially after the Nazi seizure of power in 1933. To be sure, as the party grew in leaps and bounds after 1930, opportunists mingled with idealists, contradictions emerged, and many new party members left the movement not long after they joined. But these were not fatal or unusual weaknesses. The party doubled its September 1930 vote share in the July 1932 Reichstag elections. It had done even better in the one-on-one electoral battle between Hitler and Hindenburg for the presidency in spring 1932, with the best predictor of the Nazi vote in that contest being the Hindenburg vote in 1925, one of the most stunning electoral reversals in modern times. Hindenburg won the election in the second round into which Hitler had forced him, but he lost his traditional political base.

The Nazi movement was not completely unstoppable, though. Historians emphasize that the National Socialists failed to retain their share of the July 1932 vote in another round of parliamentary elections in November 1932, when they declined from 37 to 33 per cent. Local elections in Thüringia in early December revealed even greater erosion. Under the impact of these events, a sense of desperation gripped party leaders, who came under more and more pressure to cut a political deal and relinquish the all-or-nothing demand that Hitler be installed as chancellor. One of the party’s best organizers, Gregor Strasser, even signalled his willingness to join the emergency government of General Kurt von Schleicher, which cast about for support in December 1932. How grave was the party crisis? And how serious were the electoral defections? On the one hand, it is hard to imagine that Strasser could inflict much harm. The dictatorial role of Hitler was an integral part of the self-definition of the party, which trumpeted it as a political virtue that would save Germany from democratic misrule. Moreover, Hitler loyalists controlled the party press and party finances. More serious, on the other hand, was the dissatisfaction of voters, thousands of whom either stayed at home or returned to the German Nationalists, raising the possibility that the political pendulum would swing back to the traditional parties.

To assess the voter dissatisfaction in late 1932, two different elements have to be disentangled. First, it is likely that the Nazis, as an opposition party, had reached the limits of their electoral support. But the absence of a political resolution to Germany’s economic crisis and the manifest inability of any of the three chancellors, Heinrich Brüning, Franz von Papen, and General von Schleicher, to find popular support in 1932 suggests that there were many more reasons for the Nazis to retain supporters than to lose them. Defections would continue, but, in the absence of viable alternatives, they were likely to remain modest. And second, it is unlikely that the 67-year old Alfred Hugenberg and his DNVP would get many return voters or hold on to those that it did get in November 1932, when its share of the vote rose from 6.2 to 8.9 per cent. To my mind, the transformations of middle-class politics since the November Revolution were too deep to make a revival of the German Nationalists a credible possibility. Moreover, Hugenberg’s party, to some extent the Catholic Centre Party, and many nationalist intellectuals openly adopted proto-fascist positions and thereby strengthened the ‘national socialist’ consensus; they did not pose alternatives to it. Given this situation, the Nazis remained the party most in harmony with the political hopes of the majority of non-socialist Germans. To the extent that one takes seriously the existence of a radical ‘national socialist’ culture in opposition to the republic, one will take less seriously signs of the imminent decline of the Nazis themselves. Nothing is inevitable, but the evidence suggests that the Nazis, in the event of a new round of elections in 1933, would have remained the strongest non-socialist party. This was a calculation that Hindenburg and the military and economic elites who pressed for Hitler’s appointment as chancellor in January 1933 subscribed to as well.



The consolidation of power
 

Whatever doubts the Germans who had laboured in the political opposition to the republic had about Hitler were laid aside in January 1933. Hitler’s appointment as chancellor was a great victory for the Nazis, but it also served as the confirmation of the triumph of the national revolution for which so many different groups had worked for nearly fifteen years. It was this fact, and the dismantling of the Weimar system and in particular the destruction of the Social Democratic and Communist movements, that provided the Nazi leaders with more than enough legitimacy to establish a dictatorship. They were helped along by a series of presidential decrees which rapidly and decisively shifted the balance of power to the executive. The first, on 4 February 1933, authorized the new government to detain citizens accused of breaching the peace for up to three months; two days later, a second decree gave the federal government extensive powers in the state of Prussia. The Nazis also had the luck to exploit the Reichstag Fire on 28 February 1933, when President Hindenburg issued a further decree providing Hitler with unprecedentedly wide emergency powers to protect ‘people and state’, including the ability to override Land government authority along with important powers of detention without trial. Taken together, these decrees had, in just one month, effectively abrogated democratic and civil rights guaranteed by the constitution and cleared the streets of the Nazis’ opponents.

In the ensuing months, the Nazis won over the ‘majority of the majority’ of non-Nazi voters.17 They signalled continuity in the nationalist camp in the brilliantly choreographed ‘Day of Potsdam’ on 21 March 1933, when Hitler and Hindenburg opened the new Reichstag and greeted its pro-Nazi majority. This display of national unity set the stage for the Enabling Act two days later. Except for the Social Democrats (and the banned Communists), all political parties voted to provide Hitler with emergency powers which suspended the constitution, and any mechanisms of political accountability and redress, for a period of four years. The political establishment voted for dictatorship.

Important too was the slow but discernible economic recovery in spring and summer 1933. This contained workers’ mistrust of Nazism, even after the regime shut down their unions and banned the SPD along with all other parties. And finally, from the perspective of the middle classes, the Nazis had rooted out the scourge of Bolshevism, put an end to street fighting and parliamentary bickering, and thereby appeared to represent political stability. Tens of thousands of Germans were not convinced, of course, and thousands of socialists and Communists were killed before organized grass-roots opposition to the National Socialists was destroyed. Nonetheless, the accomplishments of the Nazis, who in just three or four months had completely turned the political tide, made them virtually unassailable. The features of the racial state were outlined soon as well; legislation in spring and summer 1933 severely restricted the state employment of German Jews, proposed eugenic guidelines for the administration of social welfare, and legalized involuntary sterilization of the physically and mentally disabled. Hitler’s forty-fourth birthday in April 1933 became the first celebration of the very real cult of the Führer which sustained the regime for the next twelve years, in war as in peace. Against this, the June 1934 murders of party radicals in the SA and other political enemies such as Schleicher and Strasser cannot be seen as a calculated response to any real impending danger. In the end, ‘the Night of Long Knives’ helped the regime by burnishing its law-and-order credentials and promoting Hitler’s statesmanlike image.

Although the Nazis were not inevitable victors, and any elimination of Hitler would have gravely injured the movement, their programme was consistent with the transformation of the political landscape in Germany since 1918, and they effectively expressed the basic ‘national’ and ‘social’ inclinations of the majority of Protestant voters. In my view a vaguely ‘national-socialist’ consensus—with a small ‘n’ and a small ‘s’—was already apparent in the DNVP victory of 1924, and certainly in the Hindenburg election of 1925 and the volatile political assaults on the traditional parties in the years that followed. For millions of burghers who in the mid-1920s marched with the Stahlhelm, abandoned the established parties, and cast their votes for dissident slates of one kind or another, the National Socialists were not a forbidding presence or an extremist party. It is not a question of Germans moving to a well-defined but previously distasteful Nazi position. Nazis did not take over innocent townspeople in some sort of audacious invasion; they gave sharp political definition to imprecisely held affinities and frustrated expectations.

Yet the National Socialists won votes not because they were similar to other middle-class parties, but because they were so different. The sense of innovation comes across strongly in almost all the testimony we have from the 1930s. Nazis articulated the anti-Marxism and hyper-nationalism of the German right, to be sure, yet they also talked about Germany’s social and collective responsibilities and they welcomed workers into their ranks. As a result, they offered a compelling vision of the nation as a solidaristic racial entity that had little in common with the deferential hierarchies of the Second Reich, the hot-headed annexationism of wartime Germany, or the interest-group entitlements of the Weimar Republic. What was appealing about the Nazis was their vision of a new nation premised on the Volk, which corresponded both to the populist nationalism of the middle classes and the socialist sensibilities of rather more workers (one-third of whom voted for the NSDAP in 1932) than historians have allowed, and which left room for both individual desires for social mobility and collective demands for social equality. That the collectivity was strictly defined in terms of race did not impede its popular resonance and may even have made it seem more substantial and modern.

Although Hitler’s appointment to the chancellorship at the end of January 1933 hinged on the closed-door negotiations of unrepentant reactionaries and out-and-out monarchists such as Hindenburg, Hugenberg, and especially Papen, Hitler would never have figured in their calculus had he not been the leader of Germany’s largest party. Much as local elites such as landowners, merchants, and clergymen worked with the National Socialists and in due course legitimized them, Nazi success rested on a broader populist uprising that had challenged and undercut the power of conservatives throughout the 1920s. Thus the National Socialist seizure of power in 1933 was the triumph of a ‘right-wing Jacobinism’ in which a variety of working-class and middle-class groups sought a political voice and policies of change in the name of the German nation.
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Hitler and the Nazi state: leadership, hierarchy, and power
 

Jeremy Noakes
 



Hitler as ‘Führer’
 

The most important feature of the Nazi state was the exceptional status of Adolf Hitler and the power which flowed from it. Hitler had already acquired absolute authority within the Nazi Party (NSDAP) during the 1920s as its Führer (Leader). It was an authority based on his charisma—the conviction shared by both him and his followers of his mission to save Germany by overthrowing the existing political order, uniting its people in a ‘national community’, and then restoring it to greatness.

Following his appointment as Reich chancellor in January 1933, Hitler and his party set about transferring his supreme position within the NSDAP to the German state. That status was officially established on 1 August 1934, following the death of President Hindenburg, when the Reich government issued a law abolishing the office of president (head of state) and merging it with the office of Reich chancellor (prime minister) to create the new post of ‘Führer and Reich Chancellor’. In fact, Hitler was soon referred to just as ‘the Führer’ and the term ‘Reich Chancellor’ was eventually removed from his title. Officially, therefore, Hitler was no longer simply leader of the Nazi Party; he was now leader of the German people.



The new formal status of ‘Führer’ was reaffirmed by a law of 20 August 1934 which obliged all public officials and members of the armed forces to swear an oath of loyalty and obedience not, as hitherto, to the constitution, but to Hitler personally as ‘Führer of the German Reich and People’. For the basis of Hitler’s authority was no longer the Weimar constitution of 1919, even though it was never officially repealed, but rather his direct relationship with the German nation, the assumption that he had been summoned by destiny to lead it. Thus, according to Hans Frank, leader of the Association of Nazi Lawyers and head of the Academy of German Law,

The Führer is not backed by constitutional clauses but by outstanding achievements which are based on a combination of a calling and of his devotion to the people ... Whether the Führer governs according to a formal written constitution is not a legal question of the first importance. The legal question is only whether through his actions the Führer guarantees the existence of his people.1
 

As Führer, Hitler claimed to embody the nation. From now on, he alone would possess the authority to act as its representative in all areas of political and social life. His claims were quickly supported by constitutional theorists. As one put it: ‘The Führer speaks and acts not only for the nation and in its place but as the nation. In him the nation is shaping its destiny.’ As a consequence of this, ‘the will of the Führer, in whatever form it is expressed, creates law and alters existing law’.2

Hitler’s major domestic priority was to unite the German people in a ‘community of struggle’ (Kampfgemeinschaft), to arm Germany mentally and materially for a war to secure ‘living space’ (Lebensraum). He planned to do this by eliminating all those elements who, he believed, threatened to undermine Germany’s unity, morale, and strength—liberals, ‘Marxists’, ‘reactionaries’, ‘asocials’, the eugenically ‘unfit’, and, above all, the Jews; in the Third Reich domestic conflict would no longer exist. However, because the Nazis had hitherto been concentrating all their efforts on acquiring power, they had made few preparations for government. Although the ‘seizure of power’, culminating in the law of 1 August 1934, had established Hitler’s absolute authority, the question remained: how was he was going to exercise his power in practice and what form would the new regime take?

Hitler’s leadership style developed between 1919 and 1933. Central to his idea of organization was the quasi-military notion of the Führerprinzip, or ‘leadership principle’. This he summed up as ‘authority of every leader downwards and responsibility upwards’.3 Effectively, it meant a contempt for collegiality and democratic procedures on the grounds that they avoided personal responsibility for decisions. Although aware of the importance of organization, he was suspicious of bureaucratic structures and hierarchies. His style of leadership required power and authority to be concentrated in the leader and then delegated by him to individual followers whose decisions were to be be implemented without question by subordinates. However, despite Hitler’s absolute authority within the Nazi Party before coming to power, in fact his leadership had not been overly dictatorial. He had not laid down detailed guidelines for the party or interfered in day-to-day matters. Provided his subordinates remained totally loyal to him personally, he was content to grant them considerable independence. Indeed, he encouraged initiative and, provided his followers’ actions did not contradict major policy principles or inflict significant damage on the party, he tolerated their mistakes. Before 1933, the overriding aim had been to achieve power and his judgement of individuals depended largely on their contribution to that end.

After 1933, Hitler proceeded to apply these principles towards the achievement of his further goals. He developed the practice, in response to particular issues that arose or in the furtherance of his priorities, of appointing individuals to deal with particular tasks that were usually already the responsibility of existing government departments. These individuals then created their own agencies, often with their own administrative apparatus. They regarded themselves as the Führer’s personal agents rather than as members of a corporate government whose powers and responsibilities were defined by law and by established and codified bureaucratic procedure. This process began with the appointment in March 1933 of the Nazi Party’s propaganda chief and Hitler intimate, Joseph Goebbels, to the new post of Reich propaganda minister, which took powers from the interior ministry and the ministry of posts, and the process continued throughout the regime. For example, between 1933 and 1936, ten new Supreme Reich Authorities were created, four of which, including the new office of Reich Youth Leader, were carved out of the Reich interior ministry.

Thus, there was soon a proliferation of new ministries and state or quasi-state agencies, each of which was determined to secure as large a space as possible for itself in the new Nazi empire. Indeed, according to one insider, ‘the essential feature of the National Socialist administrative anarchy was that each person who felt himself strong enough did what he wanted in his sector and he did not allow himself to be restrained by any consideration for other authorities, competencies, persons, or interests’.4

Hitler’s tendency to create new offices and agencies without establishing clear lines of demarcation of responsibility with existing government departments produced a continual struggle for dominance over spheres of responsibility. Whether or not this was an intentional reflection of Hitler’s Social Darwinist view of politics, in which the strongest would prove himself and come out on top, the outcome was an extreme fragmentation of government. In 1941, Wilhelm Stuckart, a senior interior ministry official, summed up the situation:

This excessive fragmentation of agencies leads ... to inflation of offices, war between offices, duplicated work, empty work, unproductive work, burdening of the public through increased official traffic, reduction of legal certainty through the increased possibility of mutually contradictory official decisions, additional expense of administration, a bloated state machine, and superfluous centralism in default of balance at the intermediate and lower levels.5
 

This catalogue of problems also seriously complicated coherent planning, leading to inadequately prepared initiatives and creating self-manufactured crises which prompted further ill-considered decisions. And Hitler’s style of government contrasted sharply with the culture and practice of the state machine which he had inherited, and with the ambitions of its elite.



Tensions between party and state
 

During the ‘seizure of power’, the Nazi movement had in a sense taken over the state, in that many of its members had taken over state offices at national, regional, and local level as ministers, district officials, and mayors. In one of the earliest enactments of the new regime, in April 1933, the civil service was purged of officials deemed politically or racially ‘undesirable’. However, in practice the party clearly lacked the qualified personnel to fill more than a few official posts; until it could develop a cadre of trained Nazi administrators, it would have to rely on the existing state apparatus.

In fact, it soon became clear that most civil servants had more or less willingly accepted the new situation; many had joined the NSDAP in the spring of 1933, some simply to protect their jobs, others more enthusiastically. Initially, there was considerable sympathy for the new regime, particularly among senior civil servants. They had been accustomed to playing the dominant role in government before 1918 and, particularly those in the highest ranks, generally had conservative views. They had never accepted the pluralist character of Weimar democracy, which they regarded as government by selfish party politicians, leaving the interests of the state, and of themselves as its true exponents, as playthings in the struggle between rival sectional interests. They resented their apparent reduction to the role of mere bureaucrats in Weimar, with senior appointments in the civil service having become subject to party-political influence, and were equally offended by the blow to their economic status caused by the sharp salary cuts enforced during the inflation of the early 1920s and again in 1931. Above all, they believed the democratic system incapable of responding effectively to the economic crisis of 1929–33.

Thus, civil servants now looked to the new regime to restore national unity and the authority of the state and its officials. Their vision of a ‘civil service state’ (Beamtenstaat), embryonic in the period of presidential government 1930–3, envisaged a strong authoritarian and centralized government in which the civil service would play the key role, free from the interference of party caucuses, parliamentary committees, and pressure groups. Indeed, some civil servants, including keen Nazis, believed that, since there was now effectively a Nazi state, the Nazi movement had become largely redundant and should be reduced to the role of a propaganda and indoctrination agency, effectively an arm of the new propaganda ministry. In fact, Hitler needed political stability to restore the economy, vital both to legitimize his regime in the eyes of the German people and to prepare the ground for rearmament. To that extent, he was anxious to curb the excesses being perpetrated by elements of the Nazi movement and to strengthen the authority of the existing state apparatus.

This situation, coupled with the vacuum in party thinking about the structure of the new state, provided the opportunity for a group of senior civil servants to develop a strategy for concentrating power in the state machine and, in particular in the Reich interior ministry under its new minister, Dr Wilhelm Frick. He had joined the NSDAP in the early 1920s and was committed to its ideological agenda. However, he had also been a career civil servant and shared many of the values of his profession, notably a belief in bureaucratic order and procedure, in the role of the civil service as the qualified exponent of the interests of the state, and in the state as the embodiment of the true interests of the nation. Frick wished to establish a strong centralized state, governed by a civil service imbued with Nazi ideology but operating according to bureaucratic principles, at the core of which would be his interior ministry.

Under the existing federal system the Reich interior ministry had few direct responsibilities and lacked its own structure of subordinate offices, or field administration; but it had traditionally been responsible for coordinating a wide range of services at national level, which were directly administered by the states (Länder), like Prussia or Bavaria. Under Frick’s scheme the federal system would be abolished and Länder interior administrations would be integrated into or at least subordinated to the Reich interior ministry and its field agents, as would the field agencies of the other Reich ministries and government agencies at the intermediate level. And both at this level and the lower, district (Kreis) level the Nazi party leaders, the Gauleiters and district leaders (Kreisleiter), who during 1933 had acquired state and local government offices in the Länder and districts, would be integrated into the interior ministry’s own hierarchy. Thus, as far as their state authority was concerned (and this would be clearly demarcated from their party authority), these party officials would be, in effect, line managers in the field administration of a super-ministry run by civil servants sharing Nazi values.

This vision of a ‘civil service state’ was a fantasy for achieving administrative government with politics excluded. And, although the Reich interior ministry was successful in centralizing Germany by abolishing German federalism between 1933 and 1935, and thereby did acquire its own field administration, its grander scheme proved doomed, despite repeated attempts to introduce it over the following years. Its failure reveals much about the nature of the new Nazi state.

First, Frick’s ministry faced opposition from other Reich ministries and agencies, which wished to retain or expand their own field administrations and were not prepared to accede to the interior ministry’s scheme for their regional and district officials to be subordinated to those of the interior ministry at the same level. Indeed, the abolition of the federal system, which had previously assigned most of the responsibilities of government to the Länder, had greatly strengthened the individual Reich ministries in 1933–4 by subordinating the Länder ministries to them, and so providing them for the first time with their own field administrations reaching down to the lowest levels of government in the districts, towns, and cities. Moreover, with the emasculation of the Reichstag through the Enabling Act passed on 23 March 1933, the Reich ministries were now free from parliamentary control. Also, Hitler encouraged the practice of issuing laws drafted in very general terms. The ministries could then determine the form of their implementation in their sphere of competence and hence, to a large extent, their practical effect, by issuing the detailed regulations for which they alone were responsible. With this new increase in their powers, the Reich ministries were not prepared to subordinate themselves to the interior ministry’s version of a ‘civil service state’ under its overall control.

Secondly, Hitler vetoed the rationalization of the Länder, which differed vastly in size, or of the overlapping structures of Germany’s multiple and complex administrative systems. He also prevented Frick from acquiring complete control of the Länder by insisting that their Reich governors (Reichsstatthalter), installed in 1933 and all but one of whom were Gauleiters, had the right of direct appeal to the Führer on ‘matters of special political importance’. Indeed, both the nature and the style of Hitler’s leadership doomed the interior ministry’s project. For, as the embodiment of the nation and its will, Hitler could not permit any other organization to claim or encroach on his authority. Moreover, his leadership style completely stymied all attempts to shape the Third Reich as an authoritarian ‘civil service state’.

The situation was made worse by the continuing tension and rivalry between the state authorities and the Nazi movement. The Nazi takeover of power had seen a significant weakening of the NSDAP as a coherent organization; it had effectively disintegrated into its component parts. The paramilitary wing, the SA and SS, had already operated semi-autonomously before 1933. Now, during 1933, the various party organizations seized the opportunity to emancipate themselves from the core party, becoming more or less independent entities. By August 1934, the NSDAP was represented by a core Political Organization (PO), composed of the party’s territorial structure of region (Gau), districts, and local branches, and, very loosely affiliated to it, a group of organizations representing social groups such as the Hitler Youth or the Nazi women’s organization, and occupational groups such as the Nazi Teachers’ League. By then, the SA and the SS had become in practice entirely independent of the Nazi Party. Thus, the PO had become a kind of rump and, with many of its most able members having taken up state posts and with responsibility for its previous main function of propaganda now largely removed to the new propaganda ministry, the party was struggling to find a role.

Many Nazi Party leaders, particularly those who had not acquired state offices, believed that far from the party being integrated into, let alone subordinated to the state, it should rather take command of the state; in other words, the party leaders at all levels should take all the decisions, with the state officials merely implementing them. This disagreement reflected profound differences in views about politics, government, and the law.



Most Nazi leaders regarded the law and bureaucracy with deep suspicion, indeed hostility. Although their party had by now become a large bureaucracy, its official culture was one of struggle (Kampf), and many Nazis’ experience of the law had been shaped by what they regarded as its repressive use against them under Weimar. They saw themselves not only as agents of the Führer and therefore legitimate representatives of the German people but also as crusaders for a ‘world view’ the realization of which was essential to Germany’s future. Moreover, they claimed that this role gave them a unique insight into the true interests of the nation. Since in the party’s view the sole justification for the law and bureaucratic regulations was their benefit to the people, these should be overruled or ignored wherever, in the party’s eyes, they no longer fulfilled this function or indeed were inimical to it. In short, political and ideological priorities, of which the party was the sole legitimate interpreter, should invariably take precedence over legal or bureaucratic regulations and conventions, which in the party’s view generally frustrated the positive dynamic of Nazism. By contrast, Frick and most senior civil servants, while accepting the occasional overriding importance of political priorities, believed that adherence to the legal and bureaucratic regulations drawn up by a Nazi state should be the norm and indeed that this was essential to the successful functioning of that state.

Clearly, in this situation Hitler’s attitude would be decisive. While he was anxious to restore stability, which would require a degree of reliance on the existing state apparatus, Hitler was determined not to tie his hands by becoming dependent on a powerful state machine bound by legal and bureaucratic norms. Thus, although he reined in the Nazi movement by crushing Röhm and his followers in the SA purge of 30 June 1934, and by declaring an end to the revolution at the Nuremberg Party Congress in September, at the same time he reassured the PO leadership by declaring that ‘it is not the state which commands us but rather we who command the state. It was not the state which created us but rather we who created our own state.’ Frick and Hermann Göring, the prime minister of Prussia, both hurriedly issued official interpretations of Hitler’s words, insisting that he really meant that the state was now controlled by Nazi leaders like themselves. However, while Hitler clearly did not wish to give party leaders the right to instruct state officials, he was nevertheless clearly sending a reassuring signal to the PO leaders and a warning to those in the state apparatus who wished to downgrade the party.

In September 1935, Hitler returned to this issue in another speech to the Nuremberg Party Congress. Referring to the fight against Bolshevism, in a passage of crucial importance he announced:

I should like to make it quite clear that the fight against foes within the nation will never be defeated by the inadequacy of a formal bureaucracy; wherever the formal bureaucracy of the state proves unfitted to solve a problem, there the German nation will bring into play its own more living organization in order to clear the way for its vital necessities ... whatever can be solved by the state will be solved through the state, but any problems which the state through its essential character is unable to solve will be solved by means of the Movement.6
 

In other words, Hitler was clearly implying that for certain tasks—those which required acting outside the law and which the state, as an institution based on the law and therefore ‘through its essential character’, was unable to solve—he would rely on the Nazi movement. For although Hitler’s goals were determined by his ideological fixations, in implementing them he was ruthlessly pragmatic. He did not feel bound by any constraints of legality or bureaucratic hierarchy or procedure; indeed, he regarded such constraints as serious obstacles to the achievement of his goals. He judged the law and the state machine in purely instrumental terms as mechanisms to be subordinated to the needs of the nation as he conceived them and he would dispense with them wherever necessary, turning to alternative sources of executive power to achieve his goals.



The Nazi Party’s Political Organization and the SS
 

When Hitler talked of ‘the Movement’, in practice he meant the Nazi Party’s Political Organization (PO) and the SS. Hitler envisaged the PO fulfilling two major roles. First, in addition to having it execute measures which the civil service proved unwilling or incapable of implementing, he saw the party as a kind of watchdog over and goad for the civil service, to prevent it acting as a brake on his policies. Secondly, the PO would assume responsibility for instructing the German people in National Socialist principles and above all for their morale, mobilizing them in support of the regime and its measures. As he told the party congress in September 1935, the party must be ‘continually educating—and above all supervising—the nation ... so that no reverse, still less a decline, occurs ... we do not intend to suffer the fate of that world which was replaced in 1918’—that is, defeat and revolution.7

The problem was how to devise a relationship between party and state which would combine the administrative efficiency characteristic of the state with the ideological fanaticism and political dynamism of the Nazi Party. However, before Hitler could use the party as an effective organization, let alone devise a framework for its relationship with the state, he had to preserve it from totally disintegrating into its component parts—a very real threat in the spring of 1933. How far Hitler himself was aware of this danger is not clear. At this time, his main attention was focused on state affairs and he was loath to be drawn into the growing conflicts among various party institutions over spheres of jurisdiction. This was presumably the reason why, on 21 April 1933, he appointed his private secretary, Rudolf Hess, to the new post of the Führer’s Deputy for Party Affairs (StdF). Hess was both obsequiously loyal and an emollient figure who would be an acceptable arbiter of party disputes.

Once appointed to such a position, Hess found himself forced to defend it. But it is doubtful whether he would have succeeded in developing the new office had he not appointed as his chief of staff an exceptionally able and ruthless young bureaucrat from the party treasurer’s office, Martin Bormann, who immediately began building up the ‘Staff of the Führer’s Deputy’. It was Bormann’s (and Hess’s) aim to claim for his office supreme authority within the party and, in particular, to monopolize the party’s relations with the state.



By the end of 1935, Hess and Bormann had gone some way towards achieving that goal. The core of their office consisted of two departments: department II for party affairs and department III for state affairs. Within these departments Bormann established desks covering a growing range of policy, each of which ultimately implied a claim to supreme authority in that particular sphere. Department III was staffed with civil servants known to be loyal NSDAP members, and seconded from government departments. Its authority was based primarily on Führer decrees of 1934 and 1935, which gave Hess two important powers: the right to participate at all stages in the drafting of government bills and regulations, and the right to approve the appointment and promotion of all high grade civil servants through a process of ‘political assessment’. These were formidable weapons and a clear indication of Hitler’s determination to use the party to keep a check on the state apparatus. And there is no doubt that Hess and Bormann intended to use them to acquire for their office a dominant role vis-à-vis the state and to assert the Nazi Party’s ideological priorities.

In fact, though, the party’s relationship with the civil service became more one of constant interference than of systematic control, with the party becoming more adept at negative delaying tactics than at developing positive initiatives. One reason was that the party never overcame its separatist tendencies, and thus failed to establish itself as a coherent and effective organization. Bormann’s objective was to establish a clear party hierarchy, with the PO as the basic cadre organization and with as many as possible of the Nazi formations and affiliated organizations subordinated to it at each level. Unfortunately, however, there were serious obstacles to implementing this plan.

The main problem was that Hitler was not prepared to support this attempt to acquire a monopoly of central authority within the Nazi Party. He appears to have acted from an instinctive unwillingness to allow his hands to be tied by the emergence of too strong a party organization, an instinct presumably reinforced by his experience of Gregor Strasser’s ‘betrayal’ in December 1932 (Strasser, then head of the NSDAP’s organizational office, had engaged in secret negotiations with Chancellor Kurt von Schleicher). The more lines which led directly to himself, the less danger there would be to Hitler’s position and the more freedom of manœuvre he would have.

In practice, therefore, Hess and Bormann continued to be faced with competing party agencies not invariably disposed to accept their jurisdiction. The most serious obstacle to their ambitions was represented by Dr Robert Ley, who had inherited most of Strasser’s responsibilities and from 1934 held the title of ‘Head of the [NSDAP] Reich Organization’ (Reichsorganisationsleiter). In practice, this meant that Ley was responsible for the entire party’s personnel, organization, and training. Moreover, Ley also controlled the German Labour Front (DAF), the quasi-trade union with effectively compulsory membership. With its huge membership and enormous financial resources deriving from the subscriptions of its mass membership and the confiscated funds of the trade unions, the DAF represented a significant power factor within the regime. The following years were to see a constant struggle between Hess and Bormann, on the one hand, and Ley, on the other, for control over the party, a struggle in which the staff of the StdF slowly but inexorably gained the advantage. Their success owed much to the fact that, from 1935 onwards, Bormann not only supplanted Hess as Hitler’s secretary, but, above all, proved much more successful at converting his constant proximity to the Führer into real political influence, particularly after 1939 when Hitler was preoccupied with running the war.

The Gauleiters as regional NSDAP leaders proved an even more formidable obstacle to the establishment of an effective party hierarchy, for their independence was bolstered by Hitler, who reiterated on a number of occasions that they were directly responsible to him. Moreover, in building up the party organization in their particular areas, they had been able to establish cliques of loyal supporters within the Gau apparatus on whose loyalty they could rely. However, relations between Hess and Bormann and the Gauleiters were not exclusively antagonistic; they also reflected common interests. On the one hand, Hess and Bormann had an interest in building up the Gauleiters as the key officers of a party field administration, enabling it to impose its authority in the regions both on the agencies of the state and on those of rival Nazi organizations. On the other hand, the Gauleiters themselves could benefit from a strong StdF office to defend the position of the party at national level against both the state and other Nazi agencies, notably the SS. Although this system was successful in obstructing the kind of civil service state to which Frick and his interior ministry aspired, it was the SS which came to represent the most direct threat to both.

Founded in 1925 as an elite paramilitary unit but subordinated to the SA, the SS began as a bodyguard for the Nazi leadership. However, following the appointment of Heinrich Himmler as its leader in 1929, it developed wider ambitions. In 1931 it established an intelligence arm, the Security Service (SD), and, following Himmler’s appointment as head of the Bavarian political police in April 1933, he used the SD to take control over the political police departments of all the German states, culminating in his takeover of the Prussian Gestapo (secret state police) in 1934.

Officially, the police were part of the apparatus of the interior ministries of the various Länder. Thus, with the abolition of federalism in January 1934 and the subordination of the Länder interior ministries to the Reich interior ministry, Himmler was formally subordinate, in his capacity as head of the Länder political police departments, to Reich interior minister Frick. But Himmler had no intention of recognizing Frick’s jurisdiction. He aimed for the SS to take over the police entirely and to turn it into a weapon for destroying ‘enemies of the state’, and he had no compunction about the methods used to achieve this. In a speech to the Academy of German Law in October 1936, he announced:

Right from the start I took the view that it did not matter in the least if our actions were contrary to some clause in the law; in my work for the Führer and the nation I do what my conscience and common sense tells me is right. During those months and years when the life and death of the German people were at stake, I was completely indifferent about the fact that others were bemoaning ‘violations of the law’. There was of course talk abroad—to a large extent inspired by elements within Germany—about the police, and therefore the state, being in a condition of lawlessness. They called it lawless because it did not correspond to their conception of the law. It was in reality through our work that we laid the foundations for a new code of law, the law governing the life of the German people.8
 



There is more than an echo here of Hitler’s September 1935 speech, quoted above, about political tasks for which only ‘the Movement’ would be suitable. By murdering the SA leadership in summer 1934, the SS had proved to Hitler its suitability for solving a problem which ‘the state through its essential character’ was incapable of solving. He rewarded the SS by making it independent of the SA; by permitting the SS to link the SA concentration camps with its own camp of Dachau, near Munich, and hence to establish its own integrated concentration camp system independent of the state’s judicial prison system; and, finally, by authorizing the SS to establish its own fully militarized force, the SS Verfügungstruppe—soon to expand into the mighty Waffen SS.

Between 1934 and 1936, the interior ministry repeatedly complained to Himmler about the actions of the political police, particularly their arbitrary use of ‘protective custody’ (Schutzhaft), their mistreatment of prisoners in concentration camps, and their attacks on the churches. However, the position of the state authorities was weakened by the fact that Hermann Göring, the prime minister of Prussia and hence official head of the Gestapo, chose to back Himmler. But most crucial was Hitler’s support. Thus, shortly after the SA purge, Göring told Frick that, ‘in view of the particular contribution which the political police has made recently, the Reich chancellor has given me and the Reichsführer SS a free hand as to how, within the framework of the orders which he himself has issued, the political police is to be led and according to which it is to operate’.9 This struggle between Frick and Himmler for control of the political police was crucial for the development of the regime. For, while Frick and the civil service were prepared to accept that the murderous actions taken against the SA were justified on the grounds of a temporary state of emergency, the SS claimed that the need to fight the enemies of the state required a permanent state of emergency.

With Himmler persistently ignoring Frick’s complaints, Frick in desperation sent a direct complaint to Hitler about the behaviour of the political police, describing it as ‘definite lawlessness’. He requested that Hitler confirm Frick’s authority over the political police—otherwise it would belong de facto to the Reichsführer SS. But Frick’s protest misfired. Hitler’s response was to issue a law, on 17 June 1936, appointing Himmler to the new post of ‘Chief of the German Police’. It was true that this new office remained within the Reich interior ministry, leaving Himmler nominally subordinate to Frick, but in practice he was directly answerable to Hitler alone, in his capacity as leader of the SS.

The establishment of this SS/police office was the most striking example of the hybrid party/state organizations being carved out of the interior ministry’s responsibilities, organizations over which in practice it no longer had authority. From now onwards, the SS controlled both the police and its own prison-camp system, an awesome power. Moreover, unlike the PO of the NSDAP, the SS had succeeded in attracting a generation of young, highly educated, and ideologically motivated individuals to its ranks. By 1939, these had come to form the core of the SS security apparatus, committed to ruthless action in the service of the ‘idea’.



Integrative and disintegrative forces
 

Fragmentation and conflict appear dominant features of the politics of the Third Reich and, as we have seen, Hitler’s style of leadership encouraged this process. Indeed, in some respects, the political sphere resembled a war zone in which numerous power-holders were locked in struggle with one another over their areas of responsibility. First, there were the individual ministries, whose relative importance depended partly on their respective functions, but above all on their access to Hitler, which in turn depended on their leadership. Thus, Goebbels’s propaganda ministry and the foreign ministry under Joachim von Ribbentrop both enjoyed direct access to Hitler, while the interior and finance ministries had no such lines of communication. Indeed, in some respects Hitler’s regime came to resemble court government. While even in modern democracies access to and support from the prime minister or president is crucially important to any office-holder, the extent of Hitler’s power, and the removal of all legal and institutional limitations on its exercise, meant that access to and support from the Führer became the key to power in the Third Reich.

Second, although the abolition of federalism and parliamentary democracy had strengthened each Reich ministry individually, it did not strengthen the government as a coherent body. Instead, government dissolved into a ‘polycracy’ of distinct administrative hierarchies linked to each of the ministries and of newly created government or quasi-government agencies, which stood like separate pillars, each narrowly confined by Hitler to their own specialist spheres. Moreover, for several, such as the interior and labour administrations, this gain in power had been more than matched by the threat from the proliferation of the new agencies, which encroached on their spheres of responsibility. The most striking example was the Four Year Plan organization, established in 1936 under Hermann Göring. With Hitler’s commission to prepare the German economy for war within four years, this organization effectively subordinated the ministries of economics, agriculture, and labour and spawned seventeen of its own subordinate agencies, all uncoordinated with relevant agencies in the sub-ministerial system.

Thirdly, there was the PO of the Nazi Party, which, as we have seen, represented a continual challenge to the authority of the state at national, regional, and district levels through the Staff of the Führer’s Deputy, the Gauleiters, and district and branch leaders respectively. Then there were the other party or hybrid party/state agencies—for example, the DAF, which not only encroached on the labour ministry but also challenged the authority of business, or the Nazi Welfare Organization (NSV), which aimed to take over health and social welfare from state, municipal, and church agencies. Above all, finally, there was the SS. By projecting itself as Nazism’s elite organization committed to the implementation of its ideological goals, and by successfully taking over the police and so straddling party and state, the SS had established an exceptionally powerful position for itself in a totalitarian dictatorship with a strong ideological agenda. It was a position that was strengthened still further by its acquisition of a growing military capability: this presented a potential threat to another major power factor, the armed forces, which were themselves at odds with one another and with the coordinating Wehrmacht office (OKW).



This situation of political fragmentation and conflict raised the issue of the day-to-day coordination of government business. Following the Nazi takeover of power, Hitler increasingly avoided involvement in routine government. Cabinet meetings became infrequent and in 1938 ceased altogether. Moreover, they were no longer the heart of government where policies were discussed, conflicting views reconciled, and policy coordinated. For Hitler disliked this collegial form of government, in which his ignorance of particular issues might be exposed to wider scrutiny and his opinions publicly challenged. Similarly, in cabinet discussions he might be forced to justify his decisions, decisions to which he would then be publicly committed and which might prove to have been poor choices. Instead, he preferred to deal with his ministers as individuals. Moreover, with the decline in the number of meetings, a backlog of business built up, so that cabinets became largely ritual affairs, rubber-stamping legislation and providing an opportunity for Hitler to preach.

The eclipse of the cabinet left a vacuum that needed to be filled. From 1934/5 onwards, the office of the Reich chancellery, inherited by Hitler from his predecessors, effectively replaced the cabinet as the main centre of government coordination. Officially, its function was to ensure that the rules of legislative procedure had been adhered to, by circulating draft ministerial bills to the various affected ministries, ensuring that objections had been met, and then placing the bills before the Führer for his approval. In fact, the position of both the Reich chancellery and its head, state secretary (from 1937 Reich minister) Hans-Heinrich Lammers, increased in importance parallel to the increase in importance of the Reich chancellor vis-à-vis the rest of the government.

However, Hitler was not prepared simply to rule through Lammers and the Reich chancellery. He admired Lammers for his ability to frame his wishes in the requisite legal and bureaucratic formulae, describing him indeed as ‘the only jurist among my collaborators who is worth a damn. Lammers knows that he’s there to find legal foundations to fit state requirements, and he does not confuse practical necessity and legal theory.’10 But, although Lammers had joined the NSDAP already in 1932, he was essentially a bureaucrat. To implement his political agenda, Hitler needed, as we have seen, to be free to select and work through individuals and agencies willing to ride roughshod over legal or bureaucratic rules. Thus, he initiated the so-called ‘euthanasia programme’ of 1939–41, for which no law had been passed, through another office, the chancellery of the NSDAP, established in 1934 under an old party functionary, Philipp Bouhler. This was precisely because, while this office was able to utilize state agencies, unlike the Reich chancellery it was not part of the state apparatus and so not bound by the same rules.

However, by continually bypassing Lammers and the Reich chancellery and ruling through individuals, Hitler left the problem of governmental coordination unresolved. Conflicts became personalized and conducted through intrigue and, since Hitler avoided involvement where possible, they had to be settled through temporary truces and private treaties. Moreover, the problems of government created by the imposition of Hitler’s form of charismatic leadership onto the existing state apparatus were made infinitely worse by the impossibility of sorting out the relationship between the state machine and the Nazi movement.

Hitler himself no doubt sensed that the introduction of rational administrative structures and procedures would be inimical both to the charismatic basis of his leadership and to the extreme goals to which he was committed. Moreover, the ‘organized chaos’ (as Goebbels described it) strengthened Hitler’s position since all competing individuals and agencies were forced to seek his sanction to legitimize their claims to authority, leaving him with the final decision. It also sustained the dynamic of the regime as rivals competed in ‘working towards the Führer’ (Kershaw). In order to demonstrate their personal loyalty to his agenda, they felt obliged to adopt a radical ideological position rather than risk losing power and responsibilities to rivals. In the process, the distinction between party and state became progressively eroded as the state officials became sometimes enthusiastic participants in the Nazi project, and as party and state became increasingly interlocked in hybrid agencies such as the SS/police.

This picture of ‘authoritarian anarchy’ (Petwaidic) raises the question of why the regime was nevertheless quite successful in achieving its main domestic objectives before 1939: national unity, economic recovery, and rearmament. The national unity was partly sham, of course, achieved through the repression of alternative views, but Hitler himself was supported by the overwhelming majority of the German people and it was with him that the regime was identified. Moreover, the economic recovery and rearmament were real enough.

In fact, recent research has suggested that a one-sidedly ‘anarchic’ model of the Third Reich may hide certain ways in which the regime was functional. While in many respects Hitler’s leadership encouraged fragmentation and conflict, it has also been shown that the practice of appointing individuals backed by the Führer to deal with particular problems could, in the short term at any rate, serve to cut through red tape and deal with crises. Secondly, the polarity of ‘party and state’ may be too crude an analytical tool, and historians are beginning to pay attention to the cooperative as well as the confrontational features of the system. Given the highly personalized nature of Nazi rule at all levels, much depended on the personalities involved and the nature of the ‘Nazi culture’ of the particular area. Research at regional and local level suggests that, while confrontation was to an extent structurally determined, nevertheless it was often mitigated or overcome by various factors. For example, party and state offices were sometimes combined in the same individual. More important was the extent to which party and state came to work according to a common agenda. State and municipal officials began increasingly to adapt their administrative practice to Nazi ideological imperatives, notably the notion of a ‘national community’ purged of racial or community ‘aliens’ or the eugenically ‘unfit’. Despite a degree of conflict over responsibilities, it has been suggested that there emerged a symbiosis whereby each agency in their different spheres in effect worked towards a common goal.

This new administrative culture is reflected in a speech by the Oberbürgermeister of the Bavarian city of Augsburg to his officials in June 1934, in which he told them that they were duty bound ‘to interpret old regulations and decrees in terms of National Socialist ideas. The official who is political in the true sense will be able to find an accommodation between the ideologically neutral [literally ‘blutsleer’ or bloodless] law and the new ideologically charged [literally ‘blutsbedingt’ or blood-determined] conception of the law’.11 Here the language as well as the sentiments suggest a merger of attitudes.

Looked at more broadly, the explanation for the regime’s initial relative success lies perhaps in the fact that it could create an overarching consensus by mobilizing the German people behind a programme of national revival identified with Hitler’s leadership. In this respect, too, Hitler’s leadership performed an integrative function. Above all, the traditional German elites—the armed forces, the civil service, business, and the professions—all highly experienced and effective, perceived in National Socialism some aims and values which they shared, notably a strong German nationalism. Moreover, they were encouraged to pursue their own individual agendas, freed from the restraints hitherto imposed by constitutional procedures or democratic forces or by adherence to liberal values. For example, the army could rearm, business could be ‘master in its own house’, and doctors could sterilize the ‘unfit’. Thus, on the one hand, various parts of the regime were undoubtedly in conflict with each other in ways which certainly undermined its effectiveness in many respects. Yet, on the other hand, many of them were willing, even eager to devote their energy and expertise to realize both their own personal and common agendas.



The war years, 1939–1945
 

Since Nazism was a culture of struggle, war was the most favourable environment in which the regime could reveal its true character. The war years saw the acceleration of pre-war trends in government as the leadership seized the opportunity to initiate what was effectively a second stage in the Nazi revolution. This was marked by significant shifts in the balance of power among individuals and offices, notably between the party, the traditional elites, and state offices. The process had begun in 1937–8 with the dismissal of Schacht as economics minister, the replacement of Neurath by Ribbentrop as foreign minister, and the direct subordination of the Wehrmacht to Hitler through the creation of the OKW.

Since Hitler wished to concentrate on military matters, Göring persuaded him to agree to the establishment, on 30 August 1939, of a ministerial Council for the Defence of the Reich to coordinate domestic affairs. Chaired by Göring, its members were Hess, Frick, Funk (economics minister), Keitel (Wehrmacht), and Lammers; others could attend by invitation. Lammers’s role as secretary ensured that Hitler was kept informed and his approval was necessary for any decrees issued. This council had the potential to become an effective war cabinet for domestic affairs. However, because of Göring’s inactivity and Hitler’s constant interventions and unease at the very existence of such a body, it met only for a few sessions, the last on 15 November 1939.

The result was that the only remaining coordination of central government, other than the usual ‘circulation process’ of government bills and decrees to the relevant ministries and offices, occurred through occasional conferences of Keitel, Funk, and Frick (the so-called ‘Group of Three’ or Dreierkollegium), and of top civil servants from various ministries who met to deal with particular issues. Hitler continued to determine the main lines of policy in the sense that all major policy changes required his approval, and he maintained a close personal supervision of Jewish policy and armaments policy, as well as matters affecting public morale, such as propaganda, food supplies, wages, prices, and taxation. However, even then his decisions were frequently arbitrary and contradictory, and followed no coherent plan. Laws, which were subject to the circulation process and hence a form of collective approval, were increasingly replaced by ‘Führer decrees’ requested by individuals with access to Hitler. These were often agreed impulsively and as the result of chance conversations. They were often not published or even formally recorded, even though they affected other agencies, thereby leaving civil servants and lawyers uncertain about the actual letter of the law.

As the pressure on Germany’s resources of labour increased, so the need for administrative rationalization and greater efficiency became acute. Frick tried to use this opportunity and his membership of the Group of Three to expedite his own rationalization scheme, centred on the Reich interior ministry as in his 1933 schemes. However, Hitler insisted that no fundamental decisions affecting the structure of government were to be made during the war, with the result that the serious administrative disorganization remained unaddressed. Moreover, Hitler had meanwhile become even more hostile to the civil service and had also become contemptuous of Frick.

In response to the crisis of Stalingrad, in January 1943, Hitler agreed to replace the ‘Group of Three’ with a new ‘Committee of Three’ (Dreierauschuss), now consisting of Lammers, Keitel, and Bormann (thus excluding the interior and economics ministers), to supervise the rationalization of the administration and the mobilization of manpower for the Wehrmacht and the armaments industry. Although this functioned fairly effectively as a substitute cabinet, since Lammers invited representatives from those ministries affected to its meetings, it provoked hostility from those excluded from membership. Goebbels, for example, complained that ‘there’s the same trouble about our domestic policy. Everybody does and leaves undone what he pleases because there’s no strong authority anywhere’,12 while Göring made an abortive attempt to revive another defunct council under his own authority.

The replacement of Frick by Bormann in the new Committee of Three was highly significant, reflecting a major shift in power from the state authorities to the Nazi movement. This had three aspects. First, with Hess’s flight to Scotland in May 1941, Bormann took over the staff of the StdF, now renamed the Party Chancellery. He then used his increasing control over access to Hitler, now largely isolated in his military headquarters (Führerhauptquartier), to exercise growing political influence. For example, Bormann insisted that senior civil servants should in future be expected not simply to be NSDAP members but to have ‘given reliable service to the Party or one of its formations’. In particular, with his official appointment as ‘the Führer’s Secretary’ in May 1943, Bormann claimed the right to intervene directly in state affairs, thereby marginalizing Lammers whose access to Hitler became more and more restricted.



Second, the war years saw a marked increase in the power of the PO in general and of the Gauleiters in particular, to whom Hitler looked to sustain morale on the home front. By appointing Gauleiters to the new regional post of Reich defence commissioner, with overall responsibility for handling the impact of the war on the civilian population, Hitler aimed to transfer the authority traditionally exercised by the military commanders on the home front to the Nazi Party. Moreover, as Germany began acquiring new territories intended for incorporation in the Reich, so a new administrative structure began to be introduced—the Reichsgau—starting with Austria in 1938. Here state and party authority were united in the Gauleiters, who were considered to possess the necessary qualities for a policy of ruthless Germanization—another example of recruiting the party to essential tasks. The Reichsgau, under a dynamic and largely autonomous Gauleiter such as Arthur Greiser in the Wartheland or Albert Forster in Danzig-Westpreussen, came to be regarded as the future regional administrative model for Germany itself, as methods practised in the ‘colonial’ sphere began to be imported back home.

From 1942 onwards, as the war situation deteriorated, Hitler increasingly turned to party agencies, on whose loyalty he could rely, and so the PO accumulated responsibilities from the state authorities. Thus, by 1944, Gauleiters had been given substantial if not total control over labour deployment, civil defence, evacuation and housing allocation, the treatment of foreign workers, exemptions from military service, the closing of inessential plants and businesses, and the ‘Home Guard’ (Volkssturm).

Thirdly, the war years saw a marked increase in the power of the SS. Himmler benefited from the fact that the war provided the opportunity for the implementation of Hitler’s ideological imperatives, of which the SS was the chosen executor. In January 1939, it had been given the responsibility for solving the ‘Jewish question’, and in November Hitler appointed Himmler ‘Reich Commissioner for the Strengthening of the German Nation’, with responsibility for the ethnic reorganization and settlement of Eastern Europe. Moreover, the SS was also responsible for security in the occupied territories as well as in Germany itself, while the Waffen SS rapidly expanded to become a major and elite military force.

The simultaneous rise of Bormann, the Party Chancellery, and the PO, on the one hand, and of the SS on the other hand, both at the expense of the state authorities, increasingly posed the question of their future relationship with one another. Indeed, this issue became acute when Himmler replaced Frick as Reich minister of the interior in March 1943. For Himmler now found himself obliged to defend the authority of his officials against attempts by the PO to increase its power at the expense of the state administration; in effect there was now an institutionally determined conflict between the two major branches of the Nazi movement.

The final years of the war saw two more major players enter the arena of what was becoming an increasingly intense struggle for power. First, there was Albert Speer, appointed armaments minister in February 1942, who had become with Hitler’s support the effective head of the German economy. Speer informed the author of this chapter in an interview in December 1976 that, in the event of Hitler’s premature demise, he would have had a good chance of taking over with the support of the army, the Luftwaffe, and industry. Secondly, Hitler became increasingly close to Goebbels, partly because he found the propaganda minister’s total loyalty reassuring and his company congenial, and partly because of the growing importance of Goebbels’s propaganda role when morale was under pressure. Goebbels had been pressing Hitler for ‘total war’ measures and, on 25 July 1944, succeeded in securing his appointment as plenipotentiary for total war mobilization. In practice, however, he could not implement his measures without the cooperation of Bormann and the PO.

The struggle for power in the regime continued to its very end. In the final days of the war, Göring, Hitler’s designated successor but whose star had already waned, was arrested for attempting to take over power, while Himmler lost favour for establishing links with the Allies, and Speer for losing faith in victory. It was Goebbels and Bormann who inherited the bankrupt legacy of the Third Reich, nominated in Hitler’s will as Reich chancellor and Nazi Party leader respectively, while the naval chief, Admiral Dönitz, was appointed to the revived post of Reich president. But they were not in post for long; the new government lasted all of twenty-three days. In fact the Nazi regime had already ended on 30 April 1945 with the death of its Führer. For Hitler had been both its creator and its linchpin throughout the twelve years of its existence. His death signalled its extinction.
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Inclusion: building the national community in propaganda and practice
 

Jill Stephenson
 

The creation of a ‘national community’, or Volksgemeinschaft, was an aspiration of the Nazi leadership that remained at best only partially fulfilled. As an ideal, it had considerable appeal in the early 1930s as the remedy for a Germany riven by political and social divisions and wracked by the stresses of the Great Depression. It was less apparent before Hitler came to power that the character of the national community would be defined as much by those who were excluded from it as by those who were to be its members. Only those whom the Nazi leadership regarded as ‘valuable’ (wertvoll) could be included, for, while most inter-war European societies exhibited varying degrees of prejudice and xenophobia, in Nazi Germany official hostility to those who were perceived as falling short of the regime’s criteria of ‘value’ was increasingly extreme and unremitting. On the other hand, those who were deemed ‘racially valuable’, socially responsible, and politically reliable were flattered in propaganda, encouraged to associate only with others like themselves, and—sometimes—rewarded, either with inexpensive praise or at the expense of those who were excluded from the national community.

The national community was conceived as the collective body of ‘valuable Aryan’ Germans who would live and work in harmony together under the leadership of the Nazi Party. The primary criterion of belonging to it was membership of the ‘Aryan’ race. This spurious category was used by Nazi theorists, such as Alfred Rosenberg, R. Walther Darré, and Hans F. K. Günther, to refer to Germans whose ancestors did not include non-Europeans, Jews, Romanies, Slavs, or Latins. These Germans ‘of pure blood’, allegedly deriving from Nordic ancestors, were portrayed as culturally the most highly developed people, indeed the supreme people. Their very existence was, according to Nazis, threatened by non-‘Aryans’, in particular Jews. Germany’s declining birth rate in the early twentieth century, and particularly from 1914, was said to make the ‘Aryan’ race especially vulnerable to its enemies, against whom pre-emptive action was envisaged. Beyond this, the quality of the ‘race’ was also allegedly threatened by those who were ‘Aryan’ but in some way flawed—whether through mental or physical disability or through behaviour that did not accord with Nazi norms of obedience to authority, a strong work ethic, sexual restraint, sobriety, thrift, and a readiness to sacrifice ‘selfish’ individual desires for the common good. Those who were eligible to belong to the national community were required to conform to these norms, on pain of ostracism from it. The purpose of the NSDAP from 1933—Menschenführung, the winning of individuals’ hearts and minds for Nazism as a guide to living—was to try to ensure that they did.

Inclusion in the national community therefore brought with it not only benefits and status; it also brought responsibilities and duties. The regime’s officers had the task of exhorting the population at large to fulfil these. Many NSDAP functionaries did so with a zeal that attested to their own unquestioning loyalty to the party, faith in its leadership, and commitment to the idea of the national community. The grudging response which functionaries at local level frequently encountered was disillusioning for them, but it generally amounted less to opposition to Hitler’s regime and more to a lack of both interest in Nazi ideology and engagement with party activities. It quickly became clear that the mass of ‘valuable’ Germans were prepared to accept Hitler’s regime and the undoubted benefits that it brought many of them—in peacetime, at least—but that they mostly regarded the NSDAP simply as a political party and not as a movement with a claim to total allegiance and engagement. For many, there was a clear dichotomy between the government in Berlin, dominated as it was by National Socialists, and the Nazi Party, some of whose functionaries had assumed positions of authority within the state—as Reich governors (Reichsstatthalter) or as mayors, for example. The extent to which NSDAP functionaries at local level acquired offices of state varied from region to region, and indeed within individual regions. Where they did not become state officials—and particularly when they were unprepossessing individuals—their capacity for attracting active allegiance from, and providing ‘spiritual leadership’ for, the local population was limited.

Supreme power in both party and state was embodied by Hitler, especially after the death of President Hindenburg in August 1934. Around his person as Führer (Leader), a myth of infallibility and invincibility was constructed by his immediate lieutenants, particularly the propaganda minister, Joseph Goebbels, which was utilized to try to bind both party and people in unquestioning loyalty to the regime. Whereas throughout society at large there was—particularly by the later 1930s—disaffection with the NSDAP and its functionaries, many of whom were as corrupt as they were arrogant, there was little criticism of Hitler. For almost a decade, he was the single greatest integrative factor in Germany, his ‘Führer myth’ assiduously burnished at every opportunity by his followers at all levels. Only when the war began to go badly for Germany, from 1942, did his image become tarnished, as he and his system increasingly showed signs of fallibility and vulnerability. The success of the ‘Hitler myth’ camouflaged for years the extent to which many Germans identified with Hitler and his successes, at home and abroad, yet also continued to feel and to exhibit attitudes which demonstrated that class, region, and religion divided them in ways that conflicted with the ideal of a cohesive national community.



The persistence of social divisions
 

The idea of the national community was based on race and ‘value’, criteria which were intended to override the customary divisions of capitalist societies along lines of class. Indeed, the relative deemphasizing of class distinctions has led some commentators to regard Nazism as a revolutionary force. Yet National Socialism was not Marxian socialism; exponents of the two ideologies remained mutually antagonistic, and the party’s norms betrayed its essentially middle-class character. In Nazi Germany, the classes and class distinctions were not to be abolished, although it was claimed that they had been rendered irrelevant in a system based on the primacy of race and ‘value’. It is true that some individuals from relatively humble origins attained office as lowly, middle-ranking, or occasionally high-ranking party functionaries. A singular example was Fritz Sauckel. This one-time merchant seaman and factory worker became NSDAP Gauleiter (regional leader) of Thuringia in 1927 and Reich governor of Thuringia in 1933; in wartime, he became Reich plenipotentiary for labour mobilization, from 1942 to 1945.

Nevertheless, the social classes, urban and rural, persisted, as did their members’ attitudes towards themselves and others. The manual worker was exalted in propaganda as a hero of National Socialist labour yet remained a member of the census category ‘workers’, with his or her children much less likely to attend a senior school or university than those in the middle or upper classes. Intending students were required to engage, alongside unemployed young people, in Labour Service (Arbeitsdienst)—a period of manual work on road-building or in agriculture—for pocket money, living a communal life in a camp. This was portrayed as an exercise in social engineering, bringing together young men and young women—segregated by sex—from different backgrounds and teaching students to respect those who performed manual labour. Afterwards, however, they returned to their studies and their overwhelmingly middle-class homes and friends. Estate owners, aristocrats, and diplomats continued to enjoy a privileged lifestyle, insulated from the problems that beset their social inferiors and contemptuous of the new Nazi political elite. Nazi propagandists liked to claim that popular acceptance of ‘German socialism’ was achieving a levelling of class. In fact, the results of Nazi social engineering were for the most part either transient or illusory.

If this was true in peacetime, the pressures of wartime—rationing, shopping for scarce items, and the question of women’s employment, among others—demonstrated clearly that class distinctions persisted. The wealthier and those with social connections could obtain scarce commodities which were beyond the reach of ordinary people. Married women who worked full-time, who belonged overwhelmingly to the working class, had great difficulty in shopping for essentials, while middle- and upper-class wives had the time—and perhaps a domestic servant—to perform this and other chores. With large numbers of men conscripted, young single women of all classes were brought into war work of all kinds through the youth organizations and service schemes. In the later stages of the war, this would include work with the military. Yet even after the introduction of labour conscription for women, in January 1943, working-class women were much more likely than middle-class women to be employed in factories or other areas of manual work. Middle-class married women undertook voluntary work of various kinds, but their reluctance to take a routine job was reinforced by their husbands’ determination to protect their status as homemakers. While the extent to which large numbers of middle-class women were idle in wartime has been exaggerated—both at the time and since—nevertheless the perception that the privileged were slacking while those from humble backgrounds were exploited was both widespread and a source of massive discontent.

The pressures of war also illuminated regional differences and the contrasts between life in towns and life in the countryside. Bringing women and children from bombed Hamburg, Berlin, or Ruhr towns to live with south German farming families was disorienting for both evacuees and their hosts, and it demonstrated that familiarity could indeed breed contempt. Evacuation in wartime only enhanced already evident mutual antagonism between north and south Germans. In some cases, tensions derived from billeting Protestants in devoutly Catholic villages. There was little sense of national community when urban women—whether middle-class or working-class—found themselves in households without amenities that they took for granted in modern urban homes, such as hot water on tap, and in villages that lacked entertainment facilities to which they were accustomed, such as cafés and cinemas. The rural families on whom they were billeted resented their pretensions almost as much as their refusal to help with farm work. The evacuees, for their part, despised the rural women’s acceptance of a life of toil in relatively primitive circumstances. In all, the rhetoric boasting that National Socialism had overridden traditional divisions within German society by creating an inclusive national community was cosmetic propaganda. The fact that some Germans believed it does not alter that. In Oberschopfheim, in Baden, ‘many villagers believed Nazi claims that they had levelled the nation socially—somewhere else’.1



Sex, race, and population policy
 

The Nazi Party’s leaders overwhelmingly derived from the various levels of the middle classes, and their norms reflected their origins. The traditional double standard for men and women was entrenched, with tolerance of male promiscuity while ordinary women with several sexual partners were often classed as ‘asocial’ and liable to be sterilized. If they were judged to be prostitutes, they might be consigned to a concentration camp. Yet there was also prejudice against men who defied heterosexual norms. While lesbian women incurred official disapproval, homosexual men were prosecuted under the law and likely to be confined in concentration camps where many experienced extreme brutality. Himmler’s SS was unremitting in seeking out and punishing known and suspected gay men. Their crime was not only that they engaged in ‘indecent’ acts but that they were failing to do their manly duty by fathering families. Still, the SS was in a small minority, even within the NSDAP, in promoting extra-marital procreation, especially in wartime, although towards the end of the war Hitler came to agree with Himmler and Bormann that, with so many men killed, there would be a case for bigamy—always meaning more than one wife for one husband—after the war.

The Nazis’ attitudes towards sex derived particularly from the party’s obsession with race and ‘value’, with NSDAP ideologists claiming that the ‘Aryan’ race was ‘dying out’ and in danger of being overwhelmed by its enemies. By the 1920s, other Germans besides Nazis were concerned by the steep and apparently irreversible decline in the nation’s birth rate. Further, it appeared that it was the ‘valuable’ who were strictly limiting their families while those regarded as ‘worthless’ were procreating liberally. The Nazi regime’s objective was to reverse this trend: many of the ‘worthless’ would be prevented from procreating, through sterilization, while the ‘valuable’ would be encouraged and offered incentives to marry early and have large families. In June 1933, with unemployment levels still critical, a marriage loan scheme was introduced, for ‘Aryans’ only, to encourage women in employment to retire on marriage in return for a modest loan to enable the newly weds to set up home. For each child born to the couple, a quarter of the loan would be cancelled, with a moratorium on repayments for a year after the birth. Some drew the regime’s desired conclusion that having four children in quick succession would cancel the loan altogether. Yet the amount of the loan was, for most, not enough to encourage them to incur the expense of several children. When children’s allowances were introduced in 1935, they applied only to families with six or more children and were set at a low level. Although more generous provisions followed—with recurrent allowances paid for the third and subsequent children from 1938—the government’s parsimonious incentives were not enough to result in more than a modest rise in the birth rate during the 1930s, before the war drove it down again to what were regarded as catastrophic levels.

Part of the strategy for increasing the birth rate involved propaganda and welfare. Health visitors and midwives monitored ‘valuable’ pregnant women to try to ensure that they and their children had the best advice and care available—before, during, and after the birth. This also enabled them to identify and report cases of attempted or successful abortion. As in all other European countries except the USSR, abortion was illegal. In a country where middle-class couples, particularly but by no means exclusively, had practised contraception before 1933, Nazi attempts to close down birth control centres and to make contraceptives unavailable were scarcely popular. It was true that birth control centres catering for working-class clients were often associated with the left-wing political parties and were therefore relatively easy to outlaw when these parties were dissolved in 1933. Yet the sale of contraceptives was not banned until 1941, in wartime, and women were not, as some have claimed, ‘forced’ to have children. The ‘valuable’ were monitored and constantly reminded of their ‘duty’ to procreate, but in the privacy of their homes most couples continued to restrict families to a size which they could afford and manage. The regime’s propaganda barrage urging them to break the one- and two-child habit established in the 1920s was largely disregarded.

The higher birth rates of the years 1934–40 exceeded by far those of the Depression years but did not reach even the 1922 level, which itself was low by the pre-1914 standards to which the Nazi leadership unrealistically aspired. In fact, the rise in the birth rate resulted largely from a rise in the marriage rate from 1934 onwards, as the Depression receded. More couples were marrying and having one or two children; the large families desired by the regime were few. Only relatively small numbers of families qualified for membership of the League of Large Families and presentation with its Honour Book. Those mothers eligible for the Honour Cross of the German Mother, introduced in 1938 and conferred on ‘valuable’ mothers of at least four children, tended to be mostly middle-aged or elderly. Screening to ensure that only the ‘valuable’ received these honours was not foolproof: it transpired that some prolific ‘asocial’ mothers had been awarded the Honour Cross. Attempts to raise the status of prolific ‘valuable’ mothers and to give them preferential treatment of various kinds may have influenced some, but incentives which were honorific and without tangible benefit were not sufficient for most. Attempts in the late 1930s to draft teenage girls into periods of service with families with several children, to help mothers to cope, foundered on the reluctance of the girls and their parents to comply.

More desperate stratagems were deployed in wartime, as the birth rate plummeted and casualties mounted. Young people were growing to maturity to some extent segregated by sex, with soldiers abroad and young women at home. How were they to meet suitable marriage partners? As a solution, from 1943 the regime fostered relationships between soldiers in the field and young women in Germany, with the League of Large Families’ Letter Centres putting ‘valuable’ potential partners in touch, on a carefully selected basis. To complete the process, marriages were contracted at a distance, by telephone or by proxy. The rationale was that the soldiers would then be able to father children during their next period of home leave, with the time-consuming preliminaries of courtship and marriage already accomplished during their time in the field.



The Nazification of social life
 

On the pretext of creating national unity and abolishing damaging divisions, the regime’s first priority in 1933 was to disable and then outlaw opposition political parties and organizations. Against a background of privation and distress, it was relatively easy to dispense with impotent trade unions and all political parties other than the NSDAP, including erstwhile allies, as the proclamation of the one-party state in July 1933 confirmed. This was part of a policy of coordination (Gleichschaltung) that was to be applied to organizational life at all levels, including the most local. All groups that were not inherently objectionable were first to have their memberships purged of non-‘Aryans’ and their leaderships taken over by ‘politically reliable’ individuals, ideally by NSDAP members. This applied to all kinds of organizations, from occupational and professional associations to tennis clubs and music societies. Most blatantly, the trade unions were replaced in May 1933 by the mammoth German Labour Front (DAF), of which each worker was an individual member without the opportunity for collective association or bargaining. Teachers, doctors, lawyers, civil servants, and students were among those whose associations were taken over by pre-existing Nazi groups for these constituencies, and then dissolved. Their members were put under strong pressure to join the relevant Nazi group and many, especially among teachers, succumbed. Conformity was scarcely surprising at a time of high professional and graduate unemployment.

In the years 1933–5, most autonomous social groups were brought under Nazi control in this way, and their members left with the alternatives of belonging to a Nazi society or giving up organizational life altogether. Some people chose the latter when their association was dissolved, but many men and women either continued to belong to a local social, craft, cultural, or sporting society that was now under Nazi leadership, or else joined an existing Nazi group which catered for their recreational interests. This did not of itself make them Nazis, nor did it necessarily imply that they were Nazi sympathizers, although a minority undoubtedly were. With even church groups for adults and, especially, young people under pressure to dissolve, the party had a virtual monopoly of organizational life. Yet this was accepted only up to a point: throughout the 1930s, members of some dissolved organizations attempted to revive them clandestinely at local level. This applied not only to groups on the political left but also to traditional middle-class societies and to parochial church groups. The Gestapo (secret state police) was assiduous in uncovering illegal group activity, which even included former members of a dissolved organization gathering to drink coffee in a private house. It was a particular source of frustration to Gestapo agents that former Socialists continued to meet informally, perhaps to drink beer together, and ‘to promote energetically the so-called whispering campaign which, for the time being, represents the most effective illegal work against the state, against its institutions and activities, and against the Party’.2



The Nazi Party, its formations, and affiliates
 

The NSDAP was transformed in and after 1933 from a campaigning political organization into supposedly the ideological leadership of the nation. The masses who did not belong to this elite force were to be enrolled in its subsidiary groups, the party’s formations and affiliates. Membership of the NSDAP itself was closed to all but carefully vetted exceptions in May 1933, to enable the party to assimilate the influx of opportunists who had rushed to join after Hitler’s appointment as chancellor on 30 January and who outnumbered the pre-1933 ‘old’ members (‘alte Parteigenossen’) by a ratio of two to one. There was a partial easing of admission in 1937 and a lifting of restrictions on the outbreak of war, to encourage a strengthening of what was characterized as the ‘inner front’ in time of emergency. Yet the damage had been done. The party remained throughout the 1930s encumbered by a dead weight of those who paid their subscription, often as a form of insurance premium, but took no further part in Nazi activities.

By the later 1930s, as some of the old loyalists died or became frail, there was concern about how the party’s vitality could be maintained in the face of apathy among large sections of its membership. The only hope was that a new generation which had been socialized since 1933 would prove more enthusiastic than their elders. Yet even here there was disappointment: as the SD (Security Service of the SS) reported in 1943, ‘They are not tied to [the Party] through the experience of a political struggle which would demonstrate to them that the Party had to fight for the present state and thus had won the right to make demands of this state and its people … They lack the naturally developed loyalty to the Party of older Party members …’3 Nevertheless, in 1944–5 all members of the Hitler Youth were enrolled as members of the NSDAP on reaching the age of 18, whether they wished it or not.

Like the NSDAP itself, the party’s formations, such as the SA (Stormtroopers), the NSDStB (Nazi students’ association), the NSDtDB (Nazi university lecturers’ association) and the NSF (Nazi women’s group), as well as the affiliates, such as the NSV (Nazi People’s Welfare Organization) and professional societies including the Nazi associations for teachers, doctors, lawyers, and civil servants, also had inactive members, leaving the bulk of organizational activity to a small minority of enthusiasts whose efforts were often as ‘tireless’ as propaganda insisted. In the line management culture of Nazi Germany, district and local leaders of the NSDAP were constantly under pressure from above to organize events, to recruit members to the formations and affiliates, and to raise money for party projects. The extent to which their efforts affected non-members depended on the vitality of the party’s organization at local level. This tended to be stronger in the towns, with some rural areas remaining free of a Nazi Party presence even by the later 1930s. Much also depended on the capability and assiduousness of individual party functionaries, which varied considerably. Some local branch leaders energetically cajoled their constituents into joining an affiliate, such as the NSV, or at least successfully importuned them for funds to support it. Others were willing but lacked the personal or organizational skills to provide leadership or to elicit compliance. Even the able could find it difficult to meet their superiors’ demands when faced by constituents who were either apathetic or hostile, particularly in the many areas where either of the main Christian churches retained a loyal following.

For the most part, adults had a choice about whether to join a party formation or affiliate or to withstand pressure to do so, although an insistent local leader could be hard to resist. Young people had much less of a choice. Peer pressure and, in some cases, pressure from teachers who were NSDAP members or officers in the Hitler Youth, had their effect in swelling its membership. There were also genuine enthusiasts who revelled in a new form of organizational life which encouraged the young to rebel against non-Nazi authority, in some cases including their parents. Some were won over to a cause that was overtly both inclusive and exclusive, with those who were non-‘Aryan’ prohibited from joining. For some young ‘Aryans’, the sense of belonging to a movement with a cause was exhilarating, although the hard grind of drill and the domineering conduct of some young leaders of the Hitler Youth could be disillusioning. By 1939, 82 per cent of eligible young people between 10 and 18 years of age were members of the various divisions of the Hitler Youth: the Jungvolk and Jungmädel, for 10–14-year-old boys and girls, respectively; and the Hitlerjugend (HJ) and Bund Deutscher Mädel (BDM) for male and female 14–18 year olds. With the Hitler Youth leader, Baldur von Schirach, determined to achieve as near 100 per cent membership as possible, in March 1939 compulsion was introduced. Parents were made responsible for ensuring that their offspring were registered for membership. The sanction for failure to do so was a fine or, in cases of malicious refusal, imprisonment.

Yet membership did not necessarily mean activism or even regular attendance. Like the NSDAP itself, the Hitler Youth was uncomfortably dependent on the quality of its leaders. As with the party’s leaders, so in the Hitler Youth there were some who were assiduous, capable, and determined to keep their subordinates in order. Other leaders, however, enjoyed the status that leadership brought but baulked at their superiors’ demands for continual activity. In the Hitler Youth, leaders were charged with enforcing attendance at political education courses and sports, and in wartime they were instructed to recruit their charges for manual work, especially in agriculture, and then, increasingly, for work with the Wehrmacht (armed forces). Some leaders lacked the skills to organize and motivate their subordinates while others, faced with reluctant recruits, took the easy option of overlooking absences and allowing those who attended to choose their own activities rather than those prescribed by higher authority. Further, class distinctions were evident in the senior divisions of the HJ and the BDM. It was relatively easy to ensure that members who remained at school beyond the age of 14 were constantly reminded about their youth organization duties, but more difficult to keep track of young people who left school and took up employment. Earning a wage which afforded them some independence as well as consumption and entertainment opportunities, especially with the Depression receding by the mid-1930s, made some unwilling to submit to the discipline and juvenile activities of the Hitler Youth.

Beyond the foot-draggers were small groups of teenagers who refused to join the Hitler Youth and, in some cases, tried actively to disrupt its activities. In some villages, members of the local Catholic youth group might even resort to physical force to prevent the Hitler Youth from organizing in their locality. Some of those who had belonged to the pre-Nazi German youth movement persisted in pursuing outdoor group activities, such as hiking, on their own and outside the confines of the Hitler Youth. In the larger towns, some remnants of Socialist or Communist youth organizations survived for a few years, until they were closed down by the police. Some young people were galvanized into opposition by reports of the destruction and atrocities of the war. The protest made by the student ‘White Rose’ group in Munich, and its leaders’ execution in 1943, is emblematic of this, but there were other instances. Particularly in wartime, with parental discipline diminished by fathers’ absence in the armed forces, cliques of dissident youths met together to listen to jazz music, which was officially proscribed by the regime. They, too, might harass Hitler Youth units. Several of them were incarcerated in prison or in so-called Youth Re-education Camps which were no better than concentration camps for young people, and some were executed, as the regime descended into increasing brutality against even ‘Aryan’ Germans in the crisis of wartime.



Education for ‘valuable’ citizens
 

Bringing young people up in the faith was the remit not only of the Hitler Youth but also of schools. With 90 per cent of teachers members of the Nazi Teachers’ League (NS-Lehrerbund) by 1934, and with the teaching profession purged of non-‘Aryans’ and the ‘politically unreliable’—which overwhelmingly meant Jews and Socialists—pressure could be exerted to ensure that teachers conformed, at least outwardly. The great majority of children continued to attend elementary school (Volksschule) between the ages of 6 and 14, with a small minority proceeding to either a middle school or a senior school. Still fewer were those who attended the Nazi elite schools, including the National Political Education Institutions (Napolas) and the Adolf Hitler Schools, which were intended as training colleges for future Nazi leaders. From the mid-1930s, the many church schools were taken over by the state, in an attempt first to secularize and then to Nazify schooling.

School curricula were altered to give priority to ‘German’ subjects, especially language, literature, folk customs, and history, with a strong emphasis on the history and victory of National Socialism. A new compulsory subject, ‘racial biology’, was designed to make the ‘valuable’ aware of their special characteristics and to pillory those, particularly Jews, who were allegedly different. The efficacy of these changes depended on the willingness of teachers to give instruction from the Nazi point of view, or, more often, on teachers’ fear of denunciation for failure to do so. In strongly Catholic areas, particularly, teachers might pay no more than lip-service to Nazi demands. Beyond that, while change could be willed, the failure to provide funds for replacing pre-1933 textbooks meant that in many schools traditional subjects were taught much as before. Yet Nazi racist and political propaganda infiltrated school ceremonies and some lessons, while sport was given a prominent place in the curriculum to prepare future soldiers and mothers physically for their respective destinies.

In the later 1930s, senior schooling was shortened by a year because the demands of Labour Service and military service, along with the economic upswing, had resulted in shortages of labour in key areas. The reform intensified the trend that had been evident from 1933 of discouraging girls in senior schools from studying some subjects which would equip them for university entrance, instead focusing on home economics and foreign languages. The traditional heavy emphasis on the classics for boys in senior schools was discouraged, while the number of Gymnasia (elite schools which had prepared boys for university and a career in the professions, including law and the civil service) was reduced. The demoralization of some teachers, deriving largely from the intrusion of Hitler Youth activities into the school day and the arrogant attitude of its young leaders, resulted in some areas in a shortage of teachers.

During the war, the quality of education suffered increasingly, with many male teachers conscripted and with the disruption of both days and nights caused by air-raids in urban areas. Millions of children were evacuated from major industrial areas to the safer east and south of Germany, some in entire school classes along with their teachers. With increasing numbers of young men conscripted, by 1942 young women formed a majority of the classes in some university subjects, in contradiction of the policy of adapting the senior school curriculum to prepare women for homemaking rather than higher education. Yet discouraging women from entering the universities had ceased to be Nazi policy from the mid-1930s, once the unusually high numbers of students during the Depression years had been dramatically reduced. From 1936, recognition in the Nazi Party press of the need to educate women as well as men for professional posts was at odds with an educational policy which eliminated the sciences as well as the classics from women’s curricula. This confusion well reflected an attitude to education that was entirely instrumental and derived from the inherent anti-intellectualism of the Nazi elite, and of Hitler in particular.





Social integration: strategies and responses
 

The majority of the population was passively acquiescent: neither actively enthusiastic nor positively opposed to the regime, they accepted the benefits it brought, such as full employment and family allowances, but resisted involvement in Nazi organizations and activities. Some were impressed by the massive spectacles mounted by party and state, such as the Day of National Labour on 1 May each year, the occasion appropriated from the outlawed trade unions and intended to impress on industrial workers, in particular, their importance to the national community. The annual National Socialist harvest thanksgiving festival held at Bückeberg, near Hanover, on the Sunday after Michaelmas Day in the years 1933–7 was similarly intended to integrate the rural population into the national community. This was offered as a huge demonstration of both the regime’s respect for the German peasant farmer, represented in Nazi ‘blood and soil’ ideology as the backbone of the nation, and farmers’ support for the regime. In 1937, 1.2 million rural Germans, many clad in traditional regional costume, were brought by fleets of trains from all over Germany to attend the Bückeberg festival. Yet the armaments-led economic upswing had, by the later 1930s, drained labour away from the land, leaving many small farmers, especially in southern Germany, struggling and disaffected, even before the pressures of war imposed ever more stringent demands and constraints on them.

Whatever their prominent place in Nazi ideology and propaganda, farmers were not the main target of the Nazis’ most active attempts to integrate Germans into the national community. With many of them property-owners, if mostly on a small scale, they were hardly likely to espouse red revolution. It was the spectre of working-class unrest, deriving from the ‘stab-in-the-back’ myth of the First World War, that continued to haunt Hitler, in particular, and conditioned Nazi policies towards the industrial working class. Working-class political leaders and activists were rounded up and imprisoned or ‘encouraged’ to emigrate, but the mass of what Hitler viewed as the potentially loyal working class was not simply closely controlled but also wooed with blandishments. Some employers, grateful for the elimination of the trade unions, were prevailed on to improve—at their own expense—the amenity of their premises through the Beauty of Labour (Schönheit der Arbeit) scheme, with the provision of washrooms or better ventilation, for example. The expropriated assets of the trade unions were used to establish recreational and holiday facilities for workers in the Strength through Joy (Kraft durch Freude) project, in imitation of Mussolini’s Dopolavoro or ‘after-work’ organization.

Although these facilities were not provided free, and although few workers were able to afford the much-publicized cruises to Madeira or the Norwegian fjords, many enjoyed paid annual holidays for the first time, and a week at the Labour Front’s own resort on the Baltic coast was a new and exciting experience for men and women from industrial areas such as the Ruhr towns. There was also the prospect—or the mirage—of private car ownership, after the inauguration of the Labour Front-sponsored automotive plant at Fallersleben for the construction of the Volkswagen (people’s car) in 1937. Hitler envisaged a future in which the ‘valuable’ German worker, as a member of the supreme race, would take his family on trips in their car not only around Germany but also to other areas of Europe which Germany would have conquered, turning their peoples into serfs and their landscapes into tourist destinations for Germans.

All of this was the carrot which would, it was hoped, deflect German workers from Marxism and revolt, and persuade them that life as docile, productive citizens in Hitler’s Germany would bring them benefits beyond those enjoyed under any other political system or ideology. The other side of the equation was that workers should labour for long hours in return for modest wages, with no rights of genuine representation or negotiation. The Nazis’ collectivist view was that the social wage—the benefits of Strength through Joy and Beauty of Labour—compensated for restricted pay, from which compulsory deductions were made to try to ensure that private consumption was throttled back, while expenditure on public projects soared, especially on the Wehrmacht, armaments, and military facilities. Workers who were unproductive or spread disaffection might be sent for ‘re-education’ in a labour camp or, increasingly, a concentration camp. Moving to new employment without permission was prohibited. Some of these restrictions were, however, breached in the late 1930s as shortages of skilled labour led employers to poach valuable workers from competitors by offering higher wages, or to regrade workers at higher wage rates to prevent them from leaving. In some cases, absenteeism was overlooked for fear of alienating key workers. Such were the shortages that, in winter 1938–9, some Stuttgart employers retained seasonal workers whom they would normally have laid off, paying them to clear snow or chop wood, in order not to lose them for the following spring.



Opposition
 

The speed with which the one-party state was created, political opposition hamstrung, and social life coordinated in 1933 was disorienting. Those who had opposed National Socialism before 1933 found that the law gave them little protection from either arbitrary arrest and confinement or their concomitant brutality. Those on the political left, in the Social Democratic and Communist parties, were the first to feel the full force of this. With the coordination of the Länder (federal states) and with leading Nazis in office as Reich minister of the interior (Wilhelm Frick) and Prussian minister of the interior (Hermann Göring), Nazi stormtroopers ran amok unchecked in spring 1933, abusing and virtually kidnapping known or suspected opponents. Many Socialists and Communists were rounded up by officers of party or state and detained without trial for months. Some were held in prison, but others were confined in the new concentration camps, including Dachau, near Munich, where they experienced routine brutality. In some cases, this caused serious injury and even death. This served its purpose, with the regime openly publicizing the way in which it had ‘disciplined’ its designated enemies in order to cow potential opponents and reassure ‘valuable’ Germans who had believed Nazi and conservative propaganda about a ‘red threat’ in the years before 1933. Hitler had come to power on the promise of providing strong government, and many ordinary Germans were relieved when he did, at the expense of left-wing activists.

Some on the left continued to try to organize and to express their opposition to Nazism through clandestine publications. With their leaders either incarcerated or in exile and their activities monitored by the Gestapo, their efforts were uncoordinated and routinely disrupted by arrests. It is true that the Gestapo was relatively thin on the ground but, especially before the war, its resources were disproportionately focused on known and suspected left-wing opponents. It could also rely on tip-offs from informers who might not be convinced National Socialists but might rather have a score to settle with a neighbour or a colleague. Undeterred, some courageous individuals endured repeated arrest and imprisonment, as they returned to opposition activity whenever they were released. Some ended their days in a concentration camp. It was to no avail. They could count on little sympathy among the population at large and most of those who did identify with them were deterred by the increasingly fearsome sanctions to which the regime resorted, especially in wartime.

Organized opposition therefore devolved onto those who were above suspicion, including some who had initially served the Nazi regime loyally. These people, many of them members of Germany’s traditional elites, tended to detest the left and initially regarded Hitler as their saviour from Bolshevism. But some came to feel misgivings about the direction of the regime’s policies, in particular its increasingly bold and risky foreign poicy in the later 1930s. Among them were Carl Goerdeler, former mayor of Leipzig and Reich price commissioner, and Ludwig Beck, who resigned as chief of the army general staff in summer 1938 in protest at Hitler’s confrontation with Britain and France over Czechoslovakia. Aided by the senior intelligence officer Hans Oster—who enjoyed the protection of the chief of intelligence, Admiral Canaris—they made contact with Adam von Trott, a principled opponent of the Nazi dictatorship in the foreign ministry, and with other diplomats, as well as soldiers and former socialists, with a view to arresting Hitler before he embroiled Germany in war. The Munich agreement of September 1938 scuppered their plans, but increasing numbers of the disaffected gravitated towards them in the months that followed.



In wartime, these men were shocked by the atrocities committed first in Poland and then elsewhere in Eastern Europe by the Wehrmacht as well as the SS. As their own circle widened to include several serving army officers, it developed contacts with Count von Moltke’s Kreisau Circle, whose moral opposition to the regime’s arbitrary and brutal character eventually led it to acquiesce in a plot to kill Hitler. After some failed attempts, the conspirators almost succeeded on 20 July 1944, when Claus von Stauffenberg managed to plant a primed bomb close to Hitler in his East Prussian military headquarters. Their failure, and the terrible vengeance wrought by Hitler on those involved and their families, ensured that the Nazi regime would have to be defeated comprehensively by foreign foes.

It would be easy to write off the July Plot conspirators as opportunists who turned to assassination once it had become clear that German forces everywhere—on the Eastern front, in Italy, and, most recently, in France—were in retreat. But to do so would be to ignore the years of covert criticism of Hitler’s regime, the detailed planning for a post-Hitler Germany, and the extraordinary good fortune that Hitler had enjoyed in evading their earlier attempts to kill him. Many of those involved could be classed as disgruntled conservatives whose vision of a Germany without Hitler owed more to the imperial past than a democratic future. But the wider groups of sympathizers included men from sharply contrasting backgrounds: Prussian noblemen, former socialists and trade unionists, Protestant theologians and Catholic clergymen, as well as career army officers, diplomats, and intelligence officers. This was not quite a cross-section of the national community, but it demonstrated that opposition to Hitler’s dictatorship was not the preserve of any one class or section of society.



Conclusion
 

The quiescence of the mass of the German people in the Third Reich did not mean that there was no disaffection with Hitler’s regime. The machinery of the police state, and the ferocity of its sanctions, ensured that opponents had to function in deepest secrecy and that most people conformed to a certain degree, some more sullenly than others. Nevertheless, there was consent on a fairly large scale in the 1930s, when the economic upswing brought jobs, above all, to millions. There were other benefits, too. The suppression of the left, the disciplining of criminals and the ‘feckless’, and—after the initial violence of spring 1933—the restoration of order (if not of law in a genuine sense) persuaded many that the restrictions imposed by Hitler’s regime were a price worth paying for the advantages. ‘Valuable Aryans’ benefited tangibly from the dispossession of those who were excluded from the national community. From 1933, Jews and the ‘politically unreliable’ were excluded from posts in the public service, creating opportunities for compliant ‘Aryans’. Jewish-owned assets, including housing, were made available to ‘Aryans’ as their rightful owners fled discrimination and persecution, or eventually were deported. The massive ‘Aryanization’ campaign of the later 1930s, which deprived the remaining Jews of their businesses and other assets, provided spoils for those regarded by local party functionaries as deserving—including themselves.

Consent did not, however, necessarily mean the kind of commitment that the theorists of the national community required. Part of the reason was that most individuals did not want to dedicate their lives to a cause. Beyond a minority of enthusiasts, ‘valuable’ Germans sought a government that provided a stable framework within which they could pursue their mundane private interests, and, as far as possible, they passively resisted attempts to persuade them to change their ways and to devote time, effort, and funds to Nazi purposes. The clear evidence that party leaders did not always practise what they preached made them even less inclined to comply. While habitual excessive consumption of alcohol rendered individuals and families ‘asocial’, and therefore not worthy of membership of the national community, and while alcoholics were among those targeted for sterilization, the leader of the German Labour Front, Robert Ley, was a notorious drunkard and other party functionaries conspicuously abused alcohol. In wartime, some of the party’s highest officers—including Frick, Darré, and Ribbentrop—were able to buy luxury food products and other goods at a time when rationing was becoming ever more stringent for ordinary Germans. Personal enrichment and corrupt practices were rife in the NSDAP, while the regime’s promotion of chastity within marriage was undermined by the sexual conduct of several leading Nazis, including Goebbels, Himmler, and Bormann. The abundant evidence that party functionaries at all levels routinely violated the NSDAP’s pious principle of ‘the common good before self-interest’4 did much to depress the party’s standing in popular consciousness and to diminish radically any respect Germans had for NSDAP officers—with Hitler the constant exception, regarded as being above the tawdry example set by his followers.

Yet even Hitler’s stock plummeted as the blood-letting and privations of war increased and the promise of victory dissolved in repeated defeats from 1942–3. Hitler’s retreat into his alpine lair, his military headquarters, and, finally, his bunker, along with his failure to give an inspirational lead from the disaster at Stalingrad onwards, left his despised lieutenants, at both central and local level, to try to rally morale among a population that was increasingly exhausted from long hours of work, anxious about loved ones at the front, shabbily dressed, inadequately fed (in urban areas), and starved of entertainment and everyday treats. The scramble for staple foodstuffs, the need to make do and mend, and the failure of the regime to admit publicly the truth about Germany’s deteriorating military situation created a mood of disillusionment and apathy. Individuals and families sought their own salvation in a manner that was the antithesis of the ideals of the national community, dealing on the black market, listening to foreign radio—a serious, even a capital, offence—and resenting the need to share accommodation, including air-raid shelters, with others.

In the last months of the war, the NSDAP’s remaining civilian functionaries exhorted ordinary Germans to ever greater exertion for the war-effort, to ever greater sacrifice for—allegedly—the common good, and, finally, to a last-ditch fight for the survival of the regime. This was more effective in eastern Germany, where news of atrocities perpetrated by the invading Red Army spread and concentrated the minds of defenders. In western Germany, by contrast, the early experience of occupation in border areas generated relief. In Württemberg, it was said that ‘it isn’t the Russians who are coming but, on the contrary, civilized people, and it’s clear from areas already under Allied control that the inhabitants are finding the occupation tolerable’.5 To Nazi diehards, this was defeatism, and at the very end even some ‘valuable Aryan’ Germans who disobeyed orders to defend their communities against an infinitely stronger and better equipped enemy were executed as defeatists.

The myth of the national community had perhaps had some credibility in the years of peace, although there were sceptics even then. But the privations, casualties, and brutality of war alienated many who had previously accepted the Nazi system as preferable to the alternatives. The fundamental lack of concern on the part of the regime’s functionaries for the welfare, even the survival, of those included in the national community was most starkly demonstrated in the last months and weeks of the war, when these men first demanded the ultimate sacrifice from others and then sought their individual, personal salvation through suicide, flight, or disguise.
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The policy of exclusion: repression in the Nazi state, 1933–1939
 

Nikolaus Wachsmann
 

One of the key elements of Nazi ideology and propaganda was the pledge to create a new Germany. This promise of national rebirth resonated particularly strongly in the early 1930s, when the Weimar Republic was shaken to the core by economic and political crisis. At the centre of the Nazi vision stood the ‘national community’, depicted as the complete opposite of the conflict-ridden Weimar society. In a widely publicized speech in January 1932, one year before his appointment as German chancellor, Adolf Hitler concluded that the resurgence of Germany depended on the creation of a ‘healthy, national, and strong’ community. But Hitler made clear that not everyone would be allowed to join: those who threatened the ‘body of the people’ had to be ruthlessly excluded.1 This was not a novel idea. Hitler and other Nazi leaders had ranted for years about the need to ‘cleanse’ Germany of various ‘community aliens’ (Gemeinschaftsfremde). Only by removing from society all that was alien, sick, and dangerous, they claimed, could the uniform ‘national community’ emerge, which would then form the basis for rebuilding Germany and for war, the logical consequence of Hitler’s drive for living space and racial domination. Nazi leaders had no detailed plan for the implementation of their destructive vision. But it was clear that they envisaged, from early on, a fierce campaign of repression, targeting three groups in particular: political opponents (especially those on the left), social outcasts (those labelled as deviant), and ‘racial aliens’ (above all Jews). In short, well before they gained power, the Nazis believed that an extensive policy of exclusion was needed for national salvation: their dream of a golden future for Germany was always also a dream of terror and destruction for others.



1933: the year of terror
 

1933 was a year of dramatic upheaval in Germany. Liberal democracy, which had been on life-support for some time, was finally finished off, with a one-party dictatorship taking its place. And the new regime lost no time in turning its vision of ‘cleansing’ Germany into reality. Indeed, it is striking how far Nazi terror was pushed in the very first year of Hitler’s Third Reich.

Among the main targets was the political opposition, with the focus on the left, above all on Communists, but also on Social Democrats, trade union officials, and others. In itself, this was hardly surprising: leading Nazis had long harboured paranoid hatred of the left, which had fought the Nazi movement in the Weimar Republic and continued to do so in the early days of the Third Reich; German Communists, in particular, engaged in mass resistance against the Nazi regime, maintaining illicit party structures and printing anti-Nazi leaflets and newspapers. What was surprising, at least to many left-wing opponents of Nazism, was the sheer ferocity of the attack against them in spring and summer 1933: their organizations were ripped apart and many tens of thousands were detained and often brutally maltreated. Many were kidnapped by Nazi activists and abused in temporary torture chambers. Others were arrested by the police and turned over to regular courts, which passed thousands of prison sentences, not only for active resistance, but also for dissent: as early as spring 1933, so-called special courts were established to punish criticism and jokes about the new rulers. Crucially, not everyone detained by the police was later turned over for sentencing to the courts: under the Decree for the Protection of People and State, introduced on 28 February 1933, the day after the Reichstag fire (wrongly blamed by the Nazi leadership on a Communist plot), the police started to lock up political suspects in ‘protective custody’ (Schutzhaft), without any judicial proceedings. In Prussia alone, up to 25,000 individuals—mostly Communists—had been taken into ‘protective custody’ by the end of June 1933. Many of them were forced into one of the dozens of makeshift detention centres, established by state and Nazi Party authorities, where the prisoners were often held for months. Only one of these early camps lasted for the whole of the Third Reich: Dachau, near Munich, set up in March 1933 on the orders of SS leader Heinrich Himmler, who was then little more than a bit-player in the ‘Nazi revolution’, having just been appointed as police president of Munich.

But repression in 1933 went far beyond the political opposition. For the Nazi leaders and their supporters it was not simply a question of stabilizing the new regime and settling scores with political enemies. Rather, 1933 saw the start of a comprehensive policy of exclusion, aimed at remaking the German nation in the Nazis’ image. Jews, in particular, were singled out from the very beginning, and were subjected to a sustained assault in spring and summer 1933. A whole range of official measures was implemented from above against the approximately 500,000 Jews living in Germany, aiming to drive them into social and economic isolation. This included the national boycott of Jewish businesses on 1 April, which had been called by Hitler personally, and it was followed one week later by the euphemistically named ‘Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service’. Over the coming months, this law led to the dismissal of around half of all Jewish civil servants, including judges, teachers, and government officials (non-Jewish political opponents were sacked in 1933, too); the remaining Jewish civil servants, who had initially been spared, followed within a few years. Jewish students were directly affected, after quotas were introduced into schools and universities in late April. Jews in many other walks of life, such as the cultural sphere, were also hit in 1933: musicians, actors, writers, and other professionals were harassed or driven out of employment altogether. Among them was the famous painter Max Liebermann, forced to resign as honorary president of the Prussian Academy of Arts, who memorably commented on the new Germany: ‘One can’t gobble as much up as one would like to puke’.2

The various anti-Semitic measures introduced from above were accompanied and influenced by an extensive campaign involving local Nazi activists. It had started in March 1933 in German villages, towns, and cities, with assaults on Jewish shops and businesses, and violent attacks on individual Jews, including judges, lawyers, doctors, and students. The most extreme violence occurred inside the early detention or concentration camps. Jews made up only a small proportion of prisoners, arrested mainly as political opponents of the regime. But once inside, they were often victims of gruesome racial assaults. While deaths inside the early camps were unusual, it was no coincidence that many of the first victims were Jews: of the twenty-one prisoners killed by the SS in Dachau in 1933, at least fourteen were Jews.

The opening salvo in the assault on social outcasts was also fired in 1933. A new law passed on 14 July 1933 introduced the compulsory sterilization of those labelled as the ‘hereditary ill’. The law triggered a massive hunt for deviants, conducted by doctors, social workers, and directors of hospitals, asylums, and prisons, and assessed by judges at new ‘hereditary health courts’. Police measures also intensified, with the homeless and beggars targeted from an early stage: in September 1933, the police orchestrated a huge ‘beggar raid’ in streets, taverns, and night shelters, arresting some tens of thousands (most of them were apparently released again within days). Smaller raids picked out other social outcasts, such as prostitutes. The authorities also moved to destroy organizations and subcultures considered to be breeding-grounds of immorality and deviance—targets ranged from birth control clinics to bars popular among homosexuals or ex-convicts. For good measure, new laws against common criminals were passed too, including a provision for the forcible castration of sex offenders. Arguably most important were two measures introduced in November 1933, which allowed for the indefinite confinement of ‘dangerous habitual’ and ‘professional’ criminals (the main targets were actually recidivist property offenders). Those found guilty of new offences could be sentenced by courts to ‘security confinement’ (Sicherungsverwahrung) in regular prisons, while in Prussia other ex-convicts could be taken into ‘preventive police custody’ (vorbeugende Polizeihaft) inside the early camps.

The policy of exclusion launched in 1933 had far-reaching effects. Several measures—such as the sterilization law and ‘protective custody’—laid the basis for the persecution of many hundreds of thousands of ‘community aliens’ over the following years. Beyond that, broad patterns of persecution emerged in 1933 which shaped the future course of Nazi repression. For example, while the new rulers demonstrated from the start that they would not hesitate to resort to murder to reach their aims, they did not simply rely on unrestrained terror alone: a stream of laws, decrees, and regulations lent an appearance of legality to Nazi terror, which was important for the popular standing of the regime. After all, the promise to restore order had been a main ingredient in the Nazi appeal to the German public. This was one reason why the established legal system with its courts and prisons was never abolished, but continued to operate alongside new instruments of terror such as the SS. The result was some overlap between the different agencies of repression, as was typical for the ‘polycracy’ of the Third Reich in general.

The events of 1933 also point to the complexity of the Nazi web of terror. For some time after the end of the Second World War, the Nazi dictatorship was often pictured as a rigid totalitarian system, based on ruthless orders from above and blind obedience from below. Historians have since painted a more differentiated picture, which highlights two important aspects of Nazi repression. First, Hitler and his associates did not personally direct every act of terror. Rather, there was a dynamic interplay between the actions of the leaders and those of the rank and file. Hitler and other top Nazis (often occupying state offices after 1933) set the tone and initiated crucial policies. But the assault on the left, Jews, and social outsiders was also driven by local Nazi supporters, who believed that they were acting in line with Hitler’s wishes, without always awaiting detailed orders. However, these local activists still operated within the general framework defined by Hitler and others at the top: for example, Hitler’s announcement in July 1933 that the Nazi revolution was over contributed to a decline in rank-and-file terror over the following months. Second, repression in the Third Reich always involved more than just a core of Nazi fanatics. Right from the start, it also relied on the cooperation and initiative of large numbers of state and municipal officials—policemen, judges, doctors, and many more—who, while sympathetic to Nazism, had not necessarily been fervent supporters before 1933. How can we account for their involvement in the policy of national rebirth through terror?

The policy of exclusion grew out of a jumble of ideas which had been around since the nineteenth century. The thinking about social outcasts, for instance, was shaped by theories of eugenics and degeneration, while demands for decisive action against the left had long accompanied the growth of the labour movement. Anti-Semitism had an even longer history, with the emergence of a modern racial variant in the late nineteenth century. All these exclusionary discourses—which were not unique to Germany—were radicalized during and immediately after the German defeat in the First World War, and again during the final crisis years of the Weimar state. Still, there was no seamless continuity from Weimar to the Third Reich: the break with previous practice was often sharp. In the Weimar years, there were influential critics of exclusionary policies, and this was one reason why some measures taken in 1933 were not introduced earlier. And even among those who had favoured repressive measures—against the left, Jews, social outcasts, or all of them—there had been no consensus: before 1933, views were extremely heterogeneous, ranging from the moderate to the lunatic extreme.

Crucially, the Nazis, a minor party for most of the Weimar period, had always belonged to the most radical fringe. They were already demanding compulsory sterilizations, opposed at the time even by many supporters of eugenics; they counted the most fanatical enemies of the left among their ranks; and their anti-Semitism was of the most vicious variety, making many other racists appear almost restrained by comparison. This raises a point of fundamental importance: the Nazi capture of power meant that the most radical exponents of a policy of exclusion took charge of the German state. They were now able to set the agenda. Some of their new initiatives were in line with what others outside the Nazi movement had been demanding for some time, and the Nazis could count on their active support. In other areas, though, the regime helped to transform existing norms and values, creating a moral climate in which ever more radical assaults on ‘community aliens’ were increasingly regarded as legitimate. In this way, measures which had still been widely rejected in the 1920s found more and more collaborators among those previously outside the Nazi movement.

This did not mean that the Nazi policy of exclusion progressed in a clear and straightforward way. It did not follow some detailed master plan, nor were all ‘community aliens’ treated in the same way: different policies hit different groups at different times. Crucially, the identification of Jews as ‘racial aliens’ was set in stone. They were regarded as the most dangerous enemy, the personification of all that the Nazis feared and hated—consequently all Jews were to be excluded, in one way or another, from the new Germany. By contrast, the decision about who, exactly, counted as a political opponent or social outcast was more fluid: definitions were more vague and new ‘enemies’ were added all the time. This had two implications. On the one hand, it served as a deterrent against nonconformist political and social behaviour—most people would not want to risk being labelled a ‘community alien’. On the other hand, it meant that some potential outsiders could hope to escape repression by trying to adapt to the demands of the new regime. In this way, some former Communists, for example, could still end up as members of the ‘national community’. This was impossible for German Jews.



Political opponents
 

After the full-frontal assault on political opponents in the first half of 1933, repression in the Third Reich soon became more streamlined. The open terror by local Nazi activists started to decline in the second half of 1933 and most of their torture chambers were closed down. The same was true of the early camps, even though they did not disappear completely. From late spring 1934 onwards, the few remaining ones were coordinated in the hands of the SS. Terror inside these camps became more systematic; now, there was only one rule: that of the SS. But the camp system was still a very long way from the vast network of terror it became during the Second World War. By mid-1934, following many releases over the previous months, prisoner numbers were much smaller than before, and numbers continued to fall, reaching a low point of around 3,000 at the end of the year. In this period, other agencies of the Nazi state played a much more decisive role in the assault on political opponents.

At the centre stood the political police or Gestapo, a name which quickly became synonymous with Nazi terror. Of course, political police forces had existed in Germany before the Nazis came to power, but they changed almost beyond recognition in the Third Reich. Under the Nazis, the political police became increasingly autonomous, first from the rest of the police apparatus, then from outside administrative control as well. It was also centralized, with national headquarters in Berlin and dozens of regional offices replacing the old federated system. This new police apparatus commanded extensive weapons of repression, among which indefinite detention in concentration camps was only one, albeit the most powerful. Fear of the Gestapo was widespread: some opponents suspected police agents in all factories and on most street corners. In reality, despite increases in personnel, there were no more than an estimated 7,000 regular officials in 1937. The Gestapo drew extensively on support from outside its ranks, using information and denunciations from paid informers, low-ranking party activists, and state and municipal agencies, as well as from the general public. Many Gestapo officials themselves were veterans of the Weimar police, sympathetic to the broader goals of Nazism without necessarily being extremists. But matters were different at the top. Here, a new generation of police officials emerged who combined ambition and professionalism with radical ideological convictions and murderous activism.

This development was inextricably linked to the relentless rise of the SS leader, Heinrich Himmler. By spring 1934, still in his early thirties, he was already starting to establish the SS concentration camp system and had also gained almost complete control over the political police in all German states. Himmler’s stock rose further following the so-called Röhm Putsch of 30 June 1934, which demonstrated that the brutal Nazi attack on political opponents was not confined to the left: everyone could be declared fair game, in this case SA leaders around Ernst Röhm, conservative critics of the regime, and some other old enemies of Hitler. These events also provided further evidence of the curious relationship between law and terror in the Third Reich. On the one hand, Hitler had not hesitated to initiate the murderous rampage, which left an estimated 150–200 people dead; on the other, he made sure that the killings were retrospectively ‘legalized’, in order to prevent any judicial investigations. One of the main beneficiaries of the murderous summer of 1934 was Himmler, whose SS had played a key part in the whole affair. As a payback, Hitler declared the SS an independent organization within the Nazi Party (it had hitherto been part of the SA). Over the next two years, Himmler made clever use of his growing status to see off critics and rivals for the control of the German police apparatus, and, on 17 June 1936, he was appointed by Hitler as Chief of the German Police.

Himmler’s advancement had serious repercussions. Not only did it further strengthen the links between police and SS, it also meant that the German police was now led by a man who believed in a radical policy of exclusion—a key reason, no doubt, why Hitler had backed Himmler during his rise. The almost inevitable consequence was an extension of the police mandate. Initially, the focus of the political police had been very much on the left: Communists, in particular, proved more determined than some officials had expected. But their open opposition—driven by the delusion that Nazism was about to collapse and be replaced by a ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’—eventually ran out of steam. The growing popularity of the Third Reich deprived the resistance of possible recruits, while those who still unequivocally rejected the regime were increasingly demoralized and broken. Left-wing activists (mostly men, but including hundreds of women too) who were captured paid a high price in Hitler’s prisons, as did their families on the outside, where they faced poverty and isolation. One political prisoner reported after his release that inmates just wanted to return home to their wives and children ‘and don’t want anything more to do with politics’.3

By the mid-1930s, the organized left-wing resistance was pretty much crushed. At around this time, Himmler and his associates, including his right-hand man Reinhard Heydrich, formulated a new, more sweeping mission for the German police, in line with the general radicalization of the Nazi state in the run-up to war. Advocating a policy of ‘racial general prevention’, the target of the police was moved from ‘enemies of the state’ to all ‘enemies of the Volk’.4 The police styled itself as the doctor of the German ‘racial organism’, cutting out and destroying all that was regarded as sick and dangerous. This vision contributed to the escalation of police terror against Jews and social outcasts in the second half of the 1930s. It also helped to create a growing pool of political suspects, including those charged with religiously motivated dissent, such as individual German priests and thousands of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Despite the growing power of the police, Nazi Germany never became an all-out police state, in the sense that repression was never solely in the hands of the police. True, many of those arrested were dealt with directly by the Gestapo or the criminal police. Those regarded as serious offenders, however, were still largely left to the legal authorities, for trial, sentencing, and imprisonment. This meant that the legal system played a vital part in Nazi terror, too, even though it is often brushed over by historians.

The legal apparatus changed less visibly than the police in the Third Reich. Even at the top, there was no dramatic break with Weimar personnel. The Reich ministry of justice in Berlin was largely run not by diehard Nazis, but by experienced civil servants such as the national-conservative Reich minister Franz Gürtner, who was in this post from before Hitler’s own appointment as chancellor. But the German legal system was nevertheless transformed: it was centralized, some officials were dismissed, new laws and courts were introduced, and stricter sentences were passed. State prisons, run by the legal authorities, were also affected: rules became harsher, rations were cut, and conditions deteriorated. The most important innovation was the establishment of big prison camps, the largest of which (in the Emsland region) held over 9,000 prisoners in 1938; in contrast to most other German prisons, inmates here were systematically and brutally maltreated. More generally, the Third Reich saw a gradual subversion of fundamental legal principles, such as equality before the law and the protection of courts from political pressure. Legal officials played an active part in this: some to ingratiate themselves with the Nazi regime, others in the naive expectation that ‘concessions’ would diminish extra-legal police measures, and others again because they truly believed that legal conventions prevented a more effective attack on ‘community aliens’.

Many political defendants ended up in prison. Those convicted for criticizing the regime often received short prison terms: in one case in 1936, the Bamberg special court sentenced a construction worker to four months in prison for saying that ‘Hitler has promised us all sorts of things and we still have nothing. The current system won’t last for much longer.’5 Active resistance against the regime was punished more harshly, with lengthy imprisonment. Most such cases came before higher state courts, which sometimes held mass trials with a hundred or more defendants, while cases regarded as particularly serious were dealt with by the new People’s Court (Volksgerichtshof) set up in 1934. In all, several tens of thousands of men and women were sentenced for treason until 1939, largely for connections to the Communist movement. Most German judges needed no prompting here: they had often made no secret of their nationalist sympathies in the Weimar years and welcomed the opportunity to crack down on the left. As a result, prisons filled up. Throughout the pre-war years, they generally detained more political prisoners than SS camps, just as the prison system as a whole was much bigger than the camps. At end of June 1935, there were some 23,000 political prisoners (out of a total of 107,000 prison inmates) inside the several hundred German prisons. By contrast, there were only a handful of SS concentration camps at this point, with around 3,500 inmates, not all of them political prisoners.

In the late 1930s, this balance between prisons and camps started to change. The number of political detainees inside prisons declined: as resistance fell, so did convictions for treason; in addition, many inmates who had been sentenced for resistance in the early years of Nazi rule reached the end of their terms and were released. Meanwhile the population inside SS concentration camps increased, as the German police made greater use of their powers to detain suspects. Among them were numerous convicts rearrested on their release from prison—a practice widely supported by the legal authorities. The result was an increase in the number of political prisoners inside SS camps. But unlike in the early Nazi camps, these inmates—wearing the red triangle on their uniforms—were now often outnumbered by other victims of Nazi repression.



Social outcasts
 

The Nazi assault on social outcasts—a key part of the policy of exclusion—was quickly forgotten after the Second World War. It took several decades before historians started to uncover the fate of some of these ‘forgotten victims’, who included those reviled as ‘asocial’ or ‘degenerate’—sweeping terms which could be applied to virtually any behaviour regarded as deviant. The groups targeted were as diverse as the reasons given for pursuing them. Among the motives of the authorities was the deluded aim of eradicating crime and other social problems, the fanatical belief in racial hygiene, deep-seated social prejudice, and even the desire to exploit more labour power for the economy. These disparate ideas were held together by one overall goal: to exclude all those from the ‘national community’ who did not, or could not, fit in.

Two of the measures introduced in the first year of Nazi rule—castration and sterilization—aimed at a radical policy of ‘prevention through surgery’. Between 1934 and 1939, German courts sentenced around 2,000 male sex offenders to forcible castration, most of them paedophiles, with exhibitionists and rapists targeted as well. Crucially, these castrations continued even after it became clear that they did not necessarily eradicate the offender’s sex drive, which had been the main justification for the operations in the first place. While castration targeted a rather specific group of men only, sterilization took place on a massive scale among both sexes: between 1934 and 1939, at least 300,000 women and men were compulsorily sterilized. Several hundred of them, predominantly women, did not survive the operations. Among the victims of the sterilization policy were disabled people, singled out for mental illness and physical disabilities. But the policy went much further. This was already clear from the official commentary on the Sterilization Law, which claimed that the operations would prevent ‘inferiors’ and ‘degenerates’ from having children, as these would swell the ranks of the ‘slow-witted’ and ‘asocial’.6 Such thinking led to the sterilization of thousands, largely men, for ‘severe alcoholism’. It was also behind the classification of individuals as ‘congenitally feebleminded’, the most common ‘diagnosis’ for sterilization. Often, this was based on nothing more than social and moral prejudice, dressed up as medical reasoning: extreme poverty, poor education, and promiscuity (the latter predominantly among women) could all be used as evidence—as in the case of the 21-year-old Anna V., who had been put forward by the Hadamar asylum because she was regarded as ‘sexually unrestrained’ and ‘workshy’.7 In short, sterilization was seen by the authorities as a major weapon against social outcasts. But its primary concern was with the future, trying to prevent the birth of ‘degenerates’. As far as the present was concerned, social outcasts were also hit by a variety of other measures in the 1930s.

Nazi policy against those on the margins of society involved various forms of discrimination. Social outcasts were excluded from more and more benefits—from marriage loans to social housing—and those still on welfare had their benefits cut. The authorities also tightened the control over their movements: the criminal police, for example, pursued a coordinated policy of surveillance of ‘professional criminals’. There was also growing concern about large ‘asocial’ families. Numerous cities established special ‘colonies’ where ‘asocial’ and ‘anti-social’ families, often on welfare, were forced to live in a strictly controlled environment. On top of this, regional and national centres were set up to collect data on different suspects, such as abortionists and homosexuals. Of course, this was not just about keeping an eye on them. It was also supposed to facilitate their detention.



More and more social outcasts were locked up in the Third Reich. Initially, detention was still in the hands of the traditional state apparatus. True, some men and women classified as asocial or criminal were held early on inside SS concentration camps. But numbers were still small, compared with those inside regular workhouses and prisons. Workhouses had traditionally held beggars, prostitutes, pimps, and homeless people, who could be detained for up to two years. In the Weimar years, workhouses had been in decline and were often left half-empty. This changed after the Nazis came to power: by October 1936, there were well over 4,000 inmates (overwhelmingly men). This was not simply the result of tighter policing. It was also a reflection of new powers given to German judges, who could commit selected individuals to indefinite confinement in workhouses. Similar judicial powers contributed to the rise of inmate numbers in regular prisons, too. Sentencing for criminal offences became stricter in general, and judges were particularly enthusiastic about their powers to confine ‘dangerous habitual’ criminals indefinitely in prisons. By January 1937, there were already some 3,000 such prisoners (again, overwhelmingly men)—far more than the Reich Minister of Justice had envisaged when the legislation was first introduced in 1933. Most of these prisoners were not particularly dangerous at all, but minor offenders from the margins of society, guilty of repeated petty property offences such as stealing food, clothes, or bicycles. One of them was Gustav T., a petty thief, who tried to fight his impending sentence: ‘I deny that I am an “incorrigible thief”’, he declared to the authorities. ‘During all of my thefts I was suffering from hardship.’8 But this defence, which held some truth, cut no ice with the judges, who regarded him as ‘workshy’ and sentenced him to indefinite security confinement. Ultimately, offenders like Gustav T. were imprisoned not so much for their dangerous criminal energy, but because they were regarded as social nuisances and as biological inferiors.

The detention of social outcasts escalated in the second half of the 1930s. This was linked directly to the radicalization of the German police: aiming at a policy of ‘racial general prevention’, the police stepped up the persecution of male homosexuals, abortionists, the homeless, prostitutes, and other people regarded as socially marginal. Many of those arrested still ended up before the courts and in prison. For instance, trials of those accused of homosexual activity (already illegal in the Weimar Republic) increased dramatically, assisted by stricter legislation passed in 1935. Between 1936 and 1939, almost 30,000 men were sentenced for homosexual offences, generally to prison terms. Lesbians were exempt, partly because sexist Nazi leaders and lawmakers saw female homosexuality as rather more harmless and ‘curable’. But the police also started to take more and more social outcasts straight to concentration camps. Police strategy was embodied in new German-wide regulations for preventive police custody (14 December 1937), which allowed for the indefinite detention of everyone who ‘endangers the general public by his asocial behaviour’. This included, in Heydrich’s words, ‘beggars’, ‘whores’, and the ‘workshy’, among others.9 In 1937/8, several high-profile police raids put this thinking into practice. In March 1937, some 2,000 ex-convicts and suspected criminals were arrested and taken to the camps; in April 1938, 1,500–2,000 supposedly ‘workshy’ individuals followed; and in an extensive raid against ‘asocials’ in June 1938, 9,000 or more men were arrested and taken to concentration camps—among them many homeless and others regarded as irritants by local police and welfare authorities. The number of arrests far exceeded the official minimum target set for this operation—another example of the escalation of repression from below. As a result, ‘asocial’ prisoners (wearing a black triangle) now outnumbered political prisoners in the concentration camps.

In turn, the SS camp system greatly expanded in the second half of the 1930s. Concentration camp prisoner numbers rose from 4,761 in early November 1936 to around 24,000 two years later. Most of them were held in new, purpose-built SS camps such as Sachsenhausen (1936), Buchenwald (1937), Mauthausen (1938), Flossenbürg (1938), and Ravensbrück (1939), at that time the only concentration camp for women. The growth of the camp system was not only a reflection of the new style of policing: there was also an economic component. As labour became increasingly scarce in Germany, following the economic recovery and the growing mobilization for war, public terror against supposedly ‘workshy’ individuals was also meant to discipline and intimidate the German workforce at large. The message was clear: those who were not seen to be pulling their weight ended up in the camps. And the SS itself, from the late 1930s, also developed greater economic ambitions. For example, camp inmates were supposed to provide bricks and stones for Hitler’s megalomaniac architectural projects. This was why police raids on ‘asocials’ targeted, at least on paper, able-bodied workers.

In reality, it proved difficult to turn the camps into productive entities. Economically, some pre-war SS schemes failed completely—the giant brickworks built near Sachsenhausen, for instance, were unable to produce even one usable brick—and only succeeded in making the lives of many inmates even more miserable. Conditions inside the camps were appalling, much worse than in prisons and workhouses, not least because the SS guards saw themselves as political soldiers fighting enemies of the regime. The SS inspector of the concentration camps urged his men to act ruthlessly: ‘There is no room for weaklings in our ranks.’10 In this battle against helpless prisoners, everything was allowed: beatings, whippings, torture, and even murder. Deaths in the concentration camps shot up rapidly in the late 1930s. In 1938 alone, more than 1,400 prisoners died. Hundreds of them were Jewish men, killed in the aftermath of the November pogrom, when Jews briefly made up the majority of all camp inmates.



‘Racial aliens’
 

The policy of exclusion was at its most sweeping against Jews, that is, all those classified as ‘Jewish’ by the German authorities. It trapped all Jews, irrespective of age or sex, and it touched on all aspects of their existence, with countless initiatives aimed at their social segregation and discrimination, economic isolation, expropriation, and detention. Increasingly, these different measures were seen as elements in what emerged as the ultimate purpose of pre-war Nazi racial policy: driving all Jews out of Germany. But this policy followed no straight road. It unfolded in a complex way, driven by the dynamic between central and local activity, bureaucratic measures, and open terror. In the pre-war years, this led to several twists and turns.

Following the initial onslaught in spring and summer 1933, there were two further stages of escalation in the Nazi war on Jews in Germany. The first took place in spring and summer 1935, and culminated in the Nuremberg Laws, which officially branded Jews as second-class citizens and provided the basis for their racial classification. It had started with waves of attacks by local Nazi activists, targeting Jewish shops as well as relationships between Jews and ‘Aryans’. In part, the attacks provided an outlet for the pent-up aggression of disgruntled Nazi thugs. But these men also acted in line with Hitler’s anti-Semitic ideology—and they were not alone in doing so. A ban on marriages and sexual relations between Jews and non-Jews, for example, was also pushed for by the Nazi Party press, some judges, and central government. It was this combination of local terror and central planning that led to the passing of the Nuremberg Laws in September 1935, which banned future marriages and extra-marital relationships between Jews and non-Jews; men found guilty of ‘race defilement’ would be sentenced to imprisonment. Women were excluded from the law, although they could be punished in other ways by the courts or the police. German judges soon applied the law as widely as they could, punishing even kisses between Jews and non-Jews. But the detention of Jews was still fairly unusual at this point: no more than a few hundred Jewish men were sentenced for ‘race defilement’ each year. Anti-Jewish policy was not yet primarily about camps and prisons.

Compared with the burst of anti-Semitic frenzy in 1935, the majority of the early period of Nazi rule might appear calm. In reality, this was anything but a ‘quiet’ time for German Jews. There were so many initiatives, on so many levels, that their cumulative impact was massive: step by step, Jews were forced into a life of poverty and isolation. Economic discrimination advanced on many fronts at once. More and more Jews were driven out of their jobs, special taxes were introduced, and discrimination before industrial tribunals and civil courts intensified too, affecting everything from job disputes to tenancy agreements. On a local level, Jews also became the victims of constant harassment. Municipal officials excluded them from all kinds of services and banned them from parks, pools, and other public spaces, an important reason—together with the incessant anti-Semitic propaganda—why any remaining social contacts between Jews and ‘Aryans’ were largely abandoned by the mid-1930s. Local activists in the SA, Hitler Youth, and NSDAP also played a crucial part, mounting violent campaigns against Jewish businesses, setting up boycotts, smashing windows, and intimidating customers. This terror from below further increased the economic pressures on Jews and by early 1938, most of their businesses had been ‘Aryanized’ (sold to non-Jewish Germans, generally at far below market value) or closed down completely. But local terror did not go entirely unchecked. State and party officials sanctioned some measures and tried to rein in others, though more out of tactical concerns than anything else. As far as Hitler was concerned, any ‘restraint’ was purely strategic, affected for example by foreign-policy considerations, such as the 1936 Olympics, held in Germany, when the Nazi dictatorship wanted to present a more benign face to the world. Such concerns diminished rapidly in the second half of the 1930s, as Germany became more belligerent on the international stage, with dire consequences for Jews living in Germany.

In 1938, Nazi policy against Jews entered its final phase of escalation before the war. The state robbery of their property was intensified and they were hit by an avalanche of new discriminatory laws. The Anschluss (annexation) of Austria in March, which brought some 200,000 more Jews into the Reich, added further momentum. Austria became a testing ground for Nazi anti-Semitic policy. New methods were pioneered here to force Austrian Jews to emigrate, accompanied by the first mass expulsions of foreign Jews, a measure that was soon extended to the whole of Germany: in late October 1938, some 18,000 Polish Jews, many of them born in Germany, were deported from the country. The number of Jews inside SS concentration camps also increased sharply in mid-1938. In June, well over one thousand Jewish men with previous convictions—ranging from trivial traffic offences to transgressions against the myriad anti-Semitic laws—were taken to the camps in the course of the police raids against ‘asocials’. Taken together, all these measures amounted to a marked escalation of anti-Jewish policy, designed to make life for Jews inside the German Reich intolerable. But this escalation was soon overshadowed by the pogrom in November, which opened a new chapter in Nazi anti-Semitism.

The spark that set off the violence was the assassination of a German diplomat in Paris by Herschel Grynszpan, a Jewish teenager who wanted to protest against the deportation of his family from Germany to the Polish border. The diplomat’s death was seized upon by the Nazi leadership as an excuse to wreak destruction against Jews all over Germany. The pogrom was instigated by Joseph Goebbels, with Hitler’s explicit backing, on the evening of 9 November 1938. Within hours, local Nazi activists went on the rampage, given the go-ahead by their superiors to unleash their hatred. Hundreds of synagogues were set on fire and Jewish cemeteries desecrated, thousands of houses and shops were wrecked, their owners abused and beaten, and many hundreds of Jews were murdered or committed suicide. In addition, up to 30,000 Jewish men were taken to concentration camps, apparently on Hitler’s personal initiative; most of them were released after several weeks, but not before they had endured an unprecedented torrent of violence. And the ruins of the synagogues had barely stopped smouldering when the Nazi regime pushed through a new round of racial enactments. In a particularly cynical move, German Jews were forced to pay one billion Reichsmark as ‘atonement’ for the ‘hostile attitude of Jewry against the German people’.11 As the German economics supremo Hermann Göring concluded in a meeting on 12 November 1938, where this and other new anti-Jewish measures were decided: ‘I would not like to be a Jew in Germany.’12

The pogrom was a watershed for German Jews. Since 1933, they had suffered mounting hardship: persecuted, isolated, and frozen out by former friends and neighbours, they often descended into poverty, with many tens of thousands unemployed; those who still had jobs were increasingly working as manual labourers. In the face of discrimination and destitution, many German Jews decided to leave their home country, despite the massive financial levies placed on emigrants by the Nazi authorities, the difficulties of obtaining visas, and the uncertainty of life abroad. But most Jews had stayed in Germany, some withdrawn, others determined to withstand the Nazi attack. Jewish communities and organizations provided some refuge, promoting cultural activities and sports, and offering education and social welfare. But the massive shock of the November pogrom made clear to most remaining Jews that it was impossible to adapt to life in Nazi Germany.

In the following months, a desperate scramble to escape ensued. After the ‘inferno’ of the pogrom, the former professor of philology Victor Klemperer noted in his diary at the end of 1938, ‘I have really been doing everything humanly possible to get out of here’.13 In the end, Klemperer did not manage to leave, but many other German Jews did: it is likely that over 100,000 escaped between the pogrom and the outbreak of the Second World War. This was exactly what the Nazi leadership wanted, of course. Radical anti-Semites, such as the self-styled Jewish ‘experts’ in the SD (the SS Sicherheitsdienst, or security service, dedicated to the surveillance of opponents), had long demanded the ‘total emigration of Jews’, and by the late 1930s, this was government policy.14 Those Jews left behind in Germany—poor, elderly, and predominately women—were hit by a whole barrage of further anti-Semitic measures introduced in late 1938 and 1939. Segregation intensified, with Jews increasingly forced into shared houses in big cities. Equally significant was the growing conscription of Jews—some 15,000 by May 1939—for forced labour in municipal jobs and larger public work projects, such as roadworks.

Jews were the main targets of Nazi racial policy, but not its only victims. Others were also attacked as ‘racial dangers’ and ‘inferiors’. Among them were children born to black soldiers and German mothers during the Allied occupation of the Rhineland after the First World War, who were forcibly sterilized in the Third Reich. Even more important, in the eyes of the authorities, was the ‘threat’ posed by Gypsies. They were a much smaller minority than Jews, with an estimated 20,000–26,000 living in Germany when Hitler came to power. Hitler himself showed little interest in their persecution, in sharp contrast to his obsession with Jews. Nazi policy against Gypsies was left to others, such as the police and municipal authorities, who initially continued to target Gypsies as social outcasts. For, unlike German Jews, Gypsies had already been on the very margin of society in the Weimar Republic. Suspect because of their non-normative lifestyle, they had been subject to constant harassment and social control. Such measures were intensified in the early years of the Third Reich, with further police checks, cuts in benefits, and new restrictions on work and settlement.

It was in the second half of the 1930s that anti-Gypsy measures escalated, with two crucial developments. First, Himmler’s expanding police apparatus took on a more influential role in the persecution of Gypsies. From 1938, police measures were to be coordinated in the new Reich Central Office for Combating the Gypsy Menace and Gypsies were targeted by preventive police detention. Hundreds were arrested in the June 1938 raids on ‘asocials’ and taken to concentration camps. Policing was increasingly influenced by racial thinking. Outlining further strict measures, including the creation of a vast database of records, Reinhard Heydrich spoke in March 1939 of the need for the ‘racial separation of the Gypsies from the German people’.15 This growing construction of Gypsies as a racial, rather than social threat, was the second major change in this period. The shift was already signalled in 1935: soon after the Nuremberg Laws had been passed, they were extended to Gypsies on account of their ‘alien blood’. This raised the question of how individual Gypsies would be identified. In their classification of Jews, the Nazis had fallen back on their religious affiliation, and that of their parents and grandparents; while this exposed the absurdity of Nazi racial theory, it did provide clear criteria required for the bureaucratic process of identification and exclusion. No such sleight of hand proved to be possible in the case of Gypsies. Instead, the authorities put their trust in bogus racial science, and a new institute was set up to racially classify Gypsies and to collect data about them. This work later played some part in the wartime deportations of German Gypsies to Auschwitz—one of the many fateful legacies of the pre-war policy of exclusion.



1939 and beyond
 

During the Second World War, the ‘policy of exclusion’ turned into a ‘policy of annihilation’.16 Mass murder became the order of the day: millions of ‘community aliens’ were killed, both inside the Third Reich’s expanding borders and elsewhere in German-dominated Europe. The contrast with pre-war policy was dramatic—then, murder had generally still been the exception, not the norm. But does this mean that the war somehow turned Nazi policy on its head? This would seriously underestimate the importance of pre-war policy. For even though there was no direct line from early repression to genocide, pre-war policies left an important mark. Various actions against ‘community aliens’—such as isolation, detention, identification, and deportation—provided a base for the later wartime measures. Also, key parts of the Nazi web of terror were already firmly in place by the time war broke out. These included a coordinated concentration camp system run by ruthless SS men; a powerful, independent police apparatus, with close links to the SS and headed by professionals committed to the Nazi cause; a perverted legal apparatus, based not on justice and fairness, but on prejudice and political conformity; and a large body of bureaucrats, professionals, municipal officials, and local Nazi activists eager to drive repressive measures forward.

It should also be emphasized that the potential for radicalization was inherent within the policy of exclusion from early on. The Nazi regime was so committed to it that the inevitable failure to bring about the harmonious ‘national community’ did not lead to the abandonment of this policy, but its further escalation. If only ‘community aliens’ were removed even more ruthlessly, it was thought during the war, the dream of national salvation would became reality after all. This escalation was aided by the vague terminology which characterized repressive policies: ‘exclude’ could mean different things, as could ‘community alien’, inviting ever more radical interpretations and initiatives from below.

What is more, there had already been ominous signs in the last phase before the war that Nazi policy was taking a more radical turn. In a speech to the Reichstag on 30 January 1939, Hitler made his notorious ‘prophecy’ that another world war would lead to the ‘annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe’.17 This should not be mistaken as an early announcement of his plans for the Holocaust. Rather, Hitler’s main aim was to terrorize even more Jews into fleeing the country and to prevent the West from contemplating action against Germany. But this was still an extraordinary threat coming from the leader of the German state and it gives an insight into Hitler’s increasingly genocidal mindset. It was also indicative of the murderous escalation of Nazi policy in late 1930s more generally: the state-sponsored pogrom against Jews and the sharp rise in deaths inside SS camps showed that policy was starting to change. Elsewhere, preparations were already under way for a secret programme to murder the disabled. After Hitler had given the go-ahead for killing selected handicapped children, detailed plans were drawn up from early 1939, and implemented from summer 1939 onwards. At around this time, Hitler probably also approved the extension of mass murder to handicapped adults. The first killings took place during the war, but the murderous ‘euthanasia’ enterprise was taking shape before the war began.

The pre-war experience also taught Nazi leaders that they did not really have to worry about popular opposition. The policy of exclusion had been no secret. Public speeches and newspapers, radio programmes, and illustrated magazines, books, and academic journals gave many details of what was going on. Of course, this always passed through the filter of Nazi propaganda, with key facts distorted and omitted; but it was clear that a massive campaign was under way. Indeed, many Germans saw this for themselves: police raids, violent attacks, and boycotts often took place in broad daylight. So how did ‘ordinary Germans’—those not directly affected—respond?

Historians have found it difficult to answer this question: it is hard to gauge popular opinion in a society where criticism of the regime was a criminal offence. What one can say is that reactions were complex. Clearly, terror against some groups was more popular than that against others. Harsh measures against ‘asocials’ were probably widely welcomed; after all, suspicion of social outcasts had already been intense in the early 1930s and before. By contrast, millions of former supporters of the SPD and KPD would have had very mixed feelings, to say the least, about the crackdown on the left. The kind of approach taken by the authorities was also crucial in shaping public opinion: actions which appeared lawful generally gained more acceptance than open terror. The Nuremberg Laws, for instance, were widely greeted by a mixture of approval and indifference, while the extreme violence of the 1938 pogrom was rejected by many.

Of course, popular reaction to Nazi repression went beyond passive support, apathy, or partial criticism. Fear was an important factor, too: many measures were intended as a warning to broader sections of the population not to stray from the social and political code of the Third Reich. At the other end of the spectrum, numerous ordinary Germans actively reinforced repression by denouncing ‘community aliens’ to the authorities. Such denunciations proved important in some cases (such as relationships between Jews and non-Jews), less so in others (such as political resistance) where the police themselves were more proactive. A large number of supposed offences were never denounced, of course; many Germans did not become unconditional supporters of Nazi repression. But nor did they actively oppose it. The Nazi leaders realized that a sizeable minority of collaborators, and an often passive population, was enough to allow them to pursue an ever more radical policy of exclusion.
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Religion and the churches
 

Richard Steigmann-Gall
 



Introduction
 

The contemporary age, contrary to what modernization theorists predicted some thirty years ago, is one of religious revival. The relevance of religion not just for the private lives of individuals, but for the social and political world-views of those individuals—and indeed whole societies—is no longer a matter of dispute among scholars. The influence of religion on public mores and governmental decision-making is plainer for contemporary observers to see than was the case just a few decades ago, which in turn has made the agency of religion as a causal social force in the historical past more plausible to contemplate. The historical insights that have come with the appreciation of the enduring power of religion have been particularly salutary within the field of modern German historiography, where the presumption that religion was a worn-out pre-modern vestige had gone unchallenged for too long. From the 1960s to the beginning of the 1990s, work on religion remained confined to the sub-discipline of church history. Lamenting this situation, the leading German historian Wolfgang Schieder observed in 1982 that ‘the history of religion has become the specialist preserve of traditional ecclesiastical history, which, as a branch of theology, is based in the theological faculties of German universities. These theological faculties are to a far greater extent than their counterparts in Great Britain closely tied to the Christian churches, indeed to a large degree controlled by them.’1
In other words, the very structure of religious studies departments in Germany had served to prevent the same type of scholarship that had flourished in other European contexts.

Schieder can take much of the credit for the progress that has been made since he issued his call for a social history of German religion. The field has turned into a growth industry: work on Catholic and Protestant milieux have proven that modern Germany has been no ‘straightforwardly secular age’.2 This trend is due in part to the influence of anthropology, which has helped to move religion away from the conventional focus on institutions towards an understanding of religion as culture. This is not to say that the secularization which modernization theorists predicted thirty years ago is entirely a myth. In spite of recent trends pointing in the opposite direction, secularization theory should not be rejected out of hand, but nor should it be accepted without reservation. Rather, it should be seen as a partial phenomenon, whereby differences in class, gender, geography, and region all serve to impede and even block the loss of religious feeling. Having said that, the current tendency to deconstruct secularization theory has led to some important insights, not least that there is no single way of measuring religiosity.

In what follows, I examine the nexus of religion and society for perhaps the most pivotal moment in modern Germany’s history, the Third Reich. The ways in which the mainline churches could or should have stood in the way of the Nazis’ unprecedented enterprise of genocidal violence, so seemingly at odds with even the most elemental understanding of Christianity’s message of peace and love, will be one of my central concerns. So too will an exploration of the reasons they did not. Aside from searching for the reasons for this in theological precepts, I will also explore the question of the institutional relationship of the Christian churches to the Nazi state, in the hopes of understanding what the parameters of action were for public bodies within a totalitarian regime. From complicity to resistance, the range of reactions within religious communities facing down the spectre of a seemingly all-powerful state, one which wielded overwhelming powers of coercion and violence, is highly instructive. Those reactions were determined by a number of factors, whether the contingencies of individual clergy who made their own choices or the more structural factors of institution and ideology, including important nuances of theological belief. It does not make the rest of this chapter redundant to state in advance that the history of religious groups, specifically Christian communities, is one of failed opportunities and lapsed moral obligations. The question, however, is whether these ‘sins’ in the face of Nazism are those of omission or commission. A further theme here will be the ways in which Jewish Germans, as a religious community, dealt with the Nazi state in religious terms: how the Third Reich impacted, and ultimately transformed, the religious experiences and practices of Jews.



Catholics
 

Until the end of the Weimar Republic, German Catholics and their church had their own milieu or ‘subculture’, which took the form not only of a separate political party, the Centre Party, but even separate social, economic, and cultural institutions. Under the German Empire (Kaiserreich), the Centre Party leader Ludwig Windthorst had attempted to maintain a progressive attitude on the question of civil liberties while at the same time addressing the religious conservatism of his party’s constituents. Windthorst effectively combated anti-Semitism as party policy, believing that the attack on Jews as ‘enemies of the Reich’ (Reichsfeinde) could redound against German Catholics. Catholics with Windthorst’s sensibilities appreciated what being a religious minority meant from the ‘struggle of civilizations’ (Kulturkampf) which the newly created German state launched against the minority Catholics at the behest of the hegemonic Protestant-liberal milieu in the 1870s. While anti-Semitism and illiberalism existed in both the Centre Party itself and the German Catholic milieu, its leaders curtailed their full political impact.

Despite the persistence of authoritarian tendencies in German Catholicism, in the Weimar Republic the Centre Party largely sought cooperation with other ‘outsiders’, especially the Social Democrats, who suddenly found themselves to be the new ‘insiders’ amid the social and political dislocations of the post-1918 period. While the Catholic Church often found itself opposed to the cultural, political, and social Zeitgeist of Weimar, it consistently maintained an anti-Nazi attitude. In several parts of Germany, Catholics were explicitly forbidden to become members of the Nazi Party, and Nazi members were forbidden to take part in church ceremonies and funerals. The bishop of Mainz even refused to admit NSDAP members to the sacraments. This stance was initially met with concern from some other bishops unsure about turning their backs on a movement that fought Marxism, liberalism, and the ‘Jewish danger’. Nevertheless, owing to the Nazi emphasis on völkisch racism and its frequent attacks on the Vatican, in 1931 the bishops of Bavaria, the upper Rhine, Cologne, and Paderborn all issued statements proclaiming the incompatibility of National Socialism and Catholicism. By the end of that year, the German episcopacy in its entirety had declared itself against the Nazi movement. Those Catholic churchmen who publicly supported Nazism—like the Benedictine abbot Alban Schachleiter or the Badenese priest Wilhelm Senn, and possibly a hundred more—were by and large exceptions that proved the rule. These ‘brown priests’ were certainly numerous enough to represent an important segment of German Catholic opinion, but in their strident völkisch nationalism and embrace of racialist anti-Semitism, they were a clear departure from the mainstream of Catholic thought and remained a radical minority within the German Catholic milieu.

Apart from the question of the Catholic German stance towards Nazism as movement and as ideology, a very weighty argument has been waged over the years concerning the position of the Catholic Church in the Nazi state after 1933. Within this debate, the questions multiply when one goes beyond the elite of its hierarchy—the Pope and supreme princes of the church—and the issue of what they could or should have done, down to the lower rungs of the Catholic establishment. But doing so helps us better appreciate what was a politically and theologically variegated landscape, one in which no easy correlations between belief and political choice can be discerned. The actions of the local bishop and his clergy were circumscribed both by the totalitarian potential of the Nazis’ new police state, and by the ideological proclivities of a religious system which shared, at a minimum, the nationalist and anti-Bolshevist agenda of that state. Some Catholics undoubtedly believed that the very existence of the Catholic Church increasingly constituted a kind of resistance to the Nazi regime, once its pledges to respect Catholic autonomy, particularly in the realm of education and originally made with such fanfare in the Concordat of July 1933, proved illusory. Negotiated in the spring of 1933 and signed into law by Hitler in July, the Concordat was meant to guarantee the rights of German Catholicism in social and educational arenas in exchange for the dissolution of the Centre Party as the political voice of German Catholicism. Ludwig Kaas, chairman of the Centre and an experienced Weimar politician, took an active part in negotiating the terms of the Concordat in Rome. The willing self-extinction of the Centre Party as the Catholics’ long-cherished political voice, and with it the empowering of Hitler to dictator status—all in exchange for the Concordat’s promises—leaves open the question of just how deep the antithesis between Catholicism and Nazism ran, never mind the acuity of an institution which had just a few months earlier so firmly opposed that movement. That Hitler and many in the Nazi leadership were nominal Catholics complicated matters further, but this should not be overestimated: no one in the Catholic hierarchy had any delusions about Hitler’s still being a practising Catholic.

That institutional rivalry existed between the Catholic Church and the Nazi Party goes without saying. Catholic youth attempted with considerable rigour to maintain their autonomy from the Hitler Youth. When the Nazi authorities closed Catholic monasteries or put individual Catholic priests before so-called ‘morality trials’, in which the regime accused them of sexual abuse against young boys, this only added to the Catholic sense of oppression and embattlement. But the question remains how much of this constituted an ideological opposition.

In this sense, Hitler’s calculations in the ‘Night of Long Knives’ in 1934 are particularly instructive. As well as wanting to reassure his conservative allies against a possible ‘Second Revolution’ by the SA under Ernst Röhm, Hitler took the opportunity not just to eliminate radicals and malcontents in the Nazi Party, but also some nettlesome conservatives. Among them was the leading Berlin Catholic Erich Klausener. His death had a chilling effect on the Berlin Catholic community—after this moment, they were on their guard politically, content simply to prevent further loss. The Catholic archconservative von Papen was dropped as vice-chancellor shortly thereafter—a move which just a few months before would have been unthinkable, but which now took place without consequence for Hitler’s power. However, there was more to the Catholic posture than simple caution; Konrad Preysing, the bishop of Berlin from 1935 onward, could cite his own nationalism and anti-communism as ‘positive’ reasons for his posture toward the Third Reich. The overall relationship between the Nazi state and establishment Catholicism was marked by tension and ambivalence, which both confirms several basic tenets of the ‘church struggle’ meta-narrative and questions the degree to which the Catholic Church could truly claim to be a source of ideologically rooted resistance in the Third Reich.

Several instances of resistance in the Third Reich demonstrate the Catholic Church’s latitude of action. In what could be described as localized attempts at self-preservation, several ‘crucifix affairs’ cropped up throughout the country when particularly anticlerical Nazi Gauleiters (regional leaders) decided the time had come to remove the crucifix from certain confessional schools and replace it with a picture of the Führer. When local authorities proved unresponsive to polite requests to halt these actions, the local populations proved themselves more intractable than the authorities. In some cases, hostility became so intense that Nazi officials were publicly accosted by Catholics determined to gain access to the schools and restore the crucifixes. Surprisingly sensitive to public opinion for a dictator of such totalitarian ambition, Hitler conceded the damage caused by such relatively minor episodes and had the removal orders reversed. While the outcries may have raised his ire—he was fond of threatening to ‘settle his accounts’ against those who opposed him or even disappointed him—Hitler was far too canny to permit anything that would truly damage his relationship to the average Catholic.

Similar calculations were at work in the regime’s decision whether to pursue a beloved primate of the church, as almost happened in August 1941 in the case of von Galen, the bishop of Münster. Von Galen publicly condemned the immorality of the Nazis’ so-called ‘euthanasia campaign’. Choosing to voice his displeasure from his pulpit during a Sunday sermon rather than through a private communication to the Nazi authorities, he caused a political storm. A row developed within the Nazi leadership over how to deal with such a clear challenge to their political authority in the middle of a war. Not only was it decided that the euthanasia campaign would be halted (though it was later resumed in greater secrecy), but a decision was also made that no steps would be taken against von Galen. Whereas some Nazis had argued for his punishment (Martin Bormann in particular calling for his execution), other Nazis like Joseph Goebbels believed that harming von Galen or even incarcerating him would mean that Münster and the surrounding Catholic region would be lost to the war effort. This particular episode reveals in unambiguous terms the self-imposed limits on the Nazis’ totalitarian ambitions. They were not prepared to damage public relations with a Christian population in Germany, even when they questioned its motivations behind closed doors.

For the same reason we can cast considerable doubt on the frequently made claim that, had Pope Pius XII similarly spoken out against Nazi mass murder during the war, he would have been arrested by the Nazis, or worse. What the crucifix and von Galen episodes reveal quite clearly is the degree to which the Nazis were prepared to back down when a significant percentage of the population was in danger of being lost to their cause. Whether or to what degree Pius was an anti-Semite is in this context not relevant; what is relevant is the presumption that Pius took no public stance against the Holocaust or other moments of Nazi mass murder because he was concerned for the safety of his church. Those who suggest that Pius would have spoken out had he not been fearful of repercussions for himself or Catholics elsewhere must weigh against this the clear evidence at his disposal that, when precisely this kind of denunciation by a Catholic hierarch took place, the Nazis backed away from confrontation. Certainly there were priests treated mercilessly by the authorities when they stood unreservedly against Nazi barbarism; and those who helped Jews on an individual level, in the process defying the Nazi world-view where it mattered most, risked their lives in doing so. But the Nazis sought to treat these lower level priests as isolated individuals, who neither implicated nor were connected to broader sections of the Catholic population.



Protestants
 

The attitude towards Nazism of German Protestants was not as straightforward as that of mainline German Catholicism, and was strongly inflected by the theological debates that suffused Protestantism at this time. As the majority population, Protestants never developed their own subculture; there was no Protestant counterpart to the Centre Party, but rather several parties whose members exhibited varieties of Protestant commitment. According to Ernst Troeltsch, one of the earliest and most pre-eminent scholars on this question, German Protestantism ‘hallowed the realistic sense of power, and the ethical virtues of obedience, reverence and respect for authority’.3 The emphasis on obedience and reverence for authority was widely regarded as the particular inheritance of Martin Luther’s ‘Two Kingdoms’ theology. By emphasizing the abdication of all political responsibility to the monarch, this teaching has traditionally been regarded as the originating moment of the ‘unpolitical German’. As another observer put it, ‘The aversion of the German educated classes from too close a contact with politics, their well-known trait of unworldliness, is essentially Lutheran.’4 Hence these early authorities suggested that there was no such thing as political Protestantism, since the Protestant was portrayed as concerned primarily with the maintenance of the status quo, not its construction or transformation.

This view of Protestantism as ‘above politics’ resonated within the Protestant churches themselves. Formally, the Protestant pastor was a civil servant, an arm of state authority, while the German monarch was the secular head, or Summus Episcopus, of his Protestant state church. However, the political dimension of Protestantism was not as straightforward as this relationship suggests. Recent scholarship has demonstrated how Protestantism played a formative rather than merely reactive role in shaping German society. To recognize this is especially necessary for a period of German history that experienced such comprehensive upheaval. For, if the period of German history leading up to Nazism turned the outsiders of the Kaiserreich—Catholics, socialists, and Jews—into the insiders, it also turned the insider—the religious Protestant—into the outsider.

As many scholars have demonstrated, Calvinist Protestants as a whole tended to be immune to Nazism. The most prominent Protestant voice against Nazism—or more accurately against those theological tendencies that supported Nazism—was the Swiss Calvinist theologian Karl Barth, primary author of the famous Barmen Declaration of May 1934. This upheld the religious beliefs of the Confessing Church, a grouping which sought to distance itself from the emerging ‘German Christians’. Because his dialectical theological outlook forbade any association of politics and religion, Barth was almost as opposed to religious interventions on the political left, most notably by the so-called ‘Religious Socialists’ and their successors within the Confessing Church, as he was to those on the right, especially the German Christians who were the Nazis’ allies within the Protestant established churches. Nor did Barth’s Christianity take any stock of social or ethical concerns, since these dealt with the temporal world. As one observer has put it, ‘For Barth even morality, even conscience belonged on the human side; they were part of human religion and culture and, like religion, were not bridges to God but walls against him’.5 Barth’s theology advocated the ‘otherness of God’, his separation from the world, which meant that history could not be read for signs of God’s revelation.

One of Barth’s most outspoken and esteemed opponents, the Lutheran theologian and Nazi supporter Emanuel Hirsch, took the exactly opposite position. He was convinced of the need to overcome ‘the dialectical separation between the eternal and the temporal through an ethical commitment’.6 For Hirsch, Lutheranism was explicitly a religion of conscience, and he believed one could ‘read God’s real intention for creation out of the formative and creative forces of history … There is no other way to inscribe sacrifice for state and nation on the hearts of our Volk than by awakening faith in the Lord of history, who testifies in the conscience that he is alive.’7

The anti-materialist and pacifist ‘Religious Socialists’ were another segment of Protestantism broadly opposed to Nazism. Unlike Barthians, they tended not to criticize Nazism theologically as much as politically, though on other issues there were some similarities. But like the German Christians, the Religious Socialists did not dispute the synthesis of Christianity and the modern world, and one of the leading voices of Religious Socialism in this period, Paul Tillich, counted Hirsch among his close friends. Thus, perhaps paradoxically, the kind of ethical, anti-Marxist, and anti-materialist socialism these Protestants wanted to create was not dissimilar to Hitler’s and Goebbels’s claims that ‘German’ national socialism was likewise a matter of ethics and morality. (Indeed, one of the leading Religious Socialists, Georg Wünsch, even endorsed Nazism after 1933 as the realization of Religious Socialist aims.)

The third major group of Protestants opposed to Nazism, generally referred to as the left wing of liberal Protestantism, was centred around the theologian Martin Rade, who was editor of the periodical Die christliche Welt and brother-in-law of the leading liberal Friedrich Naumann. As with the Religious Socialists, considerable theological variety could be found within the ranks of this group. Whereas the Religious Socialists were overtly political, the group around Die christliche Welt couched their opposition to Nazism in moral terms. Rade in particular was a solid supporter of ecumenism and pacifism, welcoming the League of Nations and declaring that the Christian commandment of ‘love thy neighbour’ precluded Christian nationalism. But like the German Christians and the Religious Socialists, he also believed in the possibility of a Christian politics, and called in his theological ethics for the interaction of Christianity with society.

Against these milieux stood varieties of Protestantism that most often tended to support Nazism. Confessional Lutherans constituted the political centre of gravity of the Protestant establishment: authoritarian and nationalist. More than simply approving of nationalism from without, this theological tendency fostered a religious nationalism and theological valorization of the Volk. Although programmatic differences existed among confessional Lutherans, their shared religious ethic attacked free trade, ‘mam-monistic’ capitalism, and the notion of a world united by economic interdependence. This wing of Protestantism could be strongly anti-Semitic as well, frequently blaming the modern, assimilationist Jew for the perceived threats to community (Gemeinschaft).

One of the most distinguished exponents of this trend was Paul Althaus. Althaus argued that, as an order of creation, the Volk was God’s divine will, indeed was the highest of all the orders of creation. He saw Christian gospel and German values bound together by elective affinity: ‘Lutheran Protestantism stands … as a breakthrough of the Germanic spirit into the history of Christianity’.8 The church also had the duty to recognize the threat that Jews, as deniers of Christ, posed to this order. It was essential for the churches to speak out against the Jewish menace in public and even, where necessary, to resort to ‘bold action’.9 After the seizure of power he proclaimed that ‘our Protestant churches have greeted the turning point of 1933 as a gift and miracle of God’.

What may be surprising is that many Nazis subscribed to views very similar to Althaus’s. Protestant Nazis such as Walter Buch, head of the Nazi Party Supreme Court, and Hans Schemm, head of the Nazi Teachers’ League, similarly saw God’s hand in the creation of the Volk. Schemm’s statement that ‘only through the mirror of our blood and our race are we able to see God as he must be seen … Race, Volk and nation represent only instruments which lead to God’10 bore more than a passing resemblance to Althaus’s view of what ‘God has given me out of the wellspring of my Volk: the inheritance of blood, the corporeality, the soul, the spirit’.

Even many confessional Lutherans who joined the Confessing Church subscribed to similar views. Otto Dibelius, General Superintendent of the Kurmark, was one of the most conservative voices in the Confessing Church. After the seizure of power, Dibelius proclaimed the Nazis to be in conformity with Christian precepts, even to the point of excusing Nazi brutality. At a 1933 service he announced that ‘when it is a matter of life and death for the nation, then the power of the state must be applied thoroughly and energetically … We have learned from Martin Luther that the church cannot get in the way of state power when it does what it is called to do. Not even when [the state] becomes hard and ruthless’.11 Nazi anti-Semitism also met with Dibelius’s approval: ‘In the last fifteen years in Germany, the influence of Judaism has strengthened extraordinarily. The number of Jewish judges, Jewish politicians, Jewish civil servants in influential positions has grown noticeably. The voice of the people is turning against this.’12

The most prominent Lutheran in the Confessing Church, Martin Niemöller, also leaned towards Nazism at first. He was a member of the Freikorps Epp after the November Revolution; he voted for the NSDAP up to Hitler’s appointment as chancellor; and he flew the Nazi Party flag from his church. He was also an anti-Semite, even as he steadfastly opposed the introduction into the Protestant Church of the Nazis’ Aryan Paragraph, which defined Jews in racial terms as a basis for excluding them from employment and public life. But for Niemöller, the Aryan Paragraph was not an ethical or humanitarian matter, but purely scriptural and theological. Less than two months after founding the Pastors’ Emergency League, the predecessor to the Confessing Church, Niemöller wrote that ‘we as a nation have been made to suffer considerably under the influence of the Jewish people’.13 Such sentiments demonstrated that it was not a rejection of the state’s anti-Semitism, but rather to protect the prerogatives of the Protestant churches’ self-governance that initially led him to resist the Ayran Paragraph. To Niemöller’s great credit, he went on to make a complete reversal of his earlier political and theological positions. His opposition to Nazi policies, especially in the field of ecclesiastical matters, earned him imprisonment in Sachsenhausen during the war, and after 1945 he stood out as one of the few to advocate a direct confrontation with the church’s anti-Semitism.

By contrast, the German Christians (Deutsche Christen) were a part of the Protestant establishment in Germany, full members of their churches, who nonetheless supported the Nazi movement with great vigour and wanted to bring the Protestant churches into line with the newly created Third Reich. At the institutional level this was to be achieved primarily by coordinating the various state churches into one national church (Reichskirche), a move in keeping with the Nazi ‘coordination’ (Gleichschaltung) of all major institutions in the new Germany. At the intellectual level, this was to be achieved through the promulgation of a set of theological ideas—Jesus as Aryan, removal of the Old Testament from the scriptures, abolition of confessional schools—that are enough for most scholars to deny them any kind of theological bona fides. Even if their sincerity as Christians is no longer in doubt, the consensus view still has it that their religious views constituted a kind of ‘mumbo-jumbo’ at best or ‘heresy’ at worst. According to this view, they represented a fifth column not in the literal sense of an infiltration group sent by Hitler, but more as ideological fanatics unwittingly infecting the religion they claimed to love.

In spite of this impression, there is much evidence to suggest that German Christian theological and doctrinal tenets were not sui generis, or simply a puerile aping of Nazi ideology, but rather grew out of theological tendencies found within German Protestantism, particularly the theologically liberal ‘cultural Protestantism’ (Kulturprotestantismus) which predated the Nazis. So, for example, removing the Old Testament from the Protestant canon had been espoused by Adolf von Harnack, one of the most prestigious Protestant theologians of the twentieth century, a friend of Karl Barth, and part of the cultural Protestant milieu. Just as the First World War was nearing its close, he had attempted to resuscitate the second-century Christian Marcion, who had taught that the God of love in the New Testament bore no relation to the imperfect God of the Old Testament, and that Christianity and Judaism had to be totally separated.

Jesus’s alleged Aryan status is another example of this kind of continuity. The most prominent advocate of this idea was Houston Stewart Chamberlain, son-in-law of Richard Wagner and an early ideological patron of Hitler, who like Harnack belonged to the milieu of cultural Protestantism. Chamberlain used Harnack’s polemics against Judaism in his own Foundations of the Nineteenth Century (1899), a Christian-racialist tract widely regarded as one of the most important antecedents of Nazi ideology. The anti-Semitism of Chamberlain’s book was directly linked with the racialist implications of liberal Protestantism, which would later meld into German Christian theology in the Third Reich. A review in Christliche Welt, reflecting exasperation with the Jews’ refusal to convert, explicitly agreed with the racialist thrust of the book:

We theologians have even now failed to take up a real position but for the present continue to operate calmly with the notion of equality for all men before God, as if this also includes equality with each other. However, the emphasis on race expresses a new important knowledge for our time. Today even the Jews … no longer hide [this fact] as more and more they give vent in public to the racial consciousness which they have always had.14
 

The implications of these various theological positions for institutional relations in the Third Reich are revealing. Whereas the Catholic Church was often treated as an enemy in the Nazi state, the Protestant churches were treated, in the main, significantly better. In Dachau, the primary destination for priests and pastors persecuted by the Nazis, 447 German clergymen were interned: 411 were Catholic, 36 Protestant. When the numbers of these clergymen are further broken down, the disparity becomes even greater: 8 Catholics executed, no Protestants; 3 Catholics sentenced to death, no Protestants; 47 Catholics sent to concentration camps, 2 Protestants; 99 Catholics imprisoned, 8 Protestants; 163 Catholics detained, 24 Protestants. Members of the Confessing Church, while clearly the theological and institutional adversaries of the German Christians, were not regarded as opponents of Nazism as such. Nor did they regard themselves in this light, except in those instances when the Nazi authorities put them under arrest or worse, and even then not always. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, easily the most lauded member of the Confessing Church for his heroic resistance to Nazism, and executed for his involvement in a plot to assassinate Hitler, was highly singular in this regard. The more books that are written on Bonhoeffer and his exemplary conduct, the more starkly emerges the contrast with how the solid majority of the Confessing Church behaved.

Research by Manfred Gailus has found that most Protestant pastors were, in fact, members of or ideologically in sympathy with the German Christians, and were not the storied resisters of the ‘Dahlem circle’ around Bonhoeffer and Niemöller (Dahlem was a suburb of Berlin where Niemöller had his parish). More typical, this research suggests, was the milieu around another group of Berlin pastors who to varying degrees saw in the Third Reich a restoration of German national greatness and mission. At the level of social history, Gailus also reveals a strong tendency for the German Christian parishes to come from working-class districts of Berlin—an important complement to Shelley Baranowski’s finding of some years ago that the Confessing Church drew its support mainly from the upper and upper-middle classes.

By contrast with the Catholic Church in the Third Reich, which could lay some claim to be facing down the threat of Nazism by simply holding the line, in the Protestant churches we see a different situation: among the members of the Confessing Church, support or neutrality on nearly all government actions outside of occasional state involvement in the ‘church struggle’, and among the German Christians a desire to be an active part of the Nazi movement. Regarding the German Christians, the feeling was to a considerable extent mutual: at least in the initial years of the Third Reich, the Nazis hoped the German Christians would achieve a full Gleichschaltung of the Protestant state churches. This was not just an alliance between two discrete institutions. Whereas the Catholic Church could claim no prominent Nazis within its ranks, the Protestant churches could and did claim prominent Nazis within their parishes, most notably Wilhelm Kube, the Gauleiter of Kur-mark, and Erich Koch, Gauleiter of East Prussia and simultaneously president of the Protestant church synod for East Prussia. Such an overlap between the Protestant establishment and the Nazi movement, not just in ideas but in individuals, could only have added to the perception of the day that Nazism and politicized Protestantism shared much the same social, cultural, and political platform.



As the war commenced and the horrors of Nazi brutality became increasingly evident, no Protestant churchman spoke out publicly against either ‘euthanasia’—as von Galen had done—or the genocide of the Jews. As with Catholics lower down in the church hierarchy, there were several instances of individual Protestant pastors assisting Jews and other victims of Nazism, at grave risk to themselves. But instances of open opposition to the Nazi regime were much fewer in Protestantism, taken as a whole. The reasons for this could be explained in institutional terms, certainly: the multiplicity of German Protestant churches and the lack of a centralized hierarchy could be seen as structural impediments against a stronger stance against the Nazis. But this would overlook a vital Protestant assumption, namely that the state should be supreme and that the church should seek no temporal power on its own. Even a unified Reich Church, while stronger than the separate state churches it was meant to replace, was conceived of as subordinate to the interests of the state.

It should be kept in mind that the exceptional quiet of the Protestant establishment in the face of Nazi atrocities contrasts rather starkly with moments when it did choose to take a stand. At the height of the ‘church struggle’ between the Confessing Church and the German Christians in 1934, when the Nazi state briefly backed their ideological confrères, the bishops of the Bavarian and Württemberg state churches resisted the German Christians’ efforts and endured arrest rather than back down. As with the crucifix affairs in Catholic Germany, here too the Nazis conceded rather than alienate a substantial religious population, one which was overwhelmingly in favour of Nazism. But in no sense were these moments acts of anti-Nazi resistance, since they were concerned solely with internal church affairs and involved no other political or ideological issues.

There were also numerous smaller Protestant churches, some of them considered to be ‘sects’, that had varying relations with the Nazis. Christian Scientists were banned without suffering persecution. Other churches, particularly the Seventh Day Adventists and Mormons, achieved a fair degree of toleration. As Christine King has demonstrated, the former emphasized their belief in the leadership principle and healthy living, whereas the latter stressed their racialism. Methodists and other ‘Free Protestant’ churches, owing partly to their small size, also enjoyed fairly undisturbed relations with the Nazis.



Persecuted religions
 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses (ernste Bibelforscher, literally ‘serious students of the Bible’) easily suffered the harshest persecution of any Christian group under the Nazi regime, with many of their members being sent to concentration camps without having actively resisted the Nazi state. A sect founded in the United States some seventy years previously, the Jehovah’s Witnesses refused to swear allegiance to any government or to serve in any army. They had already experienced persecution in the United States for these and other reasons (including their open criticism of the mainline Christian churches). During the Weimar Republic, German Witnesses were frequently accused of being Communist sympathizers and put on trial for ‘unauthorized peddling’, that is, public proselytizing. Given this background as well as their doctrinally rooted pacifism, Witnesses were obvious targets of Nazi aggression.

What is interesting about the Jehovah’s Witnesses in this context is that they were the only group in the Third Reich to be persecuted on the basis of their religious beliefs alone. By contrast, it was only those individual Catholics and Protestants who had harboured Jews or actively resisted the Nazis who were victims of Nazism; and Jews were conceived of by the Nazis as primarily a racial enemy, even if Nazi anti-Semitism was dependent on prior Christian forms of Jew-hatred and many Nazis were believing Christians. The Nazis would have left the Jehovah’s Witnesses alone had they sworn loyalty to the new state and abandoned their pacifism—but then they would have stopped being Jehovah’s Witnesses. In the first year of the Third Reich, the Witnesses had actually attempted to placate Hitler by issuing a ‘Declaration of Facts’ in which the Jews were described as ‘representatives of Satan the Devil’. This memorandum originated with J. M. Rutherford, the American head of the global Jehovah’s Witness organization. When Hitler chose to ban the Witnesses anyway, Rutherford wrote to Hitler, in 1934, warning that he would be punished by God. In response, Hitler raged predictably that ‘this brood will be exterminated in Germany’.

While they never did fall under an extermination order, during the war many Witnesses were murdered, tortured brutally, and in other ways made to suffer for their determination. It is estimated that there were some 20,000 Witnesses in Germany in 1933; in all about 6,000 were arrested in the course of the Third Reich, and were given their own form of camp identification, a purple triangle. Hundreds died in camps and prisons due to overwork or abuse, while a few were executed outright. The suffering of the Witnesses was real; but at the same time, their tormentors regarded them differently from Gypsies, Jews, and the handicapped. They were, after all, still Aryans and therefore capable of redemption. The door the Nazis provided them out of persecution—the simple signing of a statement renouncing their religion—was, compared with that for other victims, exceptionally wide. That most refused to walk through this door, a source of rage for the Nazis, was also a source of grudging admiration. Himmler commented positively on their steadfastness and sense of community, and how suitable they would be for the colonization of Eastern ‘living-space’ but for the content of their beliefs.

Given Nazi racial dogma, not to mention a phantasmagorical anti-Semitism nurtured by past Christian antecedents, the Jews were destined to suffer more than any other religious or for that matter secular group in the Third Reich. While Jehovah’s Witnesses, ‘habitual criminals’, and even homosexuals were regarded as mutable and therefore redeemable, for ‘the Jew’ no transformation was possible. Where conformity to Hitler’s demands could provide an escape for these other groups, for the Jew conformity still meant death. Like Catholics and Protestants in Germany, there were religious distinctions within Germany’s Jewish milieu. Perhaps the most significant was that between assimilated Jewish Germans, who tended more to Reform Judaism, and the so-called Ostjuden, the relatively unassimilated Jews who had earlier fled persecution in Poland and Russia, a much higher percentage of whom were Orthodox in their beliefs.

This is important not just because Jewish Germans shared some of the same prejudices about Ostjuden that gentiles held, but because the response of the Ostjuden to Nazi persecution proved quite different. Their leading institutional voice, the Organization of Independent Orthodox Communities, wrote to Hitler in October 1933 that they seemed to be ‘sentenced to a slow but certain death’ and pleading to be told ‘the bitter truth’ about their future. By contrast, assimilated Jews wrote to the authorities to protest against growing discrimination. An umbrella organization bringing together this milieu was formed in September 1933, known as the Reich Association of German Jews (Reichsvertretung der deutschen Juden). The association was established primarily to defend Jews in the new Nazi state; in one of its first pronouncements, the association presumed it could count on ‘the understanding assistance of the authorities and the respect of our gentile fellow citizens, whom we join in love and loyalty to Germany’. But in addition, the association commented upon cultural change among the Jews themselves. If Jewish German cultural life had previously been too diffuse, and Jewish Germans perhaps insufficiently connected to their Jewishness to acquire a sense of national solidarity before 1933, the aim of the Reich Association was to forge this for the common good. Germany’s Jews had to re-experience their culture and reformulate their education. This took secular as well as religious form. Self-help organizations offered material assistance; some twenty-five smaller organizations had already been established by the end of 1933 to arrange small loans to the needy. By 1935 a third of all Jews in Germany required some sort of financial assistance, which was provided with community funds. The same year a Jewish ‘Winter Relief’ campaign was launched, raising four million RM.

For the most part, as research by Marion Kaplan, Saul Friedländer, and others has shown, Jews reacted to Nazi policies on an individual basis: they tended to feel not the total weight of Nazi anti-Semitic policies but rather the effects of particular decrees or humiliations. Among other ways Jews faced these pressures and hardships was through ‘internal migration’, often into the family, or by recognizing the increasing importance of personal friendships. Jews limited their social life to their own homes or organizations. Religion increasingly provided solace as well; many Jews who had not practised in the past began to take religious traditions more seriously. As a source of renewed morality and identity, religiosity became a comfort, even as it inadvertently reinforced differences between Jews and gentiles. In a sense, patterns of Jewish identity in the Third Reich, as revealed in religious practices, can be said to have reverted to a pre-emancipation mode, when the enforced ghettoization of Jews before the Enlightenment had cultivated a more tight-knit communal identity formulated around worship and reflection. Even if it could be argued to have abetted the Nazi ambition of isolating them through an incremental ‘social death’, assimilated Jewish Germans engaged in a renewed religious observance which performed a necessary ameliorative function in daily life.

The destruction of synagogues and whatever else remained of public Jewish life in November 1938 put a horrifying end to any further attempts at a practicable religious existence in Germany. Whatever was left of communal religious observance was now gone—not only because terrorized Jews withdrew even more into the family, but because the Nazis began to plunder Jewish religious texts and communal archives in the name of ‘anthropological research’. This was part of their seemingly perverse effort (notable as well vis-à-vis Roma and Sinti) to record the peoples and cultures they were bent on destroying. The responses of Jewish religious leaders were as varied as those of their congregations. While all lamented this intensified persecution, a few seized on the potential it held for reshaping Jewish identity, and, as Saul Friedländer has pointed out, a very few actually welcomed the enforced separation of ‘Semite’ and ‘Aryan’ as a way for the Jewish community to undo the ‘damage’ of mixed marriage and assimilation.

In the context of Jewish religious identity during the Third Reich, it is important to keep in mind that for the so-called ‘full Jew’ (defined under the Nuremberg Laws as those with three or four Jewish grandparents), personal religious affiliation was deemed irrelevant by the Nazis. This meant that Christians classified as Jewish on grounds of their ancestry were considered still to be ‘racially’ Jewish and were treated accordingly—unless they were married to an ‘Aryan’ Christian (with four Christian grandparents), in which case they escaped the Holocaust. Otherwise, whether single or married to Jews, ‘Jewish Christians’ were simply considered ‘Jews’, even if they were priests, pastors, or nuns. However, for one particular category of Jew in Nazi Germany, the ‘half-breed’ (or Mischling, with one or two Jewish grandparents), religious practice made a vital difference. If these Mischlinge practised the Jewish faith, in whatever form, they were given the crude designation of ‘Jew equivalents’ (Geltungsjuden) and were hypothetically to be treated like other Jews; however, if they practised Christianity, had their children baptized as Christians, or in other ways displayed a non-Jewish cultural identity, they were designated as neither Aryan nor Jewish. In other words, Mischlinge were given a degree of individual agency to negotiate their religious identity, with the consequence that their racial identity could be negotiated as well. While Germans under this category still suffered discrimination and privation in the Third Reich, they were ultimately not targeted for genocide—a highly significant concession to mutability for a regime which otherwise attempted to racialize and deem immutable as many of their victims as possible.



Conclusion
 

For the religious majorities of Germany, the mainline Catholics and Protestants, the story of their experience in the Third Reich is not one of straightforward persecution. The belief, still current among some scholars, that the Nazis were going to turn their rage against Christians once the ‘Final Solution’ had been meted out against the Jews, is to this day completely unproven. The Nazis accepted nothing less than full compliance with their larger goals: when they believed they were getting it, they found in the churches no threat at all. Furthermore, in moments when the churches or individual high churchmen were impeding their coordination of state and society, the Nazis were notable for the relative restraint of their reactions. It is certainly the case that Nazi anticlericalism grew as the churches demonstrated a less than total commitment to the state’s agenda. But the likely punishment that, because of the war, was never delivered, would have been a diminishing of the churches’ institutional power, a cut in its tax revenue (which the Nazi state continued to pay to the churches until the very end), and the punishment of ‘recalcitrant’ priests and pastors. The abolition of the churches altogether was not a Nazi ambition. Indeed, while the churches’ ancillary organizations were either banned or absorbed, the Nazis never sought to close down a church service for mainline Protestants and Catholics. While suffering varying degrees of disillusionment, these Christians were never the subjects of Nazi persecution as such. This was quite the opposite for Jehovah’s Witnesses, although even here the story is not without its ambiguities. And this left the Jews as the only unqualified, absolute racial and religious target of the Nazis’ genocidal mania.
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The economic history of the Nazi regime
 

Adam Tooze
 

What is the relevance of economic history to understanding the Third Reich? It is tempting to think of National Socialism as an anti-economic, purely political phenomenon. Hitler and his Nazi orators never ceased extolling the disinterested idealism of their movement. The ability of human will-power to overcome any material obstacle was one of the most cherished tenets of Nazi ideology. And Nazism’s central objective, the prosecution of racial war, appears to lack any obvious economic rationale. The same cannot be said, of course, for Hitler’s pursuit of Lebensraum (living-space). Violent territorial expansion can make economic sense. But for Germany in the 1930s any genuinely aggressive foreign policy was hedged with the truly terrifying prospect of a repeat of the First World War. The risks that Hitler was willing to run in pursuit of conquest went far beyond anything that could be justified in terms of a straightforward calculus of costs and benefits. Little wonder, therefore, that the idea of National Socialism as ‘political religion’ is currently enjoying a new vogue, while others stress the aestheticization of politics and invoke the nihilism of Hitler’s mindset.

Such accounts are certainly important in sensitizing us to the sheer otherness of the Third Reich. They help to illuminate the motivations of the Nazi hard core. But entirely without reference to economic factors it is very hard to explain the mass support enjoyed by Hitler’s movement, or the collaboration of key groups in German society. The Nazi Party, particularly in its ‘electoral phase’, was in many respects a political movement like any other. It made concrete promises and worked hard to deliver on them. Furthermore, even in relation to the core of the Nazi leadership it is unhelpful to oppose ideological and material motivations. After all, if Nazism was a political religion, it was a worldly religion, devoted to creating a Thousand-Year Reich in this world, not the next. Hitler’s movement set out to redeem the German nation, to solve all its various social and economic problems, and to open the door to American-style affluence, by means of an all-encompassing racial war. The problem was how to achieve this with the limited means at Germany’s disposal and against the resistance of most of Europe, and indeed the world. Ultimately, this was an economic as much as a military problem.



The stuff of Volksgemeinschaft
 

Even though National Socialism’s proudest boast was to have superseded the old politics of sectional interests in the name of the Volksgemeinschaft, it did so by pandering to people’s self-interest: security for the German peasantry and small shopkeepers, work creation for the unemployed. Once Hitler was presented with the chancellorship on 30 January 1933, these promises became more specific. In his first radio address to the German public on 1 February 1933, Hitler announced a comprehensive programme to rescue the German peasantry and to restore work within four years. He also promised reform of the public services and price stability. During the campaign leading up to the election of 5 March 1933 he avoided any further commitments. But he was not silent on economic issues. At the International Automobile Exhibition in Berlin on 11 February 1933 he sketched a bright future of mass consumption. Agricultural minister Alfred Hugenberg used the first months of the new regime to take forceful measures to protect the farmers. Hitler was also acutely conscious of the need to secure the backing of key power-holders. To German businessmen on 20 February 1933 he offered the destruction of the ‘Marxist left’ and the restoration of the ‘independence of the German state’. The military were given to understand that they would soon be the recipients of gigantic military spending, something which the Weimar Republic had refused. A wide variety of professional groups rallied to the ‘national revolution’ at least in part because they expected both individual and collective preferment—perhaps most notably the engineers and technicians who flocked around Fritz Todt, soon to be put in charge of the Reich’s new Autobahn programme.

For the four largest and most important groups in this calculus of social and political forces—unemployed workers, the peasantry, big business, and the military—the National Socialist regime delivered what it had promised.

The independent organizations of the German labour movement were destroyed in the bloody weeks of repression that followed the passage of the Enabling Law on 23 March 1933 and the cynical celebrations of May Day. Socialist and Communist activists suffered repression unparalleled even in the long and embattled history of Europe’s largest labour movement. Nor were the hopes of the substantial body of proletarian National Socialists fully satisfied. Their desires for a second revolution were finally buried in the Night of Long Knives on 30 June 1934, which beheaded the SA. By the end of 1934 the German populace had been subdued and reorganized within the confines of the German Labour Front (DAF), headed by Robert Ley. The net effect was to decisively shift the balance of power in the German labour market and, for a while at least, to prevent the resurgent demand for labour spilling over into general wage inflation. On the other hand, the DAF was not merely a yellow union. It did have a constructive agenda for the German working class, including a florid array of measures for work-place improvement and exuberant plans for social housing. Far more important, however, for the everyday life of most working-class families was the success of Hitler’s regime in restoring full employment.

Recent research has questioned both the originality of the Nazi work-creation programmes and their economic impact. Although with Gregor Strasser’s speech to the Reichstag in May 1932 the Nazi Party distinguished itself as the first and only major political movement to openly espouse a substantial work-creation programme, Hitler’s predecessors had not in fact been idle. In the autumn of 1932, Chancellor Franz von Papen had increased government spending by means of tax credits. In December, his successor General Kurt von Schleicher launched his own Emergency Programme. Furthermore, all the evidence suggests that the German economy, like its American, British, and Japanese counterparts, began its recovery in the summer of 1932. One should therefore not exaggerate the economic impact of the measures taken after January 1933. The first major spending package drafted by Hitler’s government—the one billion RM Reinhardt programme, named after the Strasserite state secretary in the finance ministry, Fritz Reinhardt—was not launched until June 1933. It was followed by a second wave of more indirect measures in September. On the other hand, the revisionist critique can be overstated. Overall there can be no doubt that in 1933 the Reich decisively shifted its fiscal and monetary stance from deflation to reflation. The full extent of the shift was masked in the Reich’s budget by the fact that increased expenditure was offset to some degree by increased tax revenues, generated by the economic revival.

The direct effect of the work-creation measures was to cut unemployment by at least one million. On the back of the more general recovery, unemployment was stabilized over the first winter of the regime at four million, two million down on the peak reached as Hitler came to power. However, Hitler’s economic recovery was not driven by the ‘multiplier effects’ in increased consumption predicted in the early 1930s by the most articulate advocates of work creation, including the British acolytes of John Maynard Keynes. As we shall see, Hitler’s regime in fact did its best to suppress the rebound in consumption. As early as the end of 1933, civilian work creation was shifted down the priority list. On 6 December 1933, a ministerial committee halted any allocation of new money to civilian work-creation measures. The recovery continued into 1934 but it was driven by other impulses—above all by enormous public spending on rearmament. As a result, full employment was restored by 1936.

More work for more people was the primary driver of the recovery in household incomes. Apart from steady employment at an appropriate position in the blue-collar hierarchy for the principal ‘breadwinner’, the crucial determinants of living standards in working-class households were family size and the opportunities for labour-market participation by women and young people. Though the regime publicly espoused a gendered division of labour that confined women to the home, this was never realistic for the majority of working-class families, which constituted well over half the German population. As demand grew, German women, both young unmarried and older married women, returned to the paid labour market in considerable numbers, though not to the record level that had prevailed in the late 1920s. The outlook for working-class families was further improved by the brighter prospects for young people. The tight labour market and the regime’s considerable investment in training encouraged social mobility where it really counted, within the skill hierarchy of the blue-collar workforce. By the late 1930s, the norm was firmly established that all boys should aspire at the very least to the status of semi-skilled workers, with apprenticeships defining the gold standard of German ‘quality work’.

Table 1. Accounting for Economic Growth in Germany
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One should not jump to the conclusion that the restoration of full employment was by itself a guarantee of mass support for Hitler’s regime. The evidence on working-class attitudes towards Hitler’s regime is surprisingly ambiguous. Public confidence in the regime’s handling of economic affairs was severely shaken by the currency crises of 1934 and 1936. The restriction of consumption opportunities after 1934 was sorely felt. And by the late 1930s severe shortages of labour resulted in complaints of overwork and rancorous discrepancies in wage and salary scales, not to mention the discomfort of overcrowding in the boomtowns of the armaments drive. Nevertheless, it is undeniable that once the regime had weathered the storms of 1934 it was able to avoid major setbacks, while satisfying at least the basic material aspirations of most German workers. And there can be little doubt that this contributed to winning over the active support of at least a substantial minority of the population, perhaps particularly among the younger generation.

National Socialist rhetoric, of course, suggested that something far more dramatic was happening in the construction of a classless Volksgemeinschaft. And some historians have been willing to give credence to these claims. But there is in fact no evidence for any significant progressive redistribution in the Third Reich. On the contrary, although it is true that taxes levied on the business sector rose more rapidly than taxation on wages and salaries, the income distribution after tax nevertheless shifted in favour of capital. Pre-tax profits rocketed across German industry. In part this was due to price gouging. But from the late 1930s onwards relatively tight price discipline was exercised in public procurement, at least outside the overheated construction sector. The main sources of record profitability were greater efficiency, low interest rates, and low raw material costs. From 1938 onwards, as labour became increasingly scarce, rationalization returned to the fore of the German industrial agenda and this efficiency-drive was backed up by an enormous wave of investment, stimulated by generous depreciation allowances and the resurgent fear of inflation.

Given these conditions it is hardly surprising that relations between Hitler’s regime and the German business community were generally very good. The Third Reich faced none of the kind of obstruction and public criticism that had characterized business relations with the Weimar Republic. There were grumbles, of course. A mass of new state regulation was imposed on the German economy after 1933. However, in this respect we must distinguish between two types of state intervention. The strategic decision taken by the Reich government to use foreign exchange controls, in order to manage the inescapable side effects of rearmament on the balance of payments, necessitated intrusive and unpopular regulations, to which I will return below. On the other hand, Hitler’s government also carried forward a variety of structural measures of reorganization that must be viewed rather differently. New regulatory frameworks were put in place after 1934 for key business sectors, notably banking, electricity generation, and the extractive industries. Already in the summer of 1933 there was a major shift in the regulation of cartels and industrial pricing. This was followed in 1937 by a law on corporate governance that shifted power from shareholders to corporate management.

For the most part, however, these measures reflected not the specific priorities of the Third Reich so much as centralizing tendencies that were already pronounced in the Weimar Republic. Many of the technicalities had long been under discussion in Germany and abroad. What is striking, moreover, is that the regulatory frameworks imposed by Hitler’s regime tended to favour the interests of the largest corporations and their managerial elite. This is hardly surprising, since economic policy outside agriculture did not fall under the control of card-carrying members of the Nazi Party until 1938. Prior to 1936 the dominant figure in economic policy was the nationalist Hjalmar Schacht, who, as president of the Reichsbank and then minister for economic affairs, stood for amicable relations with the business community. Rather than seeing these measures of reorganization as impositions on German business, we should understand them as part of the general reconstruction necessitated by the prolonged crisis of Germany’s political economy that began in the First World War. And although the aftermath of the Great Depression certainly saw an increase in state power, in these matters of regulatory infrastructure the state acted in cooperation with rather than in antagonism to the interests of the big business sector.

Alongside these changes in the organization of the urban and industrial economy, a no less dramatic process of transformation was under way in agriculture, which saw the imposition of a system of protection and centralized control of quite unprecedented scope. Agriculture was of central importance to the German economy in the early 1930s. Though Germany clearly belonged to the club of the most developed economies and though in firms such as IG Farben, Siemens, and Krupp it boasted some of the classic exponents of modern industrialism, Germany’s overall economic structure, like that of most European countries, was still surprisingly ‘backward’. In 1933, 29 per cent of the economically active population in Germany was employed in agriculture, working on no fewer than 3.9 million independent farms, mostly small peasant holdings, of which full-time proprietors operated 2.37 million. Of the population as a whole, one-third, whether farmers or not, lived in rural communities of fewer than 2,000 inhabitants. If we add to that the number living in small market towns of between 2,000 and 20,000, the share comes to 56.8 per cent.

Not surprisingly given the enormous size of this rural constituency, the Reich had always struggled to pursue a consistently liberal trade policy. Since 1879 agricultural tariffs had been the stock in trade of economic policy. But the new protection of the 1930s was of an entirely different quality. From 1929 onwards through a policy of flexible tariffs, and then from 1933 through import quotas, German farm prices were levered away from world market level. In the autumn of 1933 this system was centralized in the Reich Food Estate (RNS), which now regulated all imports and procured the entire output of the German farm sector at officially dictated prices. At the same time, Richard Darré, the Nazi ideologue who replaced Hugenberg as minister of agriculture in June 1933, and his state secretary Herbert Backe enshrined the hard core of the German peasantry—700,000 family farms of between 10 and 100 hectares—as a new class of inalienable ‘hereditary farms’ (Erbhöfe). Organizing the entire food chain from the farmyard to the urban consumer, the RNS removed in the order of 25 per cent of German GDP from the rule of market forces.

Of course, not all the desires of the peasantry were satisfied. There were persistent complaints about the imbalance between grain and dairy prices, which continued to favour the larger estates. Independent-minded peasants found the provisions of the Erbhof law restrictive and the delivery quotas of the RNS bothersome. However, if one bears in mind the wider context of world agriculture in the period—on the one hand the disastrously low level of global commodity prices and on the other the brutal experiment in collectivization going on in the Soviet Union—the situation of the German peasantry under National Socialism was enviable. Indeed, the Third Reich can claim to have initiated the hybrid system of private ownership and state management that continues to prevail in European agriculture to this day. The costs, then as now, were born in the main by urban consumers and by producers in overseas exporting countries.

Along with the peasantry, the middle class (Mittelstand) had been among the most avid supporters of National Socialism before 1933. Their experience under National Socialism, however, was as varied as the social constituency that this term embraces. Looking back from the late 1930s, the ‘old’ Mittelstand—roughly five million small businessmen and women, craftsmen, shopkeepers, and their families, accounting for 7–8 per cent of the population—had little reason to celebrate. The elimination of thousands of Jewish businesses relieved competitive pressures in some high streets. But throughout the 1930s, the regime’s efforts to stimulate production while maintaining price stability came at the expense of the middleman. Profit margins were squeezed and the extension of rationing left little room for independent traders. All of the more ambitious programmes touted in 1933 for industrial, commercial, and financial reorganization designed to benefit smaller firms were foiled by Schacht and his friends. And the rhetoric of rationalization that grew ever stronger after 1938 had ominous implications for smaller businesses. After 1939, the old Mittelstand was to become one of the prime targets of Wehrmacht recruitment.

Further up the social scale, the ‘national revolution’ also brought a severe loss of prestige to the legal profession and the civil service establishment that was closely associated with it. There were few subjects less fashionable among aspiring young middle-class men in the Third Reich than the law. Enrolment in university law faculties plunged. On the other hand, the total public payroll expanded enormously after 1933, most prominently, of course, in the Wehrmacht, which offered glamorous careers to a generation of new officer recruits. And university graduates of all kinds benefited from the tight labour market, even more than did blue-collar workers. There was roaring demand in the late 1930s for economists, accountants, and engineers. In total, between the censuses of 1925 and 1939 Germany’s white-collar workforce, or ‘new’ Mittelstand, expanded twice as fast (17.1 per cent) as the blue-collar workforce (8.4 per cent), with growth being particularly rapid in female white-collar employment (37 per cent). By 1939 white-collar workers, civil servants, professionals, and their families accounted for roughly 20 per cent of the population.

Though the populist rhetoric of the Third Reich was corrosive of the traditional cultural and political authority of the upper middle class or Bürgertum, the members of this social stratum nevertheless remained solidly entrenched in the top tier of the income and wealth distribution. And it was they who were the principal beneficiaries of the secular transformation of consumption standards that resumed as soon as household incomes began to recover from the Great Depression. The National Socialists made great play of the various ‘people’s products’ (Volksprodukte) launched after 1933—most notably the Volksempfänger (people’s radio), the Volkswagen (people’s car), and the Volkswohnungen
(people’s housing). For reasons of cost, however, only the Volksempfänger ever had truly popular appeal. In Nazi Germany as elsewhere, it was the upper middle classes who were the pioneers of ‘modern living’. It was they who provided the main market for innovative consumer durables and the new infrastructure of electricity, coal gas, and petrol supply that followed in their wake.



Managing rearmament
 

In summary, therefore, if one credits the National Socialists with a genuine project of social and economic transformation, the 1930s were in large part an era of frustration. To a conventional economic mind this is hardly surprising. To make good popular visions of affluence, what Germany ‘needed’ was at least a decade or two of accelerated macro-economic growth. If this is one’s starting point, it is tempting to read the failed consumer programmes of the Third Reich as one more instance of the regime’s irrational voluntarism and its failure to get to grips with the real material possibilities of inter-war Germany. This, however, is wide of the mark. The impossibility of realizing his dreams of mass consumption came as no surprise to Hitler, certainly under Germany’s circumstances in the 1930s. As far as he was concerned, economic advancement could be secured in the long term only through the conquest of additional Lebensraum. To us, in light of Germany’s happy post-war experience as a linchpin in the global capitalist economy, this may seem far-fetched. But one must not forget the contrasting experience of those living through the period between 1913 and 1933. In the context of the depression, hyperinflation, and the First World War, which contemporaries widely blamed on imperial competition, Hitler’s impatience with the liberal gospel of progress through hard work and international trade was widely shared both in Germany and elsewhere. After all, the progress of Germany’s GDP per capita since the late nineteenth century hardly gave grounds for exaggerated optimism.

Figure 1. Forty Years of German Economic Progress as Seen from 1933
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In the world rankings of GDP per capita in the inter-war period, Germany languished in eleventh place behind the United States and the empires of Britain, France, Belgium, and the Netherlands. American GDP per capita in 1929 was 70 per cent higher than that prevailing in Germany, and even Argentina boasted a higher standard of living. All of these states were either products or beneficiaries of three centuries of violent colonial appropriation. It was hard to see how any land-locked European state could possibly hope to aspire to the standard of living enjoyed by the inhabitants of the United States and the British Empire, drawing as they did on the resources of entire continents. As Hitler saw it, warlike conquest, not liberal free trade, was the necessary precondition for social reconstruction. Conquest, however, depended on rearmament. And it was rearmament that was clearly the dominating feature of economic policy in the Third Reich. The restoration of military regalia to the centre of public life, the reintroduction of conscription and a variety of paramilitary preparations, the regular parading of military hardware and its celebration in all available media, the mass dissemination of military spectacle were surely the most significant acts of social reconstruction undertaken by the Third Reich.

Rearmament dominated economic policy in Germany to a greater extent and from an earlier stage than in any of the other European combatants of the Second World War. As early as June 1933, at the same time as Hitler’s government was launching the 1 billion RM Reinhardt work-creation package, Schacht, General Blomberg, and Göring were secretly agreeing a military spending programme amounting to 35 billion RM over eight years. And while civilian work-creation spending tailed off after December 1933, military spending accelerated dramatically. Viewed in macro-economic terms the Third Reich shifted a larger percentage of national resources into rearmament than any other capitalist regime in history. Its only rival in this respect was the Stalinist Soviet Union.

These figures by themselves should be enough to refute the long-held view that at least until 1941 Hitler’s regime pursued a policy of only limited war mobilization—a strategy supposedly associated with the Blitzkrieg victories of 1939–41. And the mobilization effort of the 1930s is even more impressive when we consider that it was carried forward despite the fact that, from 1933 onwards, Germany was operating under a severe balance-of-payments constraint and a compelling need to increase its exports.

Table 2. The Arms Race 1933–1945
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The Third Reich inherited from the Weimar Republic a chronically weak balance of payments that severely limited its freedom of manœuvre. The First World War had stripped Germany of its foreign capital assets and replaced them with the liability of reparations. From the stabilization of 1924 onwards, the Reichsmark was chronically overvalued, making exports uncompetitive and imports unnaturally cheap. The Weimar Republic avoided painful adjustment, but only by contracting 21.5 billion RM in foreign debts, owing principally to the United States (8.4 billion), but also to Britain, the Netherlands, and Switzerland. When reparations were abandoned in the summer of 1932, Germany’s foreign debts remained. After 1933, servicing these debts would have required the net transfer of at least 1.4 billion RM per annum to Germany’s creditors, severely squeezing the foreign currency available to pay for indispensable imports of food and raw materials. Without the hope of any further foreign credits, the Third Reich faced the prospect of making far larger international transfers than had ever been sustained by the Weimar Republic.

This constraint, of course, was not absolute. Germany could have followed the example set by Britain in September 1931 and the United States in April 1933 by devaluing its currency. This would have eased its export problems and reduced demand for imports. In addition, Germany could have sought an accommodation with its international creditors on an amicable basis. Had it done so, it might have been well placed to take advantage of the liberalization in US trade policy initiated by secretary of state Cordell Hull in the summer of 1934. As the situation reached crisis point in the summer of 1934, there were voices in the Third Reich which favoured such an approach. But at this crucial moment, Schacht threw his considerable authority behind the military and their demand for tighter controls to enable the carrying through of rearmament. Under Schacht’s leadership Germany defaulted on its long-term American debts, initiating a collapse in transatlantic trade. With its main Western European trading partners Germany could not afford to proceed so brutally. So, the initial threat of default initiated a round of brinksmanship, which ended with the conclusion of bilateral deals on trade and debts, notably with Britain in November 1934. Internally Schacht imposed ever-tighter controls. Imports fell under the so-called New Plan from September 1934. From the summer of 1935, exports were boosted by a secret subsidy system, financed by a levy imposed on domestic sales.

In 1936, when the balance-of-payments problems recurred, there was renewed talk that Germany might follow France in devaluing its currency and linking it to the pound and the dollar. By August 1936 it seems that Schacht himself favoured this option. However, it was now too late to change course. Schacht was outflanked by Göring and the military. Instead of a return to economic liberalism Göring announced the Four Year Plan, heralding an enormous wave of new investment in synthetic raw materials. To deal with the short-term problems, in early 1937 the ministry for economic affairs began rationing the production and allocation of steel and other key industrial raw materials.

Managing this precarious balance while shifting resources into rearmament was the central problem of German economic policy. And the measures necessary to manage this balance decided the fate of different social constituencies under the Third Reich. From the autumn of 1934, the peasants found their comfortable subsidy system turned into a vehicle for ‘production battles’. Full self-sufficiency was always impossible, but the RNS nevertheless undertook a major adjustment in the feed basis of the livestock herd and extracted an ever more onerous work burden from the farm population. Furthermore, from 1937 onwards Germany engaged in large-scale strategic stock building. By 1939, the RNS held grain stocks sufficient to supply bread for an entire year. Meanwhile, in the industrial sector, firms in import-dependent trades such as textiles found their situation tightly constrained already from the spring of 1934. The rationing of steel extended these constraints to the entire heavy industrial sector, a measure completely unprecedented in peacetime. Unlike in the Soviet Union, nobody starved to sustain German rearmament. However, the restriction of consumer opportunities was very real. Meat and butter were being surreptitiously rationed in most cities already from the autumn of 1935. Both food and clothing were far more expensive than they would have been under world market conditions. And the same was true of the much-vaunted new consumer goods. Compared to the cheap, high-quality radio receivers that German consumers might have imported from the US, Goebbels’s Volksempfänger was a third-rate substitute. And in the late 1930s, as rearmament expenditure reached new heights the trade-offs became very severe indeed. From the autumn of 1938, in a country suffering from a chronic shortage of affordable accommodation, new mortgage lending was banned and civilian housing construction came to a virtual halt.

At the same time, of course, rearmament also brought new opportunities for Germans of all social classes, for communities up and down the country, and for businesses large and small. Though conventional textile production was restricted, the regime provided massive subsidies to the new synthetic fibre industries. While civilian building languished, the construction sector was inundated with orders for barracks, training grounds, and airfields. Large and highly successful companies like Siemens, which in no way ‘needed’ rearmament, nevertheless found their order books overloaded with orders for military communications equipment. Similarly, IG Farben found itself harnessed to the Reich’s need for synthetic fuel and rubber, a mutually profitable relationship that allowed the firm to engage in an unprecedented level of heavily subsidized investment. To service the needs of the Luftwaffe, a gigantic new high-tech manufacturing complex was created virtually from scratch, with far-reaching spin-offs for the rest of German metalworking. Germany’s ailing motor vehicle industry found a new vocation in the manufacture of aero-engines.



Reinterpreting the Nazi war economy
 

In the 1980s the view that the Third Reich had deliberately abstained from an all-out effort at mobilization was displaced in the literature by a view which focused instead on the regime’s supposed inefficiency in making use of the resources that were devoted to rearmament. The trouble is seen as starting with Göring. In September 1936 Hitler placed Göring in charge of the Four Year Plan with the mission to prepare the German economy and the German army for war within four years. In November 1937, after Schacht’s resignation from the ministry of economic affairs, Göring assumed control of all areas of industrial policy. Despite this enormous accumulation of political authority, however, Göring failed to exercise effective direction of the economy. The result, it is claimed, is that although huge quantities of resources were mobilized for the Wehrmacht, the output of armaments was disappointing, at least until 1942. Most damagingly, the Third Reich failed to press home the advantage gained by its spectacular military successes in 1940 and 1941. The most commonly cited statistics show productivity declining from 1940. This in turn sets the stage for a powerful emphasis on Albert Speer, as the key figure who took charge of the German war economy in February 1942 and produced a dramatic turnaround.

There are several problems with this account. It is ahistorical in its treatment of the economic administration. The Reich’s economic administration in the 1930s was not a well-formed Weberian bureaucracy waiting for Göring to dismantle it. From the Weimar Republic, the Third Reich inherited a ramshackle system of national economic governance that was no more than fifteen years old and was riven already in the 1920s with multiple lines of conflict. Nor should it be surprising that the huge expansion in state spending after 1933 was accompanied by bureaucratic proliferation. Far from being peculiar to the Third Reich, an ‘alphabet soup’ of administrative agencies was common to both Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal in the US and Stalin’s Five Year Plan apparatus in the USSR. Furthermore, the principal sources used to characterize the armaments effort of the Third Reich in terms of ‘waste and inefficiency’ are the records of General Georg Thomas, the economic expert of the Wehrmacht. Thomas was one of the main losers in the bureaucratic battles of the late 1930s and early 1940s. Not surprisingly, the records of his office tell a one-sided tale of disappointment and frustration. Finally, the statistical evidence used to support the inefficiency thesis is fragile, to say the least. To assess the impact of the bureaucratic in-fighting, historians have relied almost entirely on the industrial indices compiled by Rolf Wagenführ, Albert Speer’s chief statistician. Between 1939 and 1941 these appear to show both a low level of armaments production and a catastrophic collapse in labour productivity. But both these findings are open to serious technical criticism. New data reconstructed from hitherto unused archival sources suggest a far more optimistic account of the mobilization of German industry.

Chronic inefficiency was not the central problem of the German war economy. The real problem was the glaring disparity between Germany’s extremely difficult strategic situation and the material resources at Hitler’s disposal. From 1937 onwards, Hitler was envisioning wars against vastly superior economic forces. It was this, not Göring’s tangled office politics, that made it impossible to devise a coherent armaments programme. Viewed from an economic point of view, a general European war, let alone a world war, was a disaster for Germany. The economic superiority of any of the many possible coalitions of enemies was bound to be overwhelming. Any prospect of success therefore depended on the Wehrmacht finding some technical, tactical, or operational means by which it could inflict a swift and decisive military defeat on its enemies, thereby escaping the inevitable consequences of a war of attrition. But in 1939 this technical fix did not appear to be at hand. Given their scanty equipment and the apparent strength of the French army, only a handful of visionaries in the Wehrmacht leadership believed that the Panzer divisions could score a decisive victory in the West.

Table 3. Contrasting Views of the German War Economy
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To make matters worse, it was clear by early 1939 that the entire world was rapidly accelerating its armaments effort. In May 1939, General Thomas expected that in the coming year the combined military spending of the ‘democracies’ would already exceed that of Italy and Germany. British and French aircraft output was accelerating at an alarming rate, and in addition they were making arrangements to purchase aircraft and aero-engines from the virtually limitless industrial capacity of the US. Whatever the promise of the ‘Z Plan’ to build a huge new battlefleet for the German navy that was adopted in January 1939, the superiority of the Royal Navy was crushing, at least for the foreseeable future. And to make matters even worse, in early 1939 the German armaments economy again ran up against the balance-of-payments constraint. With armaments spending running at 20 per cent of GDP and the vast bulk of investment reserved for military purposes, the mobilization of German resources had reached a limit under peacetime conditions.

Göring’s first response in November 1938 was to demand an even more comprehensive militarization of German society. However, the demand for foreign currency was too pressing. Rather than shifting resources towards rearmament as demanded by mounting international tension and the huge plans of the navy, airforce, and army, Hitler’s regime was forced to give top priority to exports. As in 1937, the acceleration of armaments output was abruptly halted, and by the middle of 1939 the output of both ammunition and aircraft was falling sharply. Germany did not face an ‘economic crisis’, as some have suggested, at least not yet. With government spending running at record levels, the risk was of inflation not unemployment. But the need to prioritize exports blocked any further acceleration of armaments spending and provoked General Walther von Brauchitsch, commander in chief of the German army, to speak of nothing less than the ‘liquidation’ of the Wehrmacht’s rearmament effort. As Hitler put it to Mussolini in the spring of 1940, if war with the Western powers was inevitable, as they both believed, there was no reason for Germany to postpone its aggression.

After war broke out in September 1939, the political limits on peacetime mobilization were lifted. The German war economy was propelled forward, as were the economies of all the belligerents, by a ceaseless drive for military output. Already by the spring of 1940, the allocation of steel to all inessential sectors had been cut to the bone and 4.5 million men had been drafted to the colours. Given that German women, both in the rural and urban areas, were already more intensively mobilized in 1939 than they were to be in Britain by the end of the war, the German war effort from the outset relied heavily on exploiting its victims. By early 1940, the population and coal reserves of occupied Poland were already being brutally requisitioned for German use. The idea that the German armaments effort was allowed to slacken between 1940 and 1941 should be set aside as a misleading statistical artefact. The distinctive feature of the Nazi war economy was not its low level of mobilization, nor the lack of urgency. The truly distinctive feature of Hitler’s war effort was the repeated shifts in priorities, dictated by the complexity of Germany’s strategic situation.

Not anticipating the success of the Blitzkrieg in France, the German armaments programme in the first months of the war was focused on the production of ammunition and medium bombers. Hitler’s main anxiety was to avoid the kind of ‘shell crisis’ that had undermined the fighting power of the Kaiser’s armies in 1914. The defeat of France in a matter of weeks rendered the ammunition targets obsolete. In June 1940 priority was shifted towards the armoured forces, aircraft, and U-boats. The refusal of Britain to surrender and Roosevelt’s ominous mobilization drive required Germany to brace itself for the possibility of a future war with Britain and the United States. This involved an enormous investment in aircraft capacity, synthetic fuel, rubber, and explosives at the same time as the Wehrmacht prepared itself for the invasion of the Soviet Union with which Hitler hoped to end the war. It is entirely characteristic of Germany’s strategy in 1940–1 that it committed itself simultaneously to an armoured onslaught that was to carry it to the oil fields of the Caucasus, and to an enormous investment at Auschwitz in Upper Eastern Silesia to manufacture synthetic rubber and airfuel from low-quality coal. What enabled Berlin to square the circle, at least for a time, was the running down of ammunition production, which allowed the redeployment of hundreds of thousands of tons of steel. There was certainly no relief in 1940–1 for the home front. Civilian consumption continued to be squeezed. The gigantic housing programmes and a reordering of the social insurance system trumpeted by the DAF were reserved for the time after the achievement of final victory.

With the failure of Barbarossa (the invasion of the Soviet Union) in the autumn of 1941, the German war effort underwent a further dramatic upheaval. It would be inaccurate to describe this as a shift from a Blitzkrieg strategy to one of total mobilization, since Barbarossa was only one part of a strategy that also had to take into account the need for long-term preparation for the coming air war with Britain and America. In effect, as of the late summer of 1940, Hitler’s Germany was preparing to fight two wars at once. And this had required a comprehensive mobilization of all available resources, well before 1942. A large part of this effort, however, went not into the immediate production of armaments, but into long-term investments such as the rubber plant at Auschwitz, or the enormous new tank and aero-engine facilities in Austria. What was really new after the disaster at Moscow in December 1941 was the insistent focus on immediate output. In that month Hitler backed this up with a headline-grabbing decree on rationalization. However, although the new emphasis on rationalization was no doubt significant in propaganda terms, it hardly marked a new departure for German industry. Rationalization had in fact been the watchword of the German armaments economy at least since 1938. There was simply no other way of squaring the competing demands made on German resources.

The evidence suggests that across industry, labour productivity began to increase almost as soon as labour became truly scarce in the late 1930s. Armaments production certainly grew rapidly after February 1942. However, Speer’s ministry never exceeded the growth rate achieved in the first half of 1940. When examined closely, it seems that the upsurge in production in Speer’s personal area of responsibility—up to the summer of 1943 confined to the needs of the army—was driven less by efficiency gains than by huge injections of steel and labour. In early 1942 Hitler personally authorized the allocation of no less than 300,000 tons of steel per month to a new ammunition drive. Where rationalization mattered most was not in Speer’s remit, but in the production of aircraft, which remained under the control of Göring’s air ministry. In Germany as elsewhere, Luftwaffe production benefited from dramatic ‘learning curve effects’ as individual factories concentrated on the assembly of long runs of standardized airframes. This, however, came at the expense of the increasing obsolescence of Luftwaffe equipment, which began to make itself severely felt by the end of 1943.

Speer’s appointment in February 1942 did not therefore revolutionize the Nazi war economy. The trade-offs were the same both before and after February 1942, and the discontinuity in performance was far less dramatic than is suggested by the self-serving data authored by Speer’s statisticians. What Germany’s increasingly ominous military situation did require, however, was a new rhetoric of the war economy. After the military disaster at Moscow in December 1941 and American entry into the war, the fundamental problem for Hitler’s regime was to justify the continuation of the war against increasingly overwhelming odds. In this battle for German public opinion the carefully cultivated aura of invincibility surrounding Speer’s so-called ‘armaments miracle’ played a key role. Through a systematic campaign of ‘armaments propaganda’ Speer and Goebbels drove home the voluntarist message that, with the proper leadership, the will-power and skill of the German people would be enough to overcome any enemy, however powerful. In this crucial sense, Speer’s supposedly ‘unpolitical’ armaments ministry served an eminently political role. The ‘armaments miracle’ justified the continuation of the war.



Mobilizing the Nazi racial empire
 

In seeking to understand the remarkable resilience of the Third Reich it is important to preserve a proper sense of balance. The main source of resources for the German war effort was always internal. The German labour force was more intensively mobilized than that of any Western country. The vast majority of food consumed by the German population was produced not by the occupied territories but by Germany’s own tightly disciplined farm sector. Although one-quarter of the German war effort in 1942–3 was accounted for by foreign contributions, that left three-quarters to be funded domestically. In terms of total domestic resource mobilization only the Soviet Union during the emergency of 1941–2 outdid Nazi Germany.

Nevertheless, the way in which the Third Reich mobilized the resources of occupied Europe was highly distinctive and provides a crucial bridge between the economic history of the regime and the wider narrative of cumulative radicalization. This becomes most evident if we wind the clock back to 1940–1. The Wehrmacht’s improbably swift victory over France allowed the conquest of the Soviet Union, unlike the assault on the West, to be planned from the outset as a campaign of material enrichment: a land and resources grab that would open the door to the realization of the Nazi vision of racial empire and enable the war to be continued against the Western powers. As the problem was conceived in early 1941, it was primarily a question of raw materials and food. Germany needed to conquer the Caucasus for its oil. Even more pressing was the need to seize the grain of the Ukraine. By the second year of the war, Germany’s once ample stocks of grain had fallen to dangerously low levels. In the spring of 1941 the Wehrmacht and the Nazi leadership therefore approved a so-called ‘Hunger Plan’ to engineer an extraordinary mass famine in the Eastern territories, the aim being to kill off the entire urban population of the western Soviet Union, removing 20–30 million people from the food chain. Ideologically directed mass murder was thus completely complementary with the most basic pragmatic imperative. This in turn dovetailed with the programme of long-term settlement in the East, known as the ‘Generalplan Ost’, developed by Himmler’s staff in 1941–2, which was to begin with an epic programme of population clearance. Jews and Soviet POWs were to be worked to death in the construction of the necessary transport infrastructure. A remnant of the Slav population would be retained as a reservoir of forced labour.

These ghastly plans for demographic rearrangement in the East were thrown into question by the failure of the Barbarossa campaign. The continuation of fighting in the East made it infeasible to implement a deliberate programme of large-scale mass murder against the entire civilian population of the Soviet Union. So it was ‘only’ Jews and Soviet POWs who were shot and starved. But even this was now rendered problematic by the desperate need for manpower, not to work on the far-flung building sites of the Generalplan Ost, but for employment in armaments factories in the heart of the Reich. At first glance, therefore, the situation in 1942 appears merely chaotic. While the newly appointed Reich plenipotentiary for labour procurement, Gauleiter Fritz Sauckel, press-ganged hundreds of thousands of people from across Europe for labour in the Reich, millions of other potential workers—Jews and prisoners of war—were killed or allowed to die. Indeed, with the grain situation becoming ever more precarious, even Sauckel’s new recruits were no longer fed adequately. Conditions in the POW and foreign labour camps continued to deteriorate. Tens of thousands absconded. Trainloads of broken men and women, rendered useless by starvation, had to be shipped home. And to further heighten the appearance of contradiction, the summer of 1942 was also the moment at which the Holocaust in Poland and the Soviet Union accelerated to its horrific peak. Viewed in terms of a choice between labour and destruction, the result was a contradiction that could be softened only by ‘compromise’. While the SS continued the judeocide, fulfilling the principal ideological mission of the regime, conditions for the Slav foreign workers and POWs were gradually improved over the course of 1942 and 1943 and incentive systems were devised to make best use of the available labour. Plant managers, foremen, and SS guards argued more or less amicably over the ‘optimal level of coercion’ to be administered to the unwilling labour force.

But to conceive of the foreign labour regime of the Third Reich in these terms as a ‘compromise’ ignores the multi-dimensional nature of the problem. The Third Reich faced a trade-off not simply between the ideological imperative of destruction and the pragmatic necessity of forced labour. It also had to consider the food balance. As we have seen, in the spring of 1941, in the form of the Hunger Plan, the Reich’s shortage of food had been invoked with complete frankness as ‘necessitating’ a plan of mass murder even larger than the genocide intended against European Jewry. This had not been practicable in 1941. But, as Germany’s food supplies reached their nadir in the spring of 1942, the Hunger Plan was revived in a more focused and practical form. As agreed between Hitler, Göring, Himmler, Goebbels, Speer, Sauckel, and the new minister for agriculture Herbert Backe, all of Europe was to be starved so as to provide the necessary food for Germany and its labour force. Göring forced himself back into the limelight to make huge new demands for food deliveries from the occupied territories. Hitler himself provided the slogan for the revived Hunger Plan: ‘Others would starve before Germany suffered.’ In Western Europe the Jewish minority was too small to bulk large in these calculations. What was proposed were severe ration cuts for the entire population. In Eastern Europe, and in particular in the rump of Poland known as the General Government, the proportions were quite different. In the summer of 1942 the accelerated mass murder of all Polish Jews classified as unfit for work, numbering approximately 1.2 million, was justified explicitly by both Herbert Backe and the head of the General Government, Hans Frank, in terms of the need to release food for German use. Alongside Auschwitz, the death camps of Treblinka, Sobibór, and Béłzec thus too acquired an economic rationale.

In the early months of 1942, in the wake of the disastrous Barbarossa campaign in the Soviet Union, the leadership of the Third Reich, far from operating in separate compartments linked only on a ‘need-to-know basis’, was in fact united around a strategy of ‘crisis management’, of which the accelerated execution of the Holocaust was an indispensable element. By freeing the Polish harvest of 1942 for German use, the gas chambers of Operation Reinhardt helped to ensure that the foreign workers being supplied to Speer by Gauleiter Sauckel could be fed. And as the German war economy came under massive air assault in 1943, this cooperation between Himmler and the armaments ministry became ever closer. From May 1943 onwards, the RAF’s night-time attacks on the Ruhr, the heartland of German industry, began to have a significant impact. The most serious setback to steel production since the beginning of the war halted the rapid ascent of German armaments production in its tracks. By August 1943, following the failure of the Kursk offensive, the defection of the Italians, and the devastating aerial bombardment of Hamburg, the mood in Berlin had again reached crisis point. Speer needed to re-energize the home front. And he did so in collaboration with Heinrich Himmler. SS informers were placed throughout the armaments factories. In Posen on 6 October 1943, Speer and leading men from his ministry lined up alongside Himmler as he announced to the Gauleiters the completion of the Final Solution. Speer for his part threatened businesses and local officials who failed to cooperate with the war drive with immediate referral to the Gestapo. Most important of all, however, Speer and Himmler agreed on the intensified employment of the expanding population of concentration camp inmates.

The infamous underground factories of the Mittelbau operated by inmates of the Buchenwald-Dora camp are the most notorious instance. However, from the autumn of 1943 onwards it is hard to think of any major armaments project that was not premised on the use, not only of foreign workers supplied by Sauckel, but also of concentration camp labour, including the suriving remnant of the Jewish population. This terrible synthesis reached its climax in May 1944, when the fighter production staff, the nerve centre of Speer’s last-gasp armaments drive, maintained regular telephone contact with the ramp at Auschwitz, where the Jews of Hungary were being selected for either labour or death. Of this last great population to be sucked into the Holocaust, only those unfit for work were killed immediately. Tens of thousands of young men and women were spared immediate execution to be dispatched to high-priority armaments factories across the Reich.



Conclusion: ideological-pragmatic synthesis
 

In the last instance, therefore, although the Reich was clearly driven forward by the restless imperative of Hitler’s will, the primacy of the political was rarely if ever absolute in the Third Reich. Certainly, in the period between 1933 and the Wehrmacht’s gravity-defying victory in France in May 1940, the regime’s history is better seen as a precarious balancing act, in which the aggressive impulses of the Nazi leadership were held in check by a variety of internal and external constraints. The strongest case for an absolute autonomy of the political can be made for the two years between the triumph in France (May–June 1940) and the early successes of the southern offensive towards Stalingrad (up to the autumn of 1942). This was the period in which Nazi racism ran truly rampant and wrought the most awful havoc across Europe. However, in light of recent research it is surely untenable to view this simply as a campaign of destruction. Precisely at their moment of maximum autonomy, the planners of the SS conceived of genocide as one element in a comprehensive campaign of social and demographic reorganization. And the logic ran both ways. Not only did social reorganization serve the purpose of creating a racial utopia. In the form of the Hunger Plan, genocidal racial war was instrumentalized as a vital element in the management of the war economy. And even in this period of maximum autonomy between 1940 and 1942, one should not overestimate Hitler’s freedom of manœuvre. Massive strategic pressures continued to act on Germany, notably in the form of the Anglo-American alliance, which threatened in due course to overwhelm the Third Reich with the sheer quantity of its military material. In the last instance, therefore, what is most characteristic of the Third Reich is not the absolute primacy of the political, but the extraordinary way in which the regime managed to combine its ideological motivation with the pragmatic necessities of power.
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Foreign policy in peace and war
 

Gerhard L. Weinberg
 



Introduction
 

When Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany on 30 January 1933, he had clearly defined ideas about the future of Germany and the appropriate foreign policy to be followed. In a series of wars, in which victory in each would broaden the basis for Germany to win the next one, the Germans would come to dominate the globe. Germany had lost the last war because of a stab in the back at home, not defeat at the front. If it was to win the wars ahead, domestic policy and structure had to change. Germany must become a one-party state like the Soviet Union and Italy, countries Hitler had publicly held up as models in this regard. Furthermore, German society must become racially more conscious and must pursue both positive and negative domestic racial policies to maintain and enhance the racial superiority that characterized it and entitled it to world domination. Germany would need to rearm massively to win the wars ahead, but the major changes in domestic institutions and policies Hitler advocated were essential prerequisites for victory. Therefore the new policies initiated in 1933 in such areas as promoting marriage of the ‘right’ Germans, initiating massive persecution of Jews, sterilizing Germans thought likely to have the ‘wrong’ kinds of children, and ending the existence of all other political parties were all geared to preparing the German people for the wars they could expect to fight.



This brief description of Hitler’s views and their role represents an interpretation that some scholars do not agree with in whole or in part. Some argue that Hitler was much more an opportunist than a leader with a fairly clear, coherent, and ideologically determined long-term programme. Others have maintained that there was little coherence in the policies of a regime characterized by endless squabbles over bureaucratic turf and rival empire-building at the national and regional level, and that Hitler was more concerned with holding power than ensuring adherence to policies he had established. While arguments over these issues are likely to continue, in this account the basic interpretation will be the one described above, and will concentrate on the way in which German foreign policy was implemented in the years before war limited the choices available.



Initial steps
 

While the internal structure and policies of Germany were altered and massive rearmament occurred in line with intentions outlined above, Germany had to move cautiously lest others take action against it before the country was ready to strike. Speeches extolling the virtues of peace replaced Hitler’s pre-1933 calls for war. Every effort would be made to calm other countries. The most obvious way to do this was to make agreements with precisely those powers with which trouble appeared most likely. These agreements could and would be broken when that became appropriate in Hitler’s eyes, but in the meantime they would reassure a world that lived fearfully in the shadow of the Great War.

While Hitler informed the military leaders of Germany in a secret session on 3 February 1933 of his intention to rearm for a war of conquest to acquire settlement land in the East that would be ruthlessly Germanized, he handled current issues of foreign policy with caution. Although opposed to the League of Nations in principle and eager to leave it as soon as possible, at the end of February Hitler instructed the German delegation to vote for the League’s Lytton Commission Report condemning Japan’s seizure of Manchuria. An expiring trade credit agreement with the Soviet Union was promptly renewed, even though there were signs of deteriorating German–Soviet relations because of the suppression of the German Communist Party and resulting incidents involving Soviet citizens. Similarly, the troubles created by the regime’s policies in the religious field were not allowed to hinder the negotiations for a Concordat with the Vatican that was signed in the summer of 1933.

Unlike the traditional German military and diplomatic elites whose views were permanently fixated on hostility to Poland, Hitler moved towards a temporary rapprochement with that country. Since his ambitions were vastly greater than simply the recovery of bits of territory lost after the First World War, Poland always played a subsidiary role in the German dictator’s thinking. If that country could be at least partially prised out of its alignment with France, that would help ensure Germany a period of quiet while she rearmed. If the steps Nazi leaders took in the Free City of Danzig to consolidate their hold there, or agitation inside Germany about the treatment of the German minority in Poland, threatened to endanger the good German–Polish relations that Hitler wanted for the immediate future, those German and Danzig officials involved would be told to be quiet. On 26 January 1934, a pact renouncing the use of force between the two countries was signed with Poland.

There was one exception to the cautious foreign-policy approach followed in 1933 and 1934. Hitler had long argued for the annexation of Austria. He appears to have thought in 1933 that this could be accomplished quickly by pressure on the Austrian government, pressure from the inside by the Austrian National Socialists, and pressure from the outside by German economic and political measures. The Austrian government, led by chancellor Engelbert Dollfuss, did not succumb. Backed by Italy and with some domestic support, Dollfuss resisted effectively. Under these circumstances, more violent means seemed necessary. In July 1934 the Austrian National Socialists were directed from Berlin to stage a coup in which Dollfuss would be killed and replaced by the Nazis’ catspaw, Anton Rintelen, who would bring the country into union with Germany. The coup attempt in Vienna failed, although the plotters did murder Dollfuss. Some scholars have argued that the Austrian Nazis acted on their own, but since both Hitler and propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels knew the details of the coup beforehand, that interpretation is untenable. Once again backed by Italy, a new Austrian government insisted on continued independence. For Germany a slower process would be needed.

The German steps to annex Austria, culminating in the coup of July 1934, caused problems for Germany’s relations with the country that Hitler most wanted to have on Germany’s side: Italy. Hitler had long admired Benito Mussolini, the Italian leader who had attained power in 1922 and had established a one-party dictatorship there. Since Hitler believed that an alliance between Germany and Italy, as common opponents of France, was in Germany’s interest, the friction over Austria was a serious obstacle. Mussolini, like most Italians, was not basically a friend of Austria. It was against the Austrians that the Italians had fought in the nineteenth century to attain their country’s unification, and then to seize additional territory in World War One. Mussolini preferred the independence of the small Austria created by the 1919 peace treaties to the alternative of having a much more powerful German neighbour on the northern border. Such a power might question Italy’s ownership of the South Tyrol, with its substantial population of German cultural background, and the Adriatic port city of Trieste—both acquired from Austria. It would take new developments to facilitate a German–Italian rapprochement, but these did not come until 1935.

A part of the worldwide heritage of disillusionment that grew out of the experience of 1914–18 was a series of international conferences on disarmament and limitations on weapons of warfare. A major conference was indeed in progress when Hitler became chancellor. For a while Germany continued to participate, but by October Hitler felt that it was safe to withdraw. At the same time, he announced Germany’s withdrawal from the League of Nations membership that his party had voted against in 1926. In his speeches Hitler repeatedly railed against what he asserted was unequal treatment of Germany, yet he was nevertheless willing to give up the recognition of Germany’s equal great power status implied by its permanent membership of the League’s Council. He did not want membership of any international organization or any multilateral commitment that might hinder Germany’s ability to break loose without repercussions from many other countries. He preferred bilateral agreements that could easily be broken without involving additional states. It was for this reason that Germany rejected all the new international agreements that were periodically proposed during the 1930s.

The actual conduct of Germany’s foreign relations remained for the time being in the hands of the diplomatic service Hitler had inherited. The foreign minister, Constantin von Neurath, had previously served as ambassador to several countries and, though he was the choice of President Paul von Hindenburg, he was devoted to Hitler. The two Nazis who aspired to the position of foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop and Alfred Rosenberg, were allowed to establish minimal foreign bureaux of their own but would have to wait for ministerial positions until 1938 and 1941 respectively (von Ribbentrop as foreign minister and Rosenberg as minister for the occupied territories in the East). While Rosenberg discredited himself by a failed mission to London in May 1933, von Ribbentrop began to establish himself as Hitler’s main foreign-policy adviser and was given a series of special diplomatic assignments. Hermann Göring, another long-time Nazi associate of Hitler’s, also dabbled in foreign affairs, occasionally travelling to the countries in which he was especially interested; but all major policy decisions remained in Hitler’s hands.

The German diplomatic service worked for the new government with one exception: the ambassador to the United States, Friedrich von Prittwitz und Gaffron, who believed that Germany should remain a parliamentary democracy. This enabled Hitler to appoint Reichsbank president Hans Luther as ambassador when Luther proved unwilling to endorse the dubious financial measures for rearmament that his successor, Hjalmar Schacht, was to delight in. All other diplomats remained at their posts, enthusiastic about the new regime until they wrote their memoirs after 1945. Outside the diplomatic service, in addition to the offices of von Ribbentrop and Rosenberg which at times worked at cross purposes with the regular diplomats, the NSDAP established its own Foreign Organization (Auslands-Organisation). Its primary function was to ensure Nazi control of Germans living abroad and to make sure that German diplomats adhered to the party line, though occasionally it dabbled in other matters.

In the early years of Nazi rule, Germany paid little attention to the United States. The corollary of the stab-in-the-back legend was the view that the intervention of the United States had made no substantial difference in the First World War and that, given its diverse racial composition and current economic difficulties, the US could never be a significant adversary. The signs that Americans disliked the domestic policies of the new Germany, with their abolition of civil liberties, persecution of the churches and the Jews, book burnings, openly announced concentration camps, and large-scale rearmament, only reinforced the view of Hitler and most of his associates that the country was too weak and stupid to be feared. Trade disputes between Germany and the United States did not concern the rulers of Germany. The fact that the United States had abandoned the peace settlement of 1919 that its leaders had helped to write, and that it had dumped the responsibility for upholding it on to the countries most weakened by the war, would be a major factor enabling Germany to move ahead with minimal opposition from France and Britain.



Rearmament and plans for war
 

German foreign trade policy towards North and South America, South-East Europe, and East Asia was geared towards the acquisition of materials needed for rearmament. In payment, Germany exported some machinery and weapons, and accumulated large debts without any intention of repayment. Rearmament had the highest priority and was geared to the wars Hitler expected Germany to fight. The first, against Czechoslovakia, would be simple and required no special weapons systems. The war against the Western powers of France and England was expected to be difficult, given that they had already held out against Germany the last time. It was weapons systems designed for that war that had priority in the 1930s. The next war, against the Soviet Union, was expected to be very easy. Germany had defeated Russia in the First World War, and in the mean time, in what Hitler considered a stroke of good fortune, the incompetent Bolsheviks had replaced the far abler Germanic ruling elite of the Tsarist regime. In Hitler’s view, with incompetents now ruling racially inferior Slavic people, no new weapons systems would be needed for a short war which would assure Germany not only vast spaces for settlement but also the raw materials, especially oil, needed for the war against the United States. Since that country was far away and had a substantial navy, new weapons would be needed for that conflict. Accordingly, once the planes, tanks, guns, and other armaments for the war against the Western powers were beginning to come off the assembly lines in 1937, Hitler ordered the intercontinental bombers and super-battleships that would be needed for war with the United States but required years to design and build. The preparations for war in the West, however, came first.

Before 1923, Hitler had assumed that England would always be on the side of France and that these two powers would have to be fought simultaneously. The divergence between the two in the 1923 Ruhr crisis led him to think that they could be separated and that there might be a temporary German alignment with Great Britain. His first years in power then convinced him that this was not realistic. By late 1934 or early 1935—the evidence is unclear—he concluded that the Western powers would have to be fought at the same time. The implication was that Germany needed planes and ships to fight Britain as well as France.

To fight Britain, Germany would need a plane with a longer range than the single-engine dive-bomber, the JU-87, then in production; the two-engine dive-bomber JU-88 was to serve that purpose. Furthermore, Germany would have to create a more substantial navy than the one under construction against France. To keep Britain quiet while Germany built warships to fight her, thus avoiding the kind of naval construction race that had preceded the First World War and that Germany was likely to lose, a naval agreement with London was essential. In this context von Ribbentrop had his opportunity to shine. He was sent to London in 1935 to negotiate a naval agreement that would provide diplomatic cover for the construction of German warships planned to violate that agreement even before it was signed—something of an innovation in diplomacy.

In June 1935, von Ribbentrop persuaded the British government to sign a naval agreement that ostensibly limited the German navy to 35 per cent of the British. The first German battleships built in violation of the treaty had been designed earlier that same year and their keels were laid down in November; the British only learnt the true size of the Bismarck from survivors after sinking it in May 1941. As the road appeared clear for Germany to create the military forces that they assumed would enable them to defeat England and France, a major development in the international situation reopened the possibility for Germany to repair relations with Italy.



New ties to Italy and remilitarization of the Rhineland
 

By the summer of 1935, it became clear that Mussolini planned to invade Ethiopia, or Abyssinia as it was then called. He had been looking in that direction for some time. Now he assumed that the concern of France and Britain to keep Germany in check would lead them to allow Italy, as the protector of Austria’s independence, to move forward in that portion of Africa. The welling up of enthusiasm for the League in Britain pushed the government into advocating international economic sanctions against Italy, and France felt obliged to go along. Any alignment of Italy with France and Britain was unrealizable once Mussolini staked his prestige on defying the world and invaded Ethiopia. Although the Germans provided some military equipment to Ethiopia, which made the conflict somewhat longer than expected, the German government’s official neutrality and refusal to join in sanctions initiated a rapprochement between the two dictatorships.

By a coincidence that favoured Hitler’s hopes of an alignment with Italy, the winding down of the war in North-East Africa was soon followed by the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in July 1936. Between these two conflicts came another major development in German foreign policy made possible by the Italo-Ethiopian War. In the winter of 1935–6, Hitler came to the conclusion that he had an ideal opportunity to break the 1926 Locarno Agreements affirming the demilitarization of the Rhineland, since its two guarantors, Italy and Britain, were at such odds with each other. Accordingly, in March 1936 he ordered German troops to move into the demilitarized zone on the left bank of the Rhine. Hitler accompanied this violation of both the Versailles Treaty and the Locarno Agreements with public promises of peace, new agreements to replace Locarno, and a German return to the League. These offers, made when Hitler was concerned about the immediate impact of his bold move, appeared to assist in restraining the Western powers from taking military steps to enforce the broken treaties, but Hitler made sure that nothing came of any of them. The remilitarization of the Rhineland closed the open door into Germany from the west that had deterred any German military adventures. This step thus dramatically altered the European balance and reduced the safety of the smaller countries of East and South-East Europe. The real as opposed to the imagined outcome of the 1919 peace settlement could now be seen. Germany was in a relatively stronger position on the continent than in 1914, when there had been major powers on its eastern and southern borders and to the west a France not devastated by the war. The position of Germany would now be further enhanced by the way the Civil War in Spain developed, and German policy was designed to take advantage of Spain’s agony.

When the initial Nationalist coup against the Spanish Republic failed to secure complete control of the country, the insurgents had to move their army from Spain’s North African colonial empire to the mainland. Since the Spanish navy and airforce remained loyal to the Republic, air transport would be needed. General Francisco Franco, who led the army in Africa, asked both Mussolini and Hitler for transport planes, and both agreed. Hitler had never paid much attention to Spain, but having a government friendly to Germany on the other side of the great enemy France looked attractive. When the transport of troops did not lead to an immediate victory for Franco’s armies, both Hitler and Mussolini sent substantial forces of their own to Spain, thus becoming involved on the same side of the conflict.

When it became clear, in November 1936, that even this assistance from Germany and Italy was not sufficient to enable Franco to end the war, both Hitler and Mussolini faced the question of whether to send full divisions of their soldiers to fight in Spain. Mussolini did so, but Hitler decided not to. As he explained in December 1936, it was in Germany’s interest for the war to be lengthy. While enough aid would be provided to Franco to keep him from losing, it would be to Germany’s advantage to have the attention of the Western powers and others diverted to the events in Spain. The war would give Germany more time to rearm and the opportunity to try out weapons, provide experience for some soldiers, enable it to draw economic advantages from replacing Britain in the Spanish market, and almost certainly prevent Italy from returning to any alignment with France and Britain. Providing enough aid to keep Franco from losing or being obliged to settle for a compromise, yet not enough to win quickly, continued to be German policy until the end of the fighting in April 1939.

In the context of German-Italian intervention on the same side of the Spanish civil war, the two countries greatly improved their relations. This facilitated Italian acquiescence in an agreement between Berlin and Vienna in 1936 for a shift by the government of Austria towards a policy more in line with Germany’s. From Hitler’s perspective, this was a step towards the annexation of Austria, an annexation that required careful preparation. Another major step was the visit of Mussolini to Germany in September 1937. The Italian dictator was enormously impressed by what he saw and was thereafter determined to let nothing stand in the way of an alignment with Germany, to which he gave the name ‘the Axis’ later that year. Meanwhile, Germany warded off all attempts on the part of the British government to work out some new settlement to replace the Locarno Agreements. Hitler believed that the international situation and Germany’s progress in rearmament now made it safe to move forward once again.



The shift to open aggression
 

At a conference with his chief military advisers and the foreign minister on 5 November 1937—usually referred to as the ‘Hossbach Conference’, after Hitler’s military adjutant, Friedrich Hossbach, who prepared the fullest surviving record—Hitler outlined his views on Germany’s strategic situation and his plans for both the immediate and long-term future. He stressed Germany’s need for vastly increased Lebensraum (living-space) and raw materials, with war as the only way to obtain them. In the immediate future, Austria and Czechoslovakia were to be seized. Thereafter would come the major war against Britain and France. This war could not be delayed too long. Since the Western powers had begun to rearm after Germany had started to do so, they would be in a position to standardize the production of weapons on later, newer, models and produce plenty of them with their large economic base. Germany, therefore, needed to move quickly. Hitler did not believe anyone would come to the aid of the two countries he planned to seize first. On this point several of those present had reservations, and the German army’s chief of staff, General Ludwig Beck, expressed his own strong doubts when he was informed of Hitler’s declaration.

The new policies began to be implemented early in 1938. In January, Göring went to Rome to reassure the Italians about any German annexation of Austria. To appease the Italian government about the South Tyrol question, he appears to have suggested that anyone of German background who did want to be an Italian citizen could be taken into Germany, but that the existing border would stand. In early February Hitler dismissed the minister of war, General Werner von Blomberg, and the head of the army, Werner von Fritsch, who had voiced some hesitation on 5 November. At the same time, he replaced foreign minister von Neurath with his trusted confidant and adviser, von Ribbentrop, who was supposed to have been serving as ambassador to Britain since 1936 but had spent most of his time in Berlin and elsewhere instead of London. When Hitler announced these changes in a speech on 20 February, he also announced a major shift in Germany’s East Asian policy.

The new policy followed the course von Ribbentrop had been urging, against the advice of most German diplomatic and military officials: Germany would abandon its well-developed economic and military relations with the Nationalist Chinese government of Chiang Kai-shek in order to try for an alignment with Japan. The German effort to mediate the war between its two East Asian friends which had broken out in July 1937 had been terminated by a final Japanese refusal to make peace with Chiang in January. Now Germany had to choose. Hitler was certain that Japan’s advance in East Asia was already creating friction with the Western powers and the United States, and that this would only increase in the future. If Italy was the obvious European ally for Germany’s expansionist ambitions, Japan was clearly the prospective ally in Asia. Just as Italy’s imperial ambitions in the Mediterranean and North Africa turned against its erstwhile First World War allies, Britain and France, so too did the expansionist ambitions of Japan. The economic disadvantages of giving up Germany’s position in China were, in Hitler’s eyes, more than offset by the political and military advantages of an alignment with Japan which would threaten British and French interests and colonies in East and South-East Asia. That threat would make them less likely to try to thwart German expansion in Europe until Germany was ready to strike at them. Hitler found that Japan was no easy ally to work with, but that would not keep him from trying.

In Hitler’s eyes, now was the time to move on Austria. This move would divert attention from the changes in the military and diplomatic leadership he had just carried out inside Germany. With Italy now unlikely to protect Austrian independence, he did not expect France or England to move. The fact that action against Austria would wreck the efforts of Neville Chamberlain’s British government for a new general settlement in Europe and Africa did not concern him. Hitler had no interest in such an arrangement and neither did his new foreign minister, nor the new second man in the foreign ministry, Ernst von Weizsäcker. Hitler promised a written reply to the British approach when he received it from ambassador Nevile Henderson on 3 March 1938, but he never found the time to write it. The annexation of Austria was what he wanted, not a settlement designed to confirm the independence of the very countries he attended to attack.

While the Austrian Nazi Party stepped up its own pressure, Hitler summoned Austrian chancellor Kurt von Schuschnigg, Dollfuss’s successor, to meet him on 12 February. He bullied and threatened his frightened visitor into several concessions. On his return to Vienna, von Schuschnigg decided that, because Hitler had already reneged on the one promise he had made, namely a public gesture recognizing Austria’s independence, a symbolic act affirming the country’s status was needed. He chose to call for a plebiscite to let Austrians decide whether they wanted their country to remain an independent Christian, corporatist, and authoritarian state. But this was the one thing that Hitler would not allow under any circumstances. Influenced by the way in which the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand in June 1914 had set off the First World War at what he believed was the wrong time for Germany, he had toyed with the idea of arranging the assassination of the German ambassador or military attaché in Vienna as a pretext to invade at a moment of his choosing (a concept to which he returned in the case of Czechoslovakia). Now he had his pretext. A telegram from Vienna asking for German troops to enter the country to assure order was faked in Berlin, and the German army was ordered to march into the country.

Since von Schuschnigg did not order the Austrian army to resist, German military units moved into Austria unopposed, even though they were beset by repeated mechanical breakdowns and other problems. But, however miserable the showing of the German military in this first move outside the country’s borders, the political impact was spectacularly positive. The vast majority of Austrians cheered the invaders. A large part of the population of Vienna took this opportunity to vent their hatred of their Jewish neighbours and rob and humiliate them. Hitler travelled to the Austrian capital to be greeted by vast crowds along the route and an enthusiastic welcome from Cardinal Innitzer, primate of the Austrian Catholic Church. Soon a new election and plebiscite were announced by the German government, and this was held in both states on 10 April 1938. Voters were asked to affirm their countries’ unity and to sanction the admission of a contingent of Austrian Nazis as members of the German parliament. In what would be the last election in the Nazi era, the results, as the current joke went, could safely have been stolen before the voting.

There can be no doubt that the domestic advantages of the annexation were very great for the Hitler government. Along with the gold reserves and other economic assets of Austria, the population base for the German military had been substantially enlarged. The regime’s popularity in both old Germany and the newly annexed territory was enormously enhanced; it would take the Austrians years of Nazi rule and another world war to discover that they were not Germans after all.

The international position of Germany was also strengthened. The Italians, though shocked, were reassured quickly by Hitler who was positively extravagant in his praise of and gratitude to Mussolini. No country was about to go to war to assure the Austrians an independence most of them evidently did not want. Germany’s position in both economic and military terms toward the countries of East and South-East Europe had been greatly improved. The latter now knew that there was no way to rely on France as a protector against German moves. Germany’s strategic position toward its next intended victim, Czechoslovakia, was enhanced by the outflanking of that country from the south. As mentioned above, the collapse of all British efforts for a new general settlement was welcomed by Berlin. It was only in later speeches by Hitler, and in the imagination of some historians, that Hitler seemed to be interested in an accommodation with London. As he had explained to his advisers in November, Czechoslovakia was next.



War ordered but cancelled
 

Hitler had been willing to write off the people of German background in the South Tyrol, who were probably the worst treated German minority in Europe, but he now exploited the German minority in Czechoslovakia for the destruction of that country, despite their being probably the best treated such minority in Europe. Three aspects of the crisis that developed in 1938 have to be explained if that crisis and its aftermath are to be fully understood. First, from the German government’s perspective, the issue was never one of helping the Germans inside Czechoslovakia (the Sudeten Germans as they were called after the ring of mountains along the historic border). The reality was the other way around. The Sudeten Germans were to help Germany by first providing a pretext for the invasion of Czechoslovakia and thereafter by adding once again to the population base for the German military. Second, from the beginning of the turn in this direction in the spring and summer of 1938, German plans aimed at the destruction of the whole Czechoslovak state, preferably by a swift military operation in which other states with territorial ambitions in that country, especially Hungary and perhaps Poland, might be expected to join. Third, it was Hitler’s belief that, especially if Germany were assured of Italian support, an invasion of Czechoslovakia would not bring war with France, England, or the Soviet Union, or with any combination of these countries. It was on the anticipated abstention of France and England that many of Hitler’s military and political advisers had doubts. The chief of staff of the German army, General Beck, expressed these most firmly; he resigned his post when his call for resistance was ignored by the commander-in-chief of the army and most of the other generals.

Hitler’s approach in formulating policy for the destruction of Czechoslovakia was straightforward. He had the German military prepare plans and forces for an invasion in the autumn of 1938. In the interim, he prepared the political and diplomatic ground. The political ground was set at meetings on 28 and 29 March 1938, when the Nazi-supported leader of the Sudeten Germans, Konrad Henlein, was visiting Germany. Henlein was instructed to make demands of the Prague government that could not be met; but if they were met, he was to raise them. The one thing that the German government did not want was a settlement that would deprive them of an excuse for invasion. The date of that invasion was not revealed to Henlein, lest there be a leak. In early 1938 Hitler thought of an arranged assassination of the German ambassador in Prague when the time came; subsequently another scheme was substituted. A squad of hooligans was recruited from among the Sudeten Germans, and they were instructed to provoke incidents over a specified time and at specified locations. The Germans would then pick one of these as an excuse for invading Czechoslovakia, with the exact date again kept secret from those who were to provide the pretext. Since, in the event, the hooligans ran out of incidents and Hitler drew back from war, a different procedure would be utilized in 1939.

The diplomatic preparations in the first instance required some assurance of Italian support. In only his second trip outside Germany before the war, Hitler again went to Italy, in early May 1938. He reassured the Italians about their northern border and strengthened his friendship with Mussolini. With what he considered an assurance of Italian support, Hitler confirmed the tentative decision of April to start the first of his wars, that against Czechoslovakia, in late September. There were hints to the Polish government that the excellent relations with that country, which he had praised in his speech of 20 February, might be further enhanced by Polish action against Czechoslovakia, since there was territory in dispute between them. More direct and specific suggestions were made to the Hungarians, who thirsted for revision of the 1919 peace treaty at Czechoslovakia’s expense.

The German government had long been urging the Hungarians to play down revisionist aspirations towards Yugoslavia and Romania, while concentrating on Czechoslovakia. Although the Hungarian government of Nicholas Horthy was willing to go along with this line to some extent, the government in Budapest did not share Hitler’s confidence that an invasion of Czechoslovakia would not touch off a world war. They feared that in such a war Germany would again be defeated, and the Hungarians therefore baulked at war, as they explained to the Germans in August. Hitler was disgusted by what he considered their excessive timidity, and never forgave what he saw as a mismatch between the Hungarians’ appetite for territorial gain and their unwillingness to run risks in the process of attaining it.

The German government was not concerned about the Soviet Union. That country had no common border with Czechoslovakia and was in the process of decapitating its own armed forces by the great purges. While propaganda about the role of Czechoslovakia as a base for Soviet aircraft in Central Europe might be useful in the German plan to isolate the Czechs, the authorities in Berlin knew that this was a propaganda line with no basis in reality. The countries that had to be discouraged from intervening were France and England. Hitler was aware of the fact that France would not move unless England did, but he did not know that in July the French government secretly warned Prague that France would not fight. German diplomatic and propaganda efforts were, therefore, centred on discouraging the government in London. A major part in this effort was played by endless harping on the allegedly terrible situation of the Sudeten Germans, who needed to be protected against the frequently imaginary misdeeds of the Prague government. In one respect this calculation of Hitler’s was correct. As long as the focus of attention was on the three million or more Sudeten Germans, and not on the existence of an independent Czechoslovakia, there would be great hesitation in England. In that country there were doubts in the government about the policies of the Prague authorities, and doubts among the people about the borders drawn by the 1919 peace settlement. Hitler was also correct in believing that the British Dominions would exercise a restraining influence on London by their reluctance to go to war to keep millions of Germans under Czech rule. The idea of moving people rather than borders was not yet very familiar; it took the adoption and ruthless implementation of that concept by the Germans in the Second World War to produce its acceptance by others, and eventually its application to the Sudeten Germans themselves at the end of the war.

Much of the summer of 1938 was a time when the world’s attention was focused on the internal situation in Czechoslovakia. It was this focus on the alleged plight of the German minority that diverted attention from the real aim of German policy. Some suspected the truth, but it could not easily be made clear to people who feared the impact of another war, with the massive slaughter of 1914–18 still all too alive in everybody’s memory. If the British government took the lead in trying to find a peaceful solution, three factors were largely responsible. First, it was recognized in London that, just as a conflict that revolved around the country of Serbia had drawn in Great Britain in 1914, so a war that started because of Czechoslovakia would most likely draw Britain in again in 1938. Second, the last war had seen a reversal of the situation in the wars Britain had fought up till then. In the past, British forces had been sent to defend or conquer colonies. In the First World War, Britain had to depend on the Dominions and colonies to provide substantial numbers of soldiers. It was clear that in any future war this situation would be repeated—as indeed it was—and thus the opinions of the Dominions mattered greatly. All but New Zealand warned London that they would stay out of a war over the issues that appeared to be at stake. The third factor was that the experience of the last war showed England’s vulnerability to attack from the air. German airships and airplanes had bombed English cities, and all signs pointed to repetition in any future conflict. The sea and the Royal Navy could no longer keep war from the British Isles.

Under these circumstances, the Prague government probably waited too long to offer substantial concessions that might have uncovered sooner the real aims of Germany. With Hitler making bellicose speeches, the Sudeten Germans making as much noise as possible, something of a panic in Paris, and Germany standing by to invade Czechoslovakia, the British prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, decided to surprise Hitler by offering to fly to meet him. In view of the continuing debates about responsibility for the First World War, Hitler felt that he could not refuse. When the two met at Hitler’s retreat in Berchtesgaden on 15 September 1938, the German leader asked for the cession of the territory inhabited largely by Germans, territory that included most of the Czech border fortifications, and that he did not expect the Prague government to concede. Chamberlain promised to try to secure French and Czech agreement to this—and he succeeded in his quest. Thus, when, to Hitler’s astonishment, Chamberlain brought this agreement to their second meeting at Bad Godesberg seven days later, Hitler immediately raised new demands. This was too much for the British government, because it revealed the real intentions of the Germans. London prepared for war and drew a reluctant French government in its wake. With the Germans moving toward an invasion, a world war appeared imminent. At this point Hitler drew back, cancelled the invasion order, and called for a conference. What had led to this change of mind?

A combination of events led Hitler to reverse himself. He had received warnings about the possibility of a wider war from political leaders like Göring and Goebbels, as well as some of the military. There were signs that the German public was unenthusiastic about war at this time, a point brought home to Hitler by the silent reaction of the public watching an army division moving through the streets of Berlin. The impact of the news of the mobilization of the British fleet was reinforced in his thinking by a message from Mussolini that made it clear that the latter preferred a peaceful solution. The position of the Italian dictator was influenced both by the unpreparedness of Italy for a wider war and the likely fate of the substantial Italian forces fighting in Spain. Hitler therefore acceded to Mussolini’s desire and agreed to a conference at Munich on 29 September, at which he settled for his nominal rather than his real aims. Germany would acquire the Sudeten Germans and the land they lived on, but there would be no invasion and occupation of Czechoslovakia for the time being.





War ordered and started
 

Almost immediately after the Munich agreement, Hitler regretted having drawn back from war. What others considered a German triumph was in his eyes a terrible mistake that he would never repeat. The ‘lesson’ Hitler drew from Munich was that no one would ever again be given the opportunity to cheat him of war, and the conduct of German foreign policy in 1939 can only be understood if this is kept in mind. In the immediate aftermath of the agreement, he would pressure Czechoslovakia as much as possible and prepare for that state’s occupation which came the following March. Simultaneously, he would prepare for war in 1939, and do it in such a fashion that he could not again be trapped into negotiations from which the exit into war might be blocked.

The very relief of people inside Germany at the avoidance of war, symbolized by the public’s cheering of Chamberlain when he appeared in public, spurred Hitler to collect the editors of Germany’s newspapers and other key media figures to a session in early November. He explained to them that too many inside the country believed his public professions for peace that had been designed for consumption abroad. Now they must whip up the enthusiasm of the German population for war by demonstrating its necessity. Simultaneously, persecution of Jews would be dramatically intensified, as illustrated by the pogrom of 9 November. The war against Britain and France was scheduled for the coming year and, since Hitler’s strategy was to fight on one front at a time, there would need to be quiet on Germany’s eastern border. That meant that Lithuania, Poland, and Hungary must first be pressured into subordinating themselves to Berlin.

German pressures on its eastern neighbours were successful with Hungary and Lithuania. The Hungarian government changed into one subservient to Germany, and Lithuania agreed to cede the disputed Memel territory. The Polish government, however, acted differently. The men who led the revived Polish state would not surrender its independence without a fight. They were prepared to make major concessions to the Germans in fair negotiations. They were even willing to let the Germans have the city of Danzig, in a partition of the Free City’s territory that would provide Germany with the bulk of the German population, while Poland would secure the piece that jutted into their corridor to the Baltic Sea. But, however violently anti-Communist, they were not about to join the German-sponsored Anti-Comintern Pact. This was an association of states designed by von Ribbentrop in 1936 to bring together Germany, Japan, and Italy in an alignment against Great Britain under the label of anti-Communism. German insistence on adherence was seen in Warsaw as a signal of subservience and was out of the question for them. Hitler therefore decided that a war with Poland must either precede the war against England and France or be joined into it if the latter came to Poland’s aid. As he explained in May, war was to come not over Danzig but over the quest for living space for Germans.

In that war Germany hoped to have Italy and Japan as allies. The Italians agreed on the promise that war would not come for several years, while the Japanese were willing to join against the Soviet Union but not against the Western powers. Under these circumstances, Hitler decided to listen to approaches from Moscow that he had rejected whenever the Soviet dictator, Josef Stalin, had hinted at the possibility in prior years. An agreement with the Soviet Union would either discourage England and France from aiding Poland until Germany attacked them the following year, or would assure Germany of an opening through any blockade and make possible the concentration of all forces in the West after the crushing of Poland. Whatever the Soviets wanted would be conceded, and then retaken in a subsequent campaign and rapid defeat of the ‘inferior’ Slavic state. By a secret agreement attached to the Nazi–Soviet non-aggression pact of 23 August 1939, the Germans divided Poland with the Soviets and promised them control of Estonia, Latvia, and Finland, as well as parts of South-East Europe.

To make certain that there could be no peaceful settlement this time, there were no negotiations with Poland in the summer of 1939. In the last weeks before the German attack, the German ambassadors to Warsaw, London, and Paris were kept away from their posts, and the demands on Poland designed to justify war to the German public were kept secret until they could be declared to have lapsed. The pretext for the attack would not be a repetition of the previous concept of staging an incident in the country to be invaded. Instead, incidents were planned to take place inside Germany: a faked Polish attack on a German radio station just inside Germany would be made to appear realistic by leaving behind the bodies of murdered concentration camp inmates dressed in Polish army uniforms.

Since Mussolini drew back once again and the British remained firm, Hitler postponed the attack on Poland for a few days. He hoped to defer war with England and France; but as soon as it became clear that this was impossible he gave the order to start the war on 1 September. With the two Western powers declaring war on 3 September, Hitler looked for allies in the war on Poland. As expected by him, the Soviet Union joined in, though not as quickly as Germany would have liked. The puppet state of Slovakia took part and was rewarded with slivers of Polish territory. Lithuania baulked, and was punished by being traded to the Soviet Union for a part of central Poland. The Hungarians also would not join in. Nevertheless, in a few weeks Poland was crushed. Hitler now planned to attack in the West late that autumn, but was obliged by the weather to wait until the spring of 1940.



Foreign policy during the war
 

The German victories in the West in April, May, and June 1940 opened to the Germans the prospect of attacking the Soviet Union already in the autumn of 1940. After some internal discussion, Hitler decided to wait until the early summer of 1941. When this decision was reached at the end of July, Italy had joined Germany and Spain was eager to follow. However, German demands for the ownership—not lease—of bases for war against the United States in what was to be an expanded Spanish colonial empire led to a refusal by Franco. And to rescue Mussolini from an ill-fated invasion of Greece, Germany attacked Yugoslavia and Greece in the spring of 1941.

In the face of Britain’s not surrendering and Germany’s defeat in the Battle of Britain, the Germans urged Japan to take advantage of the changed world situation by striking at the British Empire. Informed by Tokyo that this would require Japan to go to war with the United States, Hitler promised that Germany would join a war against the United States. Since Hitler had restrained the German navy from initiating a naval campaign, because it still lacked the forces capable of coping with the American navy, an ally who had such a navy would end this constraint.

Meanwhile, for the immediate war against the Soviet Union, Germany recruited Finland and Romania as allies, since both hoped to reclaim, with German support, territory that the Soviets had taken from them earlier—and perhaps secure some more. Hungary was also recruited, and Italy’s leader insisted on a military role for his country. It was only after it became clear to the Germans that the war in the East was not going to be the quick and easy one they anticipated that they urged the Japanese to attack the Soviet Union in East Asia. Japan, however, was fixated on attacking the United States, Britain, and the Netherlands, and felt that this was a sufficient addition to the ongoing war against China. Because they feared that the Soviet Union might allow the United States to bomb Japan from bases in the Soviet Far East, they refused to interfere with American supplies crossing the Pacific to Russian ports.

This dissonance in German–Japanese relations was typical of the failure of Germany and its wartime allies to work out coordinated policies and strategies. None would confide in the other; each would march to its doom according to its own tune. German foreign policy during the conflict was, however, fairly successful in gaining raw materials needed for its war effort from, or with the help of, such neutrals as Sweden, Switzerland, Spain, Portugal, and Turkey; only in the last months did the looming defeat of Germany induce these countries to restrict trade with the Third Reich. There is, on the other hand, no evidence that Germany either wanted or was especially interested in establishing actively cooperative relationships with countries in the war on Germany’s side. The only exception to this indifference was the intense effort to get hold of all Jews living, either as citizens or refugees, in the territories of Germany’s allies and satellites, so that they could be murdered. These determined efforts succeeded in some cases, and failed partly or wholly in others, but certainly shed a clear light on German priorities.



On the day Hitler heard that Japan had struck in December 1941, he ordered hostilities against the United States and a list of Central and South American countries. Thereafter Germany would go to war with a number of additional countries, including Mexico and Brazil. In Europe, there were plans for invading various neutral countries in addition to those already attacked in 1940 and 1941, but the course of the fighting precluded such moves. All suggestions from the Japanese beginning in the autumn of 1941, from the Italians beginning in the winter 1942–3, and from such collaborators as the French politician Pierre Laval and the Hungarian Ferenc Szálasi, that Germany make a separate peace with the Soviet Union in order to concentrate on defeating the Western powers were rejected by Hitler. The war he had started was unlike prior conflicts. It was to make possible a demographic revolution across the globe, and was not, as his allies imagined, for specific colonies, markets, bases, or similar limited gains. In this conception, Germany would triumph or perish. Any ally who tried to surrender, or actually did so, would be occupied by Germany if at all possible. Thus Italy was occupied in September 1943 and Hungary in March 1944, while later that year the Germans began to fight their former allies Romania and Finland. The wars that the Nazis had promised the German people were indeed launched, and Hitler’s public assertion that he would lead his people to places where they would shed their blood was one of the few he kept. When Germany surrendered, almost three times as many German soldiers as in the First World War had lost their lives.
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Occupation, imperialism, and genocide, 1939–1945
 

Doris L. Bergen
 

One can sum up key debates among historians of National Socialist Germany and the Holocaust in a series of either/or questions. Was Nazi mass murder the intended product of top–down planning or the largely unforeseen function of structural forces and wartime developments? Which took priority, ideology or pragmatism? Who drove the radicalization of violence: planners at the centre or activists on the peripheries of German power? What pushed the Third Reich across the line from persecution of its designated enemies to their annihilation: the euphoria of victory or the desperation of defeat? Was the treatment of Jews unique or was it part of a broader system of assault that targeted, among others, homosexuals, people deemed handicapped, Polish intellectuals, Soviet prisoners of war, and Gypsies/Roma?

To each of those questions, this essay responds ‘yes’—not on the facile assumption that the truth always resides between two extremes, but in the sense that Nazi German occupation, imperialism, and genocide were the products of competition and contradiction. The Nazi system generated and thrived on clashes: within Hitler’s inner circle; among the myriad bureaucracies involved in the territories conquered by Germany; between ideological purity and the pressures of pragmatism; among and within interest groups, whether these were German investors, administrators, military men, and their families back home, or the Volksdeutschen and the non-German collaborators and their communities beyond Germany. In the context of war and within an ideological framework of ‘race and space’—the quest to purify the so-called Aryan race and expand its territory—the way to reconcile differences, overcome obstacles, and get ahead was through increased violence aimed at those further down the feeding chain. As a result, confrontations and rivalries between individuals, agencies, and forces did not mitigate but rather reinforced processes of destruction.

We can best see these patterns and the acceleration of violence involved through a chronological approach that divides the war years into four overlapping phases. The first, in 1939 and early 1940, can be characterized as a period of experiments in domination and brutality. The expansion and systematization of programmes of mass violence exemplified the second phase in 1940 and 1941. In 1942 and 1943, violence culminated in the peak years of killing; and the fourth stage, 1944 and 1945, constituted Nazism’s death throes. This essay posits no single turning point from violent occupation and imperialism to genocide but instead depicts a spiralling process of destruction. By 1942, when Germans and their accomplices were murdering thousands of Jews each day, the seeds of that Endlösung (final solution) had long been present: in the Nazi view of some people as irredeemably inferior to others; in the Führer’s insistence that the word for ‘impossible’ had been banished from the German language; in the training of experts in mass killing; in the willingness of bureaucrats, enforcers, and neighbours to act as if disabled people, Jews, Roma, and the others targeted for destruction were already dead.



Experimentation, 1939–1940
 

War was essential to Nazi plans, and for Hitler, the only question was how Germany could wage war under conditions most favourable to itself. Poland was not a surprising target in 1939: considered by many Germans to be an illegitimate state, Poland was Germany’s gateway to Lebensraum in the East. Under German rule, Poland became a laboratory for experiments in brutality. By conquering Poland Germans seized control of millions of Slavs and Jews, and officials began to implement schemes to remake Europe through expropriation, expulsion, enslavement, and killing. The years 1939 and 1940 also brought experiments in the murder of people deemed handicapped. Planners and functionaries in the euphemistically labelled ‘euthanasia programme’ tested techniques to kill large numbers of people they considered undesirable. Two principles facilitated German domination and increased the vulnerability of its victims: Nazi leaders encouraged rivalry among those who implemented their programmes, and they applied the notion of divide and rule to those they conquered.

The 1939 arrangement with the Soviet Union typified the ‘divide and rule’ principle, as did the German decision to split its part of conquered Poland into two. The western areas, home to ten million people—around 80 per cent of them ethnic Poles, the rest ethnic Germans, Jews, and smaller numbers of Gypsies/Roma, Czechs, Ukrainians, and others—were annexed to the Greater German Reich. The remaining German Polish territory, the General Government, was administered like a colony under its governor Hans Frank. Overlapping jurisdictions and competing authorities characterized German rule in all of conquered Poland. The Wehrmacht, the SS, Hans Frank and his administration, and Hermann Göring, head of the Four Year Plan for the economy, were all involved, as were local Nazis, German police, and representatives of the interior ministry. For ambitious Germans, the defeat of Poland brought new career opportunities, especially for those who distinguished themselves as particularly effective—that is, harsh—in their treatment of the local population. Himmler encouraged recruitment of policemen and mayors from ethnic minorities such as Ukrainians and Belorussians, and German forces used the local Volksdeutschen (ethnic Germans) to increase terror and legitimize aggression. Some ethnic Germans—respectable estimates range from 2,000 to 5,000—were killed by their Polish neighbours for aiding the invasion, but official German reports claimed that totals reached 58,000 and that countless others were raped or brutalized. Those charges helped whip up hatred and recruit ethnic Germans into vigilante groups that attacked Poles and stole their property.

Initially Hitler intended to force the ethnic Poles further east, confine Jews to some desolate reservation, and establish an area of pure Aryan/German settlement. On 7 September 1939, Reinhard Heydrich, head of the Reich Central Security Office (RSHA), instructed the police and SS that it would be necessary to destroy the leadership class in Poland and expel all Jews; in short, that the ‘nobility, clergy, and Jews must be killed’. In the opening months of the war, Germans shot a thousand Polish Catholic priests and humiliated, arrested, or killed many other likely leaders of a nationalist resistance, including journalists, professors, and schoolteachers.

German authorities prohibited activities that advanced the education of Poles, fostered communal ties, or promoted national feeling. They imposed curfews, seized businesses, shut down newspapers, and used forced labour and public hangings to make examples of Poles who defied them. Poles were also terrorized in less organized ways that included mass theft, beating, castration, and rape. Officials took steps to differentiate Poles and Germans, two groups not easily separated in a part of Europe that had long been linguistically mixed; laws forbade friendships and marriages and criminalized, but did not eliminate, sexual relations between Germans and Poles. The Germans showed additional brutality toward Jews, who, in 1939, constituted around 10 per cent of the Polish population. The distinctive appearance of Orthodox Jewish men made them favourite targets, and rowdy, often drunken Germans pulled out their beards and forced them to crawl in the street, attacked synagogues and desecrated ritual objects, or took hostages for whom they demanded ransom.

Ghettoization, the practice that emerged in late 1939 and early 1940, typified the Nazi approach to problem-solving. Throughout their Polish territories, German officials forced Jews into sections of certain towns and cities designated as ghettos, where they were to be concentrated and isolated, their labour exploited for the war effort, their possessions booty for German officials and entrepreneurs—and for sharp-eyed neighbours. While Germans debated subsequent steps—a Jewish reservation near Lublin? deportation of Jews to Madagascar? expanded programmes of forced labour?—over half a million Polish Jews of all ages died in ghettos and labour camps in 1939–40, most of starvation or diseases brought on by the terrible conditions. Others were shot or beaten to death: for trying to escape; for stealing; for failing to work to the level demanded; or simply for sport. Nazi racial experts came to think of the ghettos as repositories for everyone they considered human refuse, not only Jews from various parts of Europe but also Roma, thousands of whom were dumped in the ghettos of Warsaw and łódz. To save work for themselves, German officials set up Jewish Councils to administer the daily lives of the ghettos and carry out German orders. The Councils also organized social life and tried to find ways to maintain some kind of human community.

Probably unforeseen was the way that the German–Soviet treaty of August 1939 exacerbated hostilities between Polish gentiles and Jews. Like Hitler, most Soviet leaders opposed the existence of an independent Polish state. When Soviet forces occupied Eastern Poland in 1939, they deported many Poles to Siberia. Meanwhile, some Polish Jews fled east to escape German rule, a move that suspicious gentiles interpreted as an act of treachery. Anti-Semites had long accused Jews of being Communists; now they could claim to have found proof, while Christians who had charged Jews with trying to destroy Christianity could say they had evidence of a conspiracy between Jews and atheists.

Even in subjugated Poland, Nazi racial policy coupled the attack on people deemed undesirable with advancement of those considered ‘Aryan’. In 1939 and 1940 this included locating Volksdeutschen and singling them out for privileges such as relocation to desirable areas, from which the Polish and Jewish inhabitants had been evicted. German diplomats worked out deals with Estonia, Latvia, and the Soviet Union to bring their ethnic German populations ‘home into the Reich’. By 1940, some 200,000 ethnic Germans had signed up for resettlement and needed homes, and 325,000 Poles were forced to leave the annexed territories for the territory of the General Government, where nothing but misery awaited them. Often they were given only hours to get out, with instructions to leave their houses swept and keys in the cupboard for the new inhabitants.

Some people spoke out against German actions. Polish clergymen, shocked by the slaughter of Catholic priests, begged the pope to protest, but Pius XII remained silent. His defenders suggest that he hoped to maintain a Nazi bulwark against Communism, yet the existence of the 1939 Nazi–Soviet pact would have allowed him to denounce both systems at once. Whatever his motives, Pius’s silence in the autumn of 1939—when the victims of German aggression were priests in his own church—would make it hard for him to speak out later against the murder of Jews.



A few members of the Wehrmacht protested against German brutality, most notably General Johannes Blaskowitz, commander of a military region in occupied Poland. In an early 1940 memorandum to Hitler, Blaskowitz described German attacks on civilians: for example, a drunken policeman who beat a Polish man to death and forced a woman to bury the body; or soldiers who raped a teenaged Jewish girl in a cemetery. Such behaviour was counterproductive, Blaskowitz warned; it would lead to demoralization and a breakdown in discipline among German forces, stir up bad press abroad, and alienate elements of the population that might have supported the Germans. Hitler dismissed the memorandum, and Blaskowitz was subsequently passed over for some of the spoils his peers received, but he was not punished.

It was not Jews or Poles but people considered handicapped who became victims of Nazi Germany’s first systematic programme of mass killing. In this case, too, experimentation characterized the early stages of implementation. Just before the war, Hitler had charged one of his physicians, Dr Karl Brandt, and the head of his private chancellery, Philipp Bouhler, with organizing a children’s ‘euthanasia’ programme in Germany. Under this scheme selected handicapped children were sent to special facilities where medical personnel starved them to death, gave them lethal injections, or used them for deadly experiments. In the summer of 1939, Hitler instructed another physician, Dr Leonardo Conti, to set up a similar operation for adults. Codenamed ‘T-4’ for the address of its headquarters in Berlin (Tiergartenstrasse 4), the programme was up and running by October 1939.

Conti’s committee sent forms to all insane asylums to identify candidates for killing, based on questions such as whether a patient received regular visitors or had ‘non-Aryan’ blood. Medical teams examined the responses and indicated who was to be killed. Some doctors refused to participate, one explaining that he was ‘too gentle’ for such work. He and others like him did not suffer any consequences, because there were enough ambitious professionals to keep the programme running. The T-4 experts experimented with methods of killing, starting with injections and poison. By January 1940 they had conducted the first successful gassing, at an asylum not far from Berlin. Other gassings were carried out at Grafeneck in Württemberg and Hadamar in Hesse. In Germany murder of the handicapped was intended to remove so-called ‘useless eaters’, while in Poland killing the mentally disabled solved other ‘problems’. On 29 September 1939, Germans began shooting asylum patients in the district of Bromberg (Bydgoszcz), and by 1 November they had murdered almost 4,000 people. Through this and similar actions, buildings could be freed for other uses, for example to accommodate incoming ethnic Germans.

Eager to protect themselves from criticism or prosecution, organizers of the T-4 programme asked Hitler for formal authorization. Sometime in October 1939, Hitler agreed to sign the following statement, printed on his personal notepaper: ‘Reichsleiter Bouhler and Dr Brandt are charged with responsibility to extend the powers of specific doctors in such a way that, after the most careful assessment of their condition, those suffering from illnesses deemed to be incurable may be granted a mercy death.’ Hitler backdated the note to 1 September 1939, presumably to create the impression that the decision was an immediate response to the exigencies of war. Although the programme’s organizers tried to keep the killings secret, concealment was impossible. Some patients realized what was going on and pleaded for their lives; workers at killing centres told others what they had seen and done, and the stench of burning bodies drifted beyond fences and walls.

Relatives of some of those killed protested, in letters to Hitler and in conversations with clergymen. Catholic and Protestant leaders learnt about the killings in even more direct ways, because the churches ran many of the asylums. Although most asylums and their personnel cooperated with the programme, it was from church circles that a concerted outcry emerged. In December 1940, Pope Pius XII denounced the ‘killing of any innocent person because of mental or physical defects’, and in August 1941, the Catholic bishop of Münster, August Count von Galen, took a public stand against the killings. Though on record as an anti-Semite and supporter of Hitler, Galen preached a sermon in which he made it clear that he knew about the murder of the disabled and considered it a crime. His message was circulated all over Germany and abroad, and although the Nazi leadership was furious, it dared not confront this popular bishop. Later that year Hitler ordered a halt to the ‘Euthanasia Programme’ as such, but the killings did not stop—nor did Hitler intend them to—although secrecy was increased. By then between 70,000 and 80,000 people had already been killed in Germany. The number of disabled people killed in Poland and later elsewhere in occupied Europe is unknown, but it is estimated that by 1945 the Germans had murdered 275,000 people in this way.



Expansion, 1940–1941
 

During 1940 and 1941, the German Empire grew enormously as the Wehrmacht overran more and more of Europe. Programmes of killing became larger and more standardized, and by the end of 1941, Germans and their accomplices had added several million people—Jews, Soviet POWs, and others—to their death tolls. Military conquest was a crucial ingredient in the acceleration of terror, not only because it brought more victims into Nazi German hands and trained large numbers of experienced killers, but because it provided the rewards of plunder, slave labour, and success that were necessary to silence potential grumblers and seduce the population back home.

Hitler and his generals knew that domination of Europe required subordination of France and Britain: war in the West was a prerequisite for securing further land in the East. In April 1940 German forces entered Denmark, which surrendered without a struggle, and by June they had subdued Norway, both necessary steps to secure the supply route of Swedish iron ore and prepare for a sea war with Britain. In May, the Wehrmacht invaded and conquered the neutral Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg, and by the middle of the month, German soldiers were on French soil. By 20 May, they had broken through to the sea, forcing the Allies to evacuate some 338,000 soldiers at Dunkirk, and in mid-June, German troops marched triumphantly into Paris. Under the terms of the armistice signed that month, the Germans divided France into an occupied zone and an unoccupied zone known as Vichy France.

Even the West, where German warfare was less vicious than in the East, witnessed racial atrocities. On Hitler’s instructions, Goebbels unleashed a torrent of anti-French propaganda that focused on the use of colonial troops and built on stereotypes of Africans as savages. In May and June 1940, Germans killed between one and four thousand black Africans serving in the French army. In most cases German officers ordered the execution of all black prisoners, and even when individual soldiers initiated the murders, they had their superiors’ tacit approval.

With the fall of France, Hitler proceeded with plans to invade Britain. German strategists were convinced that success depended on control of the skies, and accordingly in July 1940, the Luftwaffe began massive attacks on British air and naval installations. Every day for the next two months hundreds of planes fought in the skies over Britain, but the Germans could not gain the mastery they expected, and in mid-September, Hitler postponed the invasion ‘until further notice’. Throughout 1941, the Germans bombed cities, industrial centres, and ports, but despite a heavy toll of civilian lives and property, they could not beat Britain into submission.

In 1941, the Wehrmacht again turned east, first to the Balkans to bail out the Italians, secure Germany’s south-east flank for invasion of the Soviet Union, and safeguard access to Romanian oil. In Yugoslavia, which capitulated on 17 April, the Germans stooped to depths of brutality that matched or even surpassed their behaviour in Poland. Here too they relied on techniques of divide and rule, annexing some territories to the Reich, setting up a military government in Serbia, and creating a client Croatian state under Ante Pavelič, whose fascist Ustasha proved particularly adept at carrying out the German will while ruthlessly attacking enemies of their own.

The harsh occupation of Yugoslavia ensured a steady flow of people into the partisan groups. In particular, the practice of exacting reprisals roused hatred: for every German wounded or killed, up to two hundred Yugoslavs were shot, women as well as men. Here it was the Wehrmacht, not special SS units, that carried out mass shootings of civilians. No German soldiers were forced to participate, but there were always enough volunteers, including many who sent photographs of their exploits back home. Often the first victims were taken from local Jewish and Roma populations, but Serbs, Croats, Bosnian Muslims, and others were also killed in reprisal actions. In April and May 1941, the Wehrmacht overran Greece and there too assaulted civilians, often in retaliation for partisan activity, in so-called ‘special actions’ that wiped out entire villages and towns.

On 22 June 1941, German forces invaded Soviet territory, a move that fulfilled Hitler’s fundamental goal. The objective was the total destruction of the Soviet Union, seizure of its land, colonization, and the enslavement and murder of its people. In preparatory instructions to the military and SS—the three sets of ‘criminal orders’ issued in May and June—Hitler, Himmler, and Heydrich had made it clear that no mercy was to be shown Germany’s enemies, whether they were Jews, Communists, or resisters. By that time, German forces were ready for a full-fledged war of annihilation. Trained in conquest in Poland, flushed with successes in the West, and brutalized by war on partisans and civilians in the Balkans, they were now less likely to question atrocities than in 1939. The first areas the Germans entered in June 1941 were the regions of Poland and the Baltic states that the Soviet Union had seized in 1939 and 1940. As a consequence people in places like Latvia or the eastern Polish city of Lwów (now L’viv in Ukraine) experienced two invasions in less than two years. Some of those people had greeted the Soviets in 1939 as bearers of Communism and protectors from Nazism, but by 1941 almost all had become disillusioned. That year, some in turn welcomed the German invasion, like the Ukrainian nationalists who expected Hitler’s forces to grant them independence, but they too would be disappointed.

Jews were particularly hard hit in the new round of violence. About 110,000 Jews lived in Lwów, around one million more in surrounding Eastern Galicia. Local Poles and Ukrainians saw the arrival of the Germans as a chance to take revenge for their suffering under the Soviets or to get back at each other, and they attacked Jews, accusing them of collaborating with the Russian oppressors. German authorities egged on the pogroms that killed thousands of Jews in July 1941. Similar events took place in the eastern Polish town of Jedwabne, where it was local Poles, not Germans, who slaughtered hundreds of Jews. Poles accused Jews of collaborating with the Soviets, but often it was precisely those gentiles most implicated in Soviet crimes who led attacks on Jews—attacks that served both to deflect the anger of their neighbours and to curry favour with the new occupiers.



Hitler expected an easy campaign against the Soviet Union, a miscalculation that reflected stereotypes he shared with his High Command. They thought of Slavs as stupid and incompetent, believed the Communist state was in the grip of cowardly Jews, and were convinced that the purges of the 1930s had ruined the Red Army. Yet the Soviets were better equipped than the Germans had thought, and although the German assault brought massive destruction, the Germans themselves were overextended, overconfident, and unprepared.

One indicator of the new style of warfare was the widespread use of special killing squads, the SS-Einsatzgruppen and the associated Order Police. These mobile units advanced directly behind the Wehrmacht with instructions to kill Jews, prominent Communists, and anyone suspected of anti-German activity. During the summer of 1941, they began to interpret their primary job as slaughter of all Jews, including women, children, and old people. The Einsatzgruppen and Order Police also killed Roma and inmates of mental hospitals, although less systematically. Using threats, bribes, massive amounts of alcohol, and promises of privilege for recruits and their families, they found local henchmen—including Ukrainians, Latvians, and ethnic Germans—to help with the dirty work of rounding up Jews locally, forcing them to dig their own mass graves, and shooting them into the pits. The biggest massacre was carried out at Babi Yar, near Kiev, where, in just two days in September 1941, mobile killing units and local collaborators shot over 30,000 Jews and an unknown number of other victims.

The Einsatzgruppen and Order Police cooperated with the regular military, which in many cases provided supplies, security, and intelligence. Knowing they were backed by orders from above must have helped ease some soldiers’ misgivings. In October 1941, Field Marshal Walter von Reichenau issued a widely circulated directive which conceded that there was ‘uncertainty’ among the German troops as to the current situation in the East. However, he told his men that, given the nature of this war and the need to destroy the ‘Jewish-Bolshevist system’, it was necessary to break the conventional rules of war and show no mercy, above all to the people Reichenau labelled ‘Jewish subhumans’.

War exported Nazi persecution of Jews to areas under German control and even beyond. By 1941 it was practically impossible for Jews to leave Europe, and the German police regulation of September requiring all those defined as Jews to wear a Star of David badge reinforced the obvious: Jews were open targets. Systematic deportations of Jews from Germany and Western Europe for killing in the East began in late 1941. That same year, persecution of Jews exploded inside Romania, where war and the precedents set by their German allies gave anti-Semites licence to live out their hatreds in dramatic ways. In the autumn, Romanian authorities began evicting Jews and forcing them across the Bug River into an area of Einsatzgruppen operations. First 50,000 and then another 120,000 Romanian Jews were driven across the border into Ukraine, where Germans and their accomplices slaughtered them in the killing fields of Transnistria.

Of the millions of non-Jews killed in German captivity during the Second World War, by far the largest group was Soviet prisoners of war. Initial military successes in the summer and autumn of 1941 brought enormous numbers of POWs into German hands. In total, between 22 June 1941 and the end of the war, Germans took approximately 5.7 million Red Army soldiers prisoner. Of these, 3.3 million (57 per cent) were dead by the beginning of 1945, whether they were shot on surrender or died later of starvation, neglect, or brutal mistreatment in labour camps, or were killed by execution or gassing. That such a staggering death rate was deliberate is evident when one compares the treatment of POWs from Britain and the United States. Of the 231,000 British and American prisoners held by the Germans, only about 8,300—3.6 per cent—died before the end of the war. German authorities regarded Soviet POWs as a particular threat, not only as Slavic ‘subhumans’ but as part of the ‘Bolshevik menace’, linked in their minds to a Jewish conspiracy.



Culmination: the peak years of killing, 1942 and 1943
 

The years 1942 and 1943, when German power in Europe reached its apex, were also the peak period of killing, when extreme violence culminated in the death camps that have become emblematic of the Holocaust. At the beginning of 1942, even after three years of war, ghettos, torture, and forced labour, 75 per cent of the Jews who would be murdered in the Holocaust were still alive. By the beginning of 1943, 75 per cent of the approximately six million who would be killed were already dead. Scholars offer competing explanations for this escalation. Some interpretations, often called ‘intentionalist’, point to the fact that murder increased in tandem with Nazi power: military conquest enabled the realization of deadly fantasies that not even the most committed Nazi ideologues had previously deemed possible. In other words, the will to annihilate had been there all along: by 1942, it was matched by the means. ‘Functionalist’ or ‘structuralist’ analyses, in contrast, emphasize the uneven, improvised ways that programmes of mass killing evolved in response to developments that often restricted the options for Nazi Germans and pushed them into corners from which they fought back more and more viciously. This position and its derivations downplay ideology and focus instead on decision-making and ‘cumulative radicalization’: that is, on a series of uncoordinated initiatives that led from local persecutions of Jews to regional efforts at expulsion and destruction (partial ‘solutions’ to the ‘Jewish problem’), to national ‘solutions’, and ultimately the ‘final solution’ of total annihilation. Debates about the timing of Hitler’s decision to have all Jews murdered and the relation between impulses from Berlin and initiatives on the peripheries of German power are further manifestations of the drive to comprehend the mechanics of mass killing, to answer the ‘how?’ questions that turn out to be more accessible than the nagging ‘why?’

Attention to chronology and an approach that integrates sources from victims as well as perpetrators (at both centre and periphery) reveals that these interpretations are not entirely incompatible. For the Nazi leadership, war and conquest did serve to bring things once barely imaginable within reach. Already in 1935, Hitler had suggested that when war came, he would deal with the ‘problem’ of disabled Germans. In his January 1939 speech to the Reichstag, later repeatedly misdated to 1 September 1939, Hitler ‘prophesied’ that war would bring destruction of Europe’s Jews. By 1942 and 1943, with the Germans masters of Europe, all kinds of schemes for a ‘new order’ seemed realizable. At the same time, the dynamic of war itself undoubtedly produced radicalization. When it comes to human suffering, each year of a war is worse than the year before, as material deprivation, the wounded, and the dead accumulate. In the Second World War, it was not just this familiar dynamic that increased the misery year by year; the Nazi principles of spatial expansion and ‘racial purification’ meant that more and more killing was itself a goal of the German war effort. The more the Third Reich extended its reach and consolidated its hold on subject lands and peoples, the more its forces were able to assault those it deemed enemies. The longer death and destruction remained the favoured response to problems, the larger the number of people who became implicated in killing, and the wider and more entrenched the circles of interest in enabling, legitimating, and continuing the extreme violence.

The German war effort and mass murder were two sides of the same coin. Grandiose plans for the expansion of Lebensraum envisioned the ‘Germanization’ of a vast territory from the old German Reich to the Ural Mountains. There Germans and ethnic Germans were to settle and produce food and babies for the Nazi Empire. The tens of millions of people who already inhabited those lands were to be expelled, enslaved, or left to die, and Jews were to ‘disappear’ altogether. And because even a wildly increased German birth rate could not produce the population growth needed, German planners proposed taking ‘racially valuable’ children away from their parents in order to ‘Germanize’ them. Experts estimated that 50 per cent of Czech children would be suitable for Germanization, and as many as 75 per cent of the children in parts of western Belarus.

During 1942 and 1943, and pending the expected implementation of these plans, the Germans ruthlessly exploited the areas under their control. They enslaved millions of men and women from the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Some they forced to labour in the occupied areas; millions of others were sent to Germany to work in factories, on farms, and in private homes. The Germans seized agricultural produce in the areas they controlled, causing famine and starvation, and took over whatever industrial units had not been destroyed or removed by the Soviet Army as it fled in 1941. In the name of fighting partisans, German forces burnt entire villages, often along with the people in them. Public hangings, torture, rape, and sexual slavery were all common occurrences in an occupation that convinced most of its subjects that even Stalin was preferable to Hitler.

Although details of German atrocities were readily available, Allied military planners devoted little thought to what seemed bizarre ‘sideshows’ on the part of the Germans, such as attacks on Jews. Nevertheless, Allied military decisions and developments in 1942 and 1943 had repercussions—often unforeseen—far beyond their specific objectives. Defeating the Germans at Stalingrad put the Red Army on the offensive, but it also trapped most of the Jews who remained in Eastern Europe in German control. Driving the Germans out of North Africa tied the Western Allies down and delayed the opening of a second front on the European continent, but it preserved the Jews in Palestine. Meanwhile, the degree to which mass killing had become integral to Germany’s war is evident in the fact that both German triumphs and defeats worsened the situation of those targeted for destruction.

In 1941 the Red Army had checked the Germans and their Axis partners, but by mid-1942 the Germans regained the offensive with a two-pronged advance, into the Caucasus and toward Stalingrad. In September 1942, the German 6th Army under General (later Field Marshal) Friedrich Paulus and the 4th Panzer Army advanced into the outskirts of Stalingrad. Fighting was fierce and losses staggering: by mid-October, the 6th Army alone had suffered 40,000 casualties. Surrounded by the Red Army and cut off from supplies and reinforcements, the southern contingent under Paulus capitulated on 31 January 1943, and a few days later the northern contingent followed. The Soviets took 90,000 German prisoners of war, and hundreds of thousands died on both sides.

Goebbels presented Stalingrad as a strategic retreat, but the Red Army victory marked a visible departure from the way the war had gone so far, and at least some Germans were alarmed. Although discontent did not translate into open opposition, the public became more cynical and withdrawn. Faced with increasing Allied air-raids on their cities, Germans at home busied themselves with the practical matters of staying alive and keeping their families together. The regime made some concessions to try to boost public spirits: it eased restrictions on the churches and slackened its energetic campaign against smoking. At the same time, however, it cracked down on its critics and, beginning in early 1943, offences such as ‘defeatism’ could be punished by death.

The battle of Stalingrad may have been the beginning of the end for the Third Reich, but it did little to help Europe’s Jews, whose situation became ever more catastrophic. The SS men, guards, and bureaucrats responsible for killing Jews found a new reason to step up their efforts: they preferred to be safely behind the lines overseeing mass murder of unarmed people than to face the Red Army. Meanwhile, the outcome of the war was far from a foregone conclusion, and the Germans proved to still have the capacity for successful offensives. Their Eastern front remained solid, and in the autumn of 1943, from their base of power in Poland, they destroyed the last remaining Jewish communities in Central Europe. In November, Germans and local collaborators massacred 42,000 Jews around Lublin, and by the end of the year, the Jewish population of German-occupied Europe had been reduced to a small remnant of living targets: scattered in work camps; fighting in partisan units; passing as ‘Aryans’; or hiding in barns, attics, wardrobes, even inside sofas.

The years 1942 and 1943 also brought German setbacks in North Africa. In late October and early November 1942, the British 8th Army defeated General Erwin Rommel’s forces at El Alamein, and ‘Operation Torch’ landed 106,000 Allied troops in Morocco and Algeria. In May 1943, Tunis, the last Axis outpost in Africa, fell to the Allies, who took more than 100,000 German prisoners. Thanks to Allied victories in North Africa, the Germans never occupied the British mandate of Palestine, and the Jews already there remained alive, contrary to Hitler’s intention. But the fighting in North Africa made it impossible for the Western Allies to undertake the long-awaited invasion of North-Western Europe in 1943, and that postponement in turn left the Germans with a free hand on the continent for two more years—time they spent slaughtering millions of people in Polish and Soviet territories: Red Army soldiers, Slav civilians, and Jews from all over Europe.

In July 1943, a new phase of the war began. Allied forces landed on Sicily and soon began advancing northward up the Italian peninsula. The Italian king assumed supreme command, dismissed Mussolini, and had him arrested. A new government under Marshal Badoglio surrendered to the Allies. In response, German troops occupied Rome and disarmed Italian soldiers, discharged them from service, and placed them in POW camps or shot them. By December 1943, the Germans had interned 725,000 Italian soldiers and sent another 615,000 to Germany as forced labourers. Events in Italy also had devastating effects for civilians in Yugoslavia, Albania, Greece, and France, where the Germans had divided occupation duties with their Italian allies. Unwilling to cooperate with programmes of killing, Italian authorities had provided a refuge for many Jews. When the Germans took control, those zones of safety disappeared. In late 1943 and 1944, Germans destroyed the ancient Sephardic Jewish communities in Greece and Yugoslavia, even sending boats to take the last old Jews from remote Greek islands to Auschwitz to be killed.

In 1942, the Nazi leadership had taken stock of the many lessons it had learnt about how to carry out large-scale destruction of lives. Led by Heydrich, chief of the Security Police (SD) and Himmler’s right-hand man, top officials met in January 1942 in Wannsee, a suburb of Berlin, to coordinate efforts to annihilate the Jews, and finalize plans for the European phase of the programme. The report of the meeting drafted by Adolf Eichmann makes it clear that all eleven million Jews in Europe were targeted, including those in Sweden, Ireland, and England. At Wannsee the SS asserted its leadership and a consensus emerged for killing centres as the means of choice, although other methods of killing continued too: shootings, starvation, overwork, abuse, and disease.

Already in December 1941, the SS had opened its first killing centre at Chełmno/Kulmhof, forty miles from Łódz. The Chełmno facility employed specially equipped vans, developed by the T-4 programme, which used exhaust fumes to asphyxiate the victims sealed inside. Between December 1941 and the end of 1942, about 145,000 people, most of them Jews, were murdered there. Within months of the Wannsee Conference, five more killing centres were in operation: at Béłzec, Treblinka, Sobibór, Majdanek, and Auschwitz-Birkenau. Like Chełmno, most of these sites were near major ghettos, whose inhabitants became their first victims. On 1 April 1942, the first night of Passover, SS brought more than 15,000 Jews from Lwów to Béłzec to be killed. By the time the camp was dismantled in the spring of 1943, some 600,000 Jews had been murdered there. Between April 1942 and October 1943, Germans and their accomplices murdered 250,000 Jews at Sobibór—from Eastern Poland, the occupied Soviet Union, the Netherlands, and elsewhere. Treblinka began operations in July 1942, with its first victims 300,000 Jews from nearby Warsaw. In all, close to a million Jews were murdered there, from all over central Poland, the Białystok area, Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Greece. Just a mile from Lublin, Majdanek, modelled after Dachau, had been built for prisoners of war, and its first inmates, Jewish POWs from the Polish army, did much of the construction. In July 1941 the Germans brought Soviet POWs to Majdanek, and over time they added many Polish gentiles, especially political prisoners. Gas chambers were constructed in 1942, but death vans and shooting were also widely used at Majdanek, where in all some 200,000 people were killed.

Auschwitz-Birkenau represented a number of refinements to the Nazi German system of killing. From early in the process officials had worried about conflicts between economic interests and the goal of mass murder. Indeed, Himmler’s early plans to create a huge industrial centre at Auschwitz around the labour of enslaved Soviet POWs foundered when most of the potential workers were killed. Evidence suggests that Auschwitz developed as a facility (and a large staff with a stake in its success) in search of a function. Was it to be a concentration camp for Poles and others? A factory complex producing war matériel? A model town for privileged German and ethnic German functionaries and their families? A facility for killing Jews? Although various interests clashed over these objectives and their priority, and even Himmler appears to have alternated between them, the logic of Nazi ideology and the events of the war created a symbiosis. Auschwitz-Birkenau became all of the above, as the SS found it could make money by renting out labourers to manufacturers, and employers did not need to bother keeping their workers alive: there were always more where they came from. Birkenau and its gas chambers became the destination of Jews rounded up for killing from Slovakia, France, and then all over Europe, as well as an estimated 14,000 Roma. Meanwhile, some Germans made comfortable lives for themselves there. Ambitious doctors had an endless supply of disposable human subjects on whom to conduct experiments. Commandants, high-ranking administrators, and even some lowly guards and clerks brought their wives and children to be with them where they had access to luxuries unimaginable back home, including free labour.

The killing centres were part of a dense network of camps that had been expanding since 1933. During 1942 and 1943, the Germans continued to incarcerate huge numbers of people from all over Europe in concentration and labour camps and in prisons. Among them were political prisoners, Jehovah’s Witnesses, homosexual men, common criminals, so-called asocials, priests, and all manner of critics of the regime. Such inmates were not gassed, but they were beaten, starved, used for experiments, and forced to do backbreaking labour. Some survived only a few weeks; other lasted months, and some survived longer, often because they managed to wrangle privileged positions. Some camps ‘specialized’ in political prisoners, like Gross-Rosen, Stutthof, Bergen-Belsen, and Flossenbürg, and Ravensbrück for women; others had specific functions, such as Dora-Mittelbau, where slave labourers built V-2 rockets underground. Like the killing centres, concentration camps dealt in brutality, with an eye to comfort for the supervising personnel. Buchenwald had a zoo; many had brothels where women seized from the occupied territories and German ‘asocial’ women were forced to service camp staff and privileged male prisoners. High-ranking positions at the camps were filled from within the German police, and unskilled or semi-skilled workers were hired as barely trained lower level guards. Advertisements promised women guards at Ravensbrück job security, a responsible position, and good wages. Outside Germany, SS men took the top positions, whereas lowlier guards often came from local populations of Volksdeutschen, Ukrainians, Latvians, or Croatians. Camp officials also appointed prisoners to supervise and control each other, a practice that encouraged destructive hierarchies of power.

There is little evidence that these policies provoked effective opposition within Germany during the peak years of killing. The early years of Hitler’s rule had paralysed organizations that might have been the focal point for resistance activities; military success, wartime patriotism, and fear of punishment silenced other potential critics; and escalating violence meant that more and more Germans had reasons to cover up, if not their own deeds, then those of people close to them. Nevertheless, two exceptions deserve mention. In the winter of 1942, a handful of students in Munich formed an organization called ‘the White Rose’. Led by the siblings Hans and Sophie Scholl, Alexander Schmorell, whose mother was Russian, and Willi Graf, a devout Catholic, the group produced a series of leaflets denouncing the crimes of Nazism. Titled ‘The Spirit Lives’, the last issue, in February 1943, accused National Socialism of turning young Germans into godless, shameless murderers. It did not take long for key members of the group to be apprehended, tried for spreading malicious and defeatist rumours against the state, and executed.

The other example comes from Berlin, and followed Goebbels’s decision early in 1943 to remove the last Jews from that city. Almost all these people had escaped deportation so far because they were married to non-Jews. Participants at the Wannsee Conference had debated how to proceed against Jews in ‘mixed marriages’, but without reaching a decision. On the one hand, Nazi racial principles permitted no exceptions. On the other hand, practical considerations made it dangerous to strike against Jews married to ‘Aryan’ Germans or to attack their ‘half Jewish’ offspring and risk antagonizing their ‘Aryan’ relatives. By February 1943, in preparation for Hitler’s birthday, Goebbels decided to resolve the issue in the usual way: through destruction. In the Nazi mind, Jewish subversion on the home front had cost Germany victory in 1918, and now, after the debacle of Stalingrad, they must not be left alive to do so again. Accordingly, police arrested the Berlin Jews at the factories where they worked and locked them in a building on Rosenstrasse, from which they were to be transported East and killed. In a spontaneous act of disobedience, their gentile wives gathered to demand return of their husbands. Sympathizers joined them until there were several thousand people milling about the Rosenstrasse. Hitler and Goebbels were furious, but given the possible effect on morale, they dared not order police to open fire on a crowd of Germans. They ordered the men to be released.

No such considerations protected non-Germans, who faced massive reprisals for any show of resistance. Nevertheless, even at the height of its power, the German Empire faced opposition, although at this stage it exacted a much higher price from its victims than it paid for their efforts. Again, a few examples deserve mention. In June 1942 members of the Czech underground, with support from the British Special Operations Executive, assassinated SD chief Reinhard Heydrich. The Germans responded by liquidating the town of Lidiče near Prague. They killed all 199 men there as well as many of the women and children, and removed those remaining for ‘Germanization’. Then, in 1943, a group of Jews escaped from the ghetto in Vilna. They got their hands on a few weapons and attacked some Germans outside the city. In retaliation, the Gestapo seized the entire family or household of each Jewish fugitive, arrested the leaders of the Jewish work parties in the vicinity and their families, and shot them all. The most celebrated case of resistance, the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising of April 1943, produced even more horrifically unbalanced death tolls. By then, over 80 per cent of the inhabitants of the ghetto had already been killed. After crushing the revolt in the ghetto, the SS commander reported sixteen German dead (the actual number may have been slightly higher). Meanwhile, the Germans forced over 56,000 Jews to surrender, shot many on the spot, and transported the rest to killing centres and labour camps. Thousands remained buried in the rubble.



Death throes, 1944–1945
 

The last stage of the war in Europe, from 1944 until May 1945, brought German retreat, defeat, and collapse, but the Nazi Empire remained bloody and destructive until its end. At the beginning of 1944, many Germans still expected to win the war. By the end of the year, few persisted in that hope: Germany was under assault—from the air, from the Red Army in the East, and after the Normandy landings in June, from the Allies in the West. Internally there were signs of weakening, but it took military defeat to bring total collapse. The death throes of the Third Reich were deadly themselves, not only for its civilian victims and for Allied soldiers, but for many ordinary Germans both civilian and military.

Well into 1945, Nazi programmes of mass murder continued in the ever-shrinking German-controlled territories. In March 1944, German forces occupied Hungary, their ally, to maintain control of the territory and safeguard access to its resources. Until then, the Jews of Hungary had remained out of German hands, but when German forces moved in, they brought with them experts, including Eichmann, determined that Hungarian Jews too would be annihilated. Between mid-May and early July, German and Hungarian police crammed some 437,000 Jews into 147 transports and sent them north to Auschwitz. In the summer of 1944, as transports from Hungary poured into Auschwitz-Birkenau, camp functionaries murdered as many as 12,000 Jews per day. At the same time, because of Germany’s acute shortage of labour, officials decided to postpone killing of some Hungarian Jews, bringing about 100,000 to German labour camps to excavate underground bunkers and make armaments. Auschwitz saw a final operation against Roma that summer too, when the entire Gypsy camp was wiped out in a night—this following a failed attempt at liquidation in mid-May, when Roma had improvised weapons or fought with their bare hands. Another dramatic act of resistance within Auschwitz came in October 1944, when Jewish Sonderkommando prisoners blew up Crematorium IV.

From late 1943, the Red Army remained on the offensive. Yet even in late 1944, after a year of rapid Soviet advances, the Germans were still killing or wounding four Soviet soldiers for every casualty of their own. The huge Soviet advantage in replacements—and the need to send in wave after wave of those troops—itself implied the staggering death toll that the fighting took on the Red Army. On its Western front too, Hitler’s Germans exacted a high price. On 6 June 1944, the Western Allies landed in Normandy, and by the end of July, after hard fighting and heavy casualties, they had begun to drive the Germans eastward. In August 1944 the Allies liberated Paris, and the next month they crossed the German border. The Ardennes offensive, or Battle of the Bulge, the final German assault in the West, began in December and ultimately failed, but only after it had cost many lives on both sides.

Air-raids on Germany by the RAF and the USAAF peaked in 1944. American planes alone made some 755,000 sorties that year and dropped 1.4 million tons of bombs on Germany and German-controlled territories. Planes often dropped their loads indiscriminately in and around major German cities, killing as many as 500,000 German civilians by the end of the war. Attacks from the air hit the petroleum and chemical industries hard, and by September 1944 the Germans could supply only 10 per cent of their needs in aviation fuel. Nevertheless the German war machine demonstrated remarkable resilience, and total military output in 1944 was more than five times the country’s 1939 level.

In early 1944, Hitler named Goebbels Reich plenipotentiary for total war, and together the Führer and his master propagandist painted a gruesome picture of what lay in store from the vengeful Allies, especially the Russians, if Germany were defeated. The press was also instructed to step up the propaganda blaming the Jews for the war. Despite these grim warnings of what defeat would mean for them and their families, the German army showed severe signs of strain, and increasing numbers of men deserted, although military authorities continued to shoot those they caught and in many cases to arrest members of their families.

On the German home front it was military defeat, not domestic collapse, that eventually brought down the Nazi regime. Nevertheless, there was a notable blow from within Germany during the last year of the war: the attempt to assassinate Hitler on 20 July 1944. Among the disparate network of conspirators were military men who were alarmed at the conduct of the war effort and hoped to overthrow Hitler’s government. Some hoped then to join forces with the Western Allies against the Soviet Union. Others, like Count Helmuth James von Moltke, had moral and humanitarian motivations. Appalled by German crimes in the East, such people saw no option but removal of the dictator if Germany’s soul were to be saved. Arrested already in January 1944, Moltke was hanged in Berlin-Plötzensee a year later. According to the plan for 20 July 1944, Colonel Claus Schenck von Stauffenberg, a General Staff officer, would plant a bomb at the ‘Wolf’s Lair’, Hitler’s East Prussian headquarters, and the Führer’s death would signal a coup d’état in Berlin. In the event, Hitler was barely injured, and instead of a successful coup the conspirators experienced the Führer’s revenge. Hitler had many of them executed, some immediately, others months later, and the assassination attempt unleashed a crackdown on anyone suspected of opposition.

In September 1944, Hitler ordered full deployment of Germany’s resources against the enemy through the creation of a Volkssturm, ‘people’s storm brigades’, to mobilize all men between the ages of 15 and 60, adding a million and a half men under arms. Volkssturm units were not just a ‘Home Guard’, but were intended to close gaps in the regular Wehrmacht and engage the enemy in combat. Results were mixed: some units were adequately trained, equipped, and organized, whereas others were sent out ill-prepared and empty-handed. Some of the Volkssturm boys and men fought valiantly and took appalling losses of life; others collapsed in the face of the enemy, and none could halt the Allied advance.

By the autumn of 1944, the Red Army had taken Romania and Bulgaria and was moving towards Hungary and Yugoslavia. Both Romania and Bulgaria signed armistices with the Soviet Union and declared war on Germany. The unravelling of German power emboldened the regime’s opponents, and again Warsaw was the site of a major revolt when leaders of the Polish Home Army decided to liberate the city themselves. Instead of continuing their advance into the Polish capital, nearby Red Army units waited east of the Vistula River while the Germans crushed the insurrection and destroyed the potential Polish opposition to the Soviets. By 2 October 1944, German forces had regained control, killing some 170,000 people in the process and levelling the city.

As the Germans retreated, they evacuated camps and killing centres. On orders from Himmler, officials began to empty the camps of surviving prisoners and to march them in guarded columns away from the ever-advancing front. Throughout late 1944 and early 1945, trails of half-dead prisoners made their way through the Polish, German, and Czech countryside. On 15 April 1945, the same day that British troops reached the concentration camp of Bergen-Belsen, SS and camp guards forced 17,000 women and 40,000 men to march westward from the concentration camps of Ravensbrück and Sachsenhausen into territories still in German hands. Hundreds died of exhaustion on the road; retreating guards and SS men shot hundreds of others, and some were killed by Allied bombs. An estimated 250,000 to 375,000 people died in these death marches, which continued right up until German surrender.

By early March 1945, the German front in the West had collapsed, and US and British forces were advancing in the north, centre, and south. March brought a partisan offensive by Tito’s forces against German troops in Yugoslavia; by April, the Red Army was in Vienna, and at the end of that month, German forces in Italy capitulated. In early May, Czechs revolted against German occupation in Prague. Even Nazi true believers had to see that the war was lost. On 19 March 1945, Hitler gave what became known as the ‘Nero Order’, instructing Germans fleeing before the advancing Allies to destroy everything behind them and leave nothing for the enemy. When his armaments minister Albert Speer suggested that the Germans too would starve if such measures were implemented, Hitler showed no concern. ‘I will shed no tears for the German people’, he had once said in contemplating defeat. By his logic, any people that allowed itself to be conquered had forfeited the mantle of the master race.

Finally, in the last stage of the war, many Germans came to feel something of the reality of the conflict their leadership had inflicted on Europe. More Germans died in bombings, expulsions, and the collapse of the military fronts in the last six months of war than in the previous four years together. Approximately 160,000 German soldiers had died in 1940–1; in 1944 the number of combat deaths was almost 600,000. Meanwhile, authorities introduced draconian measures against accused deserters and traitors in the military, an estimated 30,000 of whom were shot over the course of the war, most of them in its last months. Civilian ‘defeatists’ were also executed as the Allies advanced. The ‘all or nothing’ mentality of Nazi Social Darwinism eventually made all lives cheap, including those of Germans.

The final phase of war unleashed what would become the largest movement of refugees in the history of Europe, perhaps of the world. Millions of Germany’s victims wanted to find their families, return home, or find some safe refuge—Jewish survivors, enslaved workers from all over Europe, men and women liberated from concentration and labour camps. Another large group under way was ethnic Germans, once marked by the Nazis for special privileges. Now, fearful of revenge, they streamed out of Yugoslavia, Ukraine, Poland, Latvia, Romania, Hungary, and elsewhere towards what was left of Germany. Many ended up in displaced persons’ camps in occupied Germany, sometimes sharing facilities with the Jews whose stolen property they had enjoyed. Also on the road were many Germans from East Prussia and other territories in the hands of the Red Army. Refugees and women within Germany told gruesome tales of rape and plunder by the advancing Allies, particularly the Red Army, whose soldiers violated women as part of their conquest.

On 29 April 1945, holed up in his bunker in Berlin, Hitler dictated his last will and political testament. In it he admonished Germans ‘punctiliously to observe the racial laws’ and to fight on against ‘the poisoner of all the nations of the world, international Jewry’. True to form, he blamed the entire course of the lost war on ‘international Jewry and its helpers’, and he described the annihilation of the Jews of Europe as his greatest achievement. On 30 April the ‘first soldier of the German Reich’ deserted by committing suicide in his bunker. Dead beside him by their own hands were his new wife, Eva Braun, and the loyal Goebbels and his wife Magda, who had also killed their six children. Hitler’s war would end as it had started, with a lie: his chosen successor, Admiral Karl Dönitz, reported by radio to the nation that its Führer had sustained ‘heroic death in battle’. Two days later, the city of Berlin surrendered to the Soviets; and Hitler’s successors signed documents of unconditional surrender to the Allies on 8 May 1945. The Nazi revolution had promised a new awakening. Instead it brought destruction and death far beyond the borders of Germany. Of the 55 million who died in what is often called Hitler’s war, some 5.3 million were German soldiers. At least 27 million Soviet citizens were dead, as well as over 4 million Poles, including 3 million Polish Jews; 1.7 million Yugoslavs, at least 250,000 Roma, and millions of other people, including the total of 6 million European Jews. Hitler had kept his promise to bring down with him ‘a world in flames’.

Through their war for the interlocking goals of spatial expansion and racial purification, Nazi Germans had created ever more problems for themselves, problems they addressed with increasingly radical ‘solutions’. Deadly schemes on the part of the leadership in Berlin and innovative impulses on the ground were reconciled through what Ian Kershaw has highlighted as ‘working towards the Führer’—a tactic of anticipating or interpreting Hitler’s intentions, which in this setting always involved intensifying the assault on target populations. Contradictions between ideals and pragmatic concerns such as the need for labour were resolved through practices that squandered human lives in the interest of production and profit. Military conquests expanded opportunities for destruction, but setbacks generated their own motives for participation: for example, fear and self-preservation. What Saul Friedländer has dubbed ‘redemptive anti-Semitism’—a multifaceted, quasi-religious zeal for the destruction of the Jews and everything associated with them—put Jews at the centre of Nazi German programmes of killing, but it easily bled into, reinforced, and built upon other practices of persecution and murder: of so-called Slavic Untermenschen, ‘Judaeo-Bolsheviks’, ‘useless eaters’, or ‘Gypsy pests’. It was not necessary for all Germans to share their leaders’ ideological convictions. The institutionalization of prejudice meant rewards for those who participated, whether they did so eagerly or reluctantly. In this self-perpetuating process, the ‘final solution’ was annihilation of those at the bottom of the hierarchy—the Jews—and widespread, escalating destruction whose effects, by the end of the war, reached all the way back up to the so-called master race itself.
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The Third Reich in post-war German memory
 

Robert G. Moeller
 

In 1959, the philosopher Theodor Adorno sharply criticized his fellow countrymen in the Federal Republic of Germany for failing to accept responsibility for the crimes of National Socialism; he took them to task for their inability to ‘come to terms with the past’. Doubtless Adorno’s own past contributed to his anger. As the subtitle of his recollections of his experiences in emigration revealed, National Socialism had left him with ‘reflections from a damaged life’; it had driven him to the United States, a country he did not understand and never fully adopted, forced him to work in a language that did not allow him the nuance that he found essential for philosophy, and confronted him with a world of mass murder that brought him to reflect on the meanings of Auschwitz and the accident of his own survival. Through these lenses, he critically assessed the processes of remembering and forgetting, acknowledgement and denial in the Federal Republic of the 1950s as West Germans sought to distance themselves from the Third Reich.

Adorno charged Germans with denying all responsibility for National Socialism and masking the horrors of the Third Reich with ‘euphemistic circumlocutions’. He distrusted the ‘very large number of people [who] claim not to have known what was happening then, although Jews were disappearing everywhere, and although it can hardly be assumed that those who experienced events in the East could always have kept silent about what must have been an unbearable burden for them’. Troubling as well were the many Germans who still openly professed anti-Semitic attitudes, suggesting that Allied and German efforts at re-education after the war had accomplished little. Adorno was dismayed that ‘the much-cited work of reprocessing the past (Aufarbeitung der Vergangenheit) has not yet succeeded, and has instead degenerated into its distorted image—empty, cold, forgetting’.1

Writing in 1967, Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich echoed Adorno’s charge of a dangerous West German forgetfulness, but they described the problems primarily in psychopathological terms. They labelled Germans’ unwillingness to confront their responsibility for the National Socialist past as the German ‘inability to mourn’. Using Freudian categories to analyse the post-war German psyche, the Mitscherlichs argued that, after 1945, Germans ought to have come to an understanding of their deep identification with Hitler and the ‘national community’ (Volksgemeinschaft), thus acknowledging their responsibility for crimes committed by the regime which they had supported in overwhelming numbers. Discarding this difficult history was made possible by a massive self-investment in the ‘expansion and modernization of our industrial potential right down to the kitchen utensils’.2 In the psychic economy that the Mitscherlichs described, creating for the future was a way to avoid the past.

Variations on the themes presented by Adorno and the Mitscherlichs have become part of many accounts of post-war Germany. Germans are typically depicted as repressing or denying their responsibility for the triumph of National Socialism and the horrors that the Nazi regime inflicted on the rest of the world. Metaphors of repression and amnesia abound in the literature. The 1950s emerge as a period of historical silence and willing forgetfulness before an explosion of critical self-examination began in the late 1960s.



A closer look at the first decade after the war’s end, however, reveals that, although Germans talked about some parts of the Nazi past and not others, their memory of the Third Reich and the war was not wiped clean; rather, they remembered selectively, and they were hardly ‘empty, cold [and] forgetting’ about some parts of the past. But about one thing Adorno and the Mitscherlichs were right. Particularly in the 1950s, most Germans did not focus on the unimaginable crimes against humanity committed by Germans and described in this volume by Nikolaus Wachsmann and Doris Bergen. The past that preoccupied them was not one in which Germans had unleashed a war on Europe, 55 million people had died, millions of German soldiers had stormed uninvited into Western Europe and participated in a racist war in Eastern Europe, and hundreds of thousands were responsible for the murder of nearly 6 million European Jews. Rather, the past with which they ‘came to terms’ was that of their own loss and suffering, the past of a Germany laid waste and littered with dead bodies, graves, millions of homeless, and the rubble of buildings destroyed by bombs.

This chapter considers not the elements of National Socialism and the war about which Germans were largely silent in the first fifteen years after the Second World War, but rather the past about which Germans spoke volumes. The death tolls Germans recalled were those that tallied their loved ones, relatives, and neighbours, Germans who were not Jews, who were killed not by the Nazi regime but by British, American, and Soviet soldiers and bomber pilots. The evidence of mass destruction that shaped their memories of the war was not in Warsaw, Coventry, Rotterdam, Leningrad, or Belgrade, but in Berlin, Frankfurt, Cologne, Dresden, and Düsseldorf. Most Germans talked about the devastation of Germany, loss of German life, and massive German suffering that the end of the Third Reich had wrought, not their own responsibility for the Third Reich’s origins. In this abbreviated account of National Socialism, Germans were also victims of the war.

Not all Germans shared this perspective, to be sure. Writing in 1946, Eugen Kogon—a Catholic resister who had spent seven years in a concentration camp and the author of one of the earliest scholarly accounts of the Nazi policy of extermination—raged against Germans who could see only the ‘remains turned to coal of their own women and children’; who could express emotion and sympathy for returning German POWs, but had no sensitivity for the survivors of concentration camps; who, when they acknowledged the enormity of Nazi crimes, went on to equate the ‘extermination of foreign peoples by the Germans’ with the ‘deportation of twelve million Germans from the East’; and who failed to acknowledge the ‘blessing of defeat’ as the possibility for a new beginning.3

In more modulated tones, the philosopher Karl Jaspers, writing in 1946 in an attempt to calibrate German guilt, also expressed the belief that ‘virtually everyone has lost close relatives and friends, but how he lost them—in front-line combat, in bombings, in concentration camps or in the mass murders of the regime—results in greatly divergent inner attitudes’. Jaspers insisted that ‘suffering differs in kind’, and he was concerned that ‘most people have a sense only for their kind’. ‘It is unjust’, Jaspers lectured his readers,

to call all equally innocent. On the whole, the fact remains that we Germans—however much we may now have come into the greatest distress among the nations—also bear the greatest responsibility for the course of events until 1945. Therefore we, as individuals, should not be so quick to feel innocent, should not pity ourselves as victims of an evil fate, should not expect to be praised for suffering.4
 

Yet these critical voices represented a distinct minority in the early post-war years.

As the historian Richard Bessel has suggested, it was in particular ‘the explosion of violence in the final months of the war [that] transformed Germans in their own eyes into a nation of victims’.5 Recalling how huge that explosion was can perhaps help us to understand how Germans could see themselves as victims of the war. By the time the German army unconditionally surrendered on 8 May 1945, Allied bombs had killed over 400,000 Germans. According to the best available estimates, this total included some 360,000–370,000 who had lived within Germany’s 1937 borders. Because so many men were at the front, women were over-represented among the dead, as were infants. All casualty counts are estimates because local officials were kept so busy tending to the living that they could not accurately count the dead, or the hundreds of thousands more Germans who were injured. Allied bombing intensified dramatically in the last half-year before the war ended. British planes dropped 163,000 tons of bombs in the last three months of 1944, compared with 40,000 tons during the same period a year earlier. Between January and May 1945, the count reached 181,000 tons (nearly 20 per cent of the total for the war), and in March 1945 alone, the American and British air forces dropped more than 130,000 tons of bombs on Germany, more than the total for all of 1942. Although those most directly affected were the residents of cities of 40,000 or more—virtually all of which were bombed repeatedly and had suffered significant damage by the end of the war—no German could remain unaware of the consequences of the Allied bombing campaign. Mountains of rubble were a powerful reminder of the destruction Allied pilots had dropped from the sky. The bombs also fractured families. The state intervened to evacuate school-aged children from big cities to group homes in the countryside, separating as many as 2 million children from their parents. And in many big cities as much as 70 per cent of housing stock was destroyed, leaving some 7.5 million Germans homeless.

Added to those left homeless by the bombs were those left homeless by the westward advance of the Red Army in late 1944 and 1945. About 12 million Germans from Eastern Europe and the eastern parts of the Reich survived the flight ahead of the Red Army at the war’s end, or their forced expulsion from their former homes after May 1945. The best data available indicate that another 500,000 were killed in the process. Some of those on the run had been part of Nazi schemes to colonize Poland with representatives of the true ‘Aryan’ type, but millions more fled or were driven from countries where they had constituted a minority presence for hundreds of years, long before the German army and Himmler tied them to a greater Reich. By some estimates, for as many as 2 million German women, the Red Army’s advance had other consequences: mass rape. Survivors who made it to Germany learnt quickly that no one was welcoming them ‘home to the Reich’. Rather, they were viewed as competitors for scarce supplies of food and housing. As late as 1950, some 900,000 were still living in substandard temporary quarters.

Scarcity of housing, clothing, and food for all Germans continued into the late 1940s. As Anna Peters, born in 1908, recalled: ‘The crisis of 1945: we had no more bomb attacks, but we also had nothing more to eat. Genuine starvation only really began for us in ’45 … When you met women standing in long lines in front of stores, their faces were all gray, almost black—that’s how bad they looked, almost starved to death.’ Contemporaries referred to the exceptionally cold winter of 1946/7 as the ‘eighth winter of the war’, defined by shortages and extensive privation.6

The war left many families without fathers, husbands, sons, or brothers. More than 5 million Germans in uniform lost their lives before the shooting stopped, well over half of them on the Eastern front. Eighty per cent of all deaths were in the last two years of the war. Average daily death rates on the Eastern front ran around 2,000, a breathtaking figure, yet only a fraction of the 10,000 or so a day killed in the last months of fighting. Keeping accurate figures was not easy, and at the end of the war, 1,500,000 soldiers were officially designated as missing in action. More than a million German women were widows, and the first post-war census recorded that for every 1,000 adult men who might seek a spouse, there were 2,242 available women. A quarter of a million German children were left orphans by the war, and 1,250,000 children lost their fathers.

For some 11 million more Germans in uniform, the war ended in an Allied prisoner of war camp. Although the 8 million or so German POWs held by the French, British, and American victors found their way back to Germany by the end of 1948, POWs continued to straggle home from the Soviet Union until the spring of 1950, and some of the 26,000 who had been sentenced as ‘war criminals’ remained in Soviet captivity until 1955–6. One in three never came home: about one million men died before being released.

For returning POWs, reintegration into post-war society was not easy. Many continued to bear the physical and mental scars of extraordinarily ferocious combat and post-war imprisonment, and reunions with loved ones were often extremely difficult. As contemporary observers noted, many marriages were victims of the war, and ‘marriage rubble’ piled up alongside the physical rubble left by the bombs. A mushrooming divorce rate indicated that the strains of reunion were often simply too great. At 87,000—nearly 80 per cent above the 1946 level—the number of divorces reached a post-war high in 1948. Gloomy statistics recorded that, in 1948 alone, 80,000 children became ‘orphans of divorce’, and in the eyes of post-war Germans this made them too casualties of the Second World War.

Other losses were registered not in death rates, destruction, and divorce but in redrawn borders and dramatically altered political constellations. Meeting at Yalta in the Crimea in February 1945, Josef Stalin, Franklin Roosevelt, and Winston Churchill had already determined that, at the war’s end, Germany would be divided into four zones of occupation, and the ‘Big Three’ would be joined by France. All four would participate in an Allied Control Council that would decide what happened next to Germany, and there was no doubt that for the foreseeable future, German sovereignty was a thing of the past. When the victorious Allied leaders met at Potsdam in July and August 1945, they solidified this agreement and also decided on the boundaries of post-war Poland, carving out part of eastern Germany to add to that nation, retrospectively sanctioning the removal of millions of Germans from their homes, and authorizing the continued transfer of ethnic German populations from those parts of Eastern Europe occupied by the Soviet Union.

Fifty-five million people died in the war. The number of these who were Germans and not Jewish pales by comparison with the 27 million Soviet citizens and the 6 million Jews from all parts of Europe. And neither the Soviet Union nor Jews had started the war that caused them such massive destruction and loss of life. But for post-war Germans, losses were absolute, not relative, and the extraordinary wave of violence at the war’s end made it possible for Germans to focus more on the present than on the path that had led to it.



War stories in East and West Germany
 

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, individual loss translated into political rhetoric and commemoration. This process was profoundly structured by the division of Germany—and the rest of the world—between East and West. The cold war shaped memories of the shooting war that had ended in May 1945 and played a significant role in determining which individual memories and experiences became part of public memory. But common to the collective memory of the war in both Germanies was the conviction that all Germans were ultimately victims of a war that Hitler started but that everyone lost. By fashioning selective memories, Germans in East and West were able to acknowledge the war as part of their history, while distancing themselves from the National Socialist state that most Germans had supported and that bore complete responsibility for the war in Europe.

Before the war ended, Stalin had announced that ‘Hitlers come and go, but Germany and the German people remain’, and in the Soviet occupation zone—which in 1949 became the German Democratic Republic (DDR), or East Germany—few remaining Germans were officially assigned any responsibility for the Third Reich. The newly minted East German national anthem proclaimed that Germany was ‘arising out of the ruins, facing the future’. Socialism was to be the German future, and by 1949 the ruling Socialist Unity Party (SED) made clear that it alone would determine the route. The East German state also made it explicit that the ruins from which they were exiting were the fault of the ‘Hitler gang’, the ‘band of criminals’ who had started the war and were guilty for whatever Germans had suffered. To be sure, sadder but wiser Germans would know better than to follow the lead of fascists a second time around, but according to the SED’s official position, Germans had been deprived of their rights and victimized by a regime against which the possibilities for resistance had been extremely limited. As for the ‘millions of Germans’ who ‘had been driven into death on the battlegrounds and on the home front’, explained Wilhelm Pieck, the first president of the DDR, the ‘Hitler clique’ bore complete responsibility for their fates. What it had sown all Germans had reaped.7

Leading the official roll call of those who had suffered the most under the Nazis were anti-fascists, who had struggled against Hitler from the start. In this group were all of the most important East German leaders, many of whom had survived the Third Reich in exile in the Soviet Union. It also included men and women the Nazis had imprisoned, tortured, and murdered in concentration camps. Ernst Thälmann, leader of the German Communist Party since 1925, who had been arrested in March 1933 and killed in Buchenwald over a decade later, was the quintessential victim. For a regime that lived in grudging coexistence with organized Christianity, Thälmann could serve the role of a socialist saint whose sacrifice was celebrated as a stand-in for all victims of fascism and whose example should inspire the next generation. New recruits to the ‘Young Pioneers’, the Communist youth organization, dedicated themselves to Thälmann’s memory, and at the end of the organization’s induction ceremony, children received a red flag, metaphorically ‘soaked with the blood of the many victims of the struggle for socialism’. Their task was to redeem the sacrifice made by those who had been the victims of National Socialism. Popular culture underscored the point. Thälmann’s story was immortalized in a major feature film, and the state-run film industry churned out other melodramatic tales: of soldiers who came to understand the evil of National Socialism, industrialists whose capitalist greed had driven Germans into uniform and Germany to destruction, and martyrs who had died trying to topple the fascist regime.

Other victims who not had actively resisted the Nazis could find redemption in an anti-fascist education, part of a conversion process that could bring with it forgiveness for all past sins. The beneficiaries included Germans who had put on uniforms to fight in the Nazi war. No less than their fellow countrymen, they had been led astray by a relatively short cast of characters that remained constant: by Hitler, Goebbels, Himmler, and Göring, and by industrialists and bankers labelled as the agents of ‘reactionary militarism’. Those former Wehrmacht soldiers who embraced the SED’s interpretation of the past and its prescription for defining the future—including many whose education took place behind barbed wire in Soviet POW camps—were transformed into ‘pioneers of a new Germany’. Their labour rebuilding the Soviet Union had paid off some of the debt owed by Germans to their liberators. The soldiers of Hitler’s army who had properly understood the horrors of National Socialism and embraced socialism were also ready once again to put on uniforms. By the mid-1950s, the Soviet Union endorsed the creation of a new East German military—to be not the aggressive agent of fascism, but rather the courageous defender of Communism—and by 1956, East German soldiers were officially part of the alliance of military forces brought together under Soviet leadership in the Warsaw Pact.

The cold war added still others to the East German list of perpetrators and victims. The outbreak of the Korean War in the early 1950s allowed ‘Anglo-American gangsters in the skies’ to join fanatical Nazis among those who had wantonly killed Germans. The capitalist imperialists who were dropping destruction on Korea were the same capitalist imperialists who had used ‘weapons of mass destruction’ (Massenvernichtungswaffen) against innocent civilians in Dresden in February 1945.

Memories of the war and National Socialism were also ubiquitous across the border in the Federal Republic of Germany (BRD), the post-war West Germany created out of the French, British, and American zones of occupation in 1949. In a public sphere not so constrained by the state, an even greater range of stories of loss emerged. When West Germany’s first chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, first addressed the democratically elected parliament in September 1949, the legacy of the war that Adenauer outlined took many forms. When he told of women who might never find marriage prospects and youth robbed of a stable family life, he was acknowledging the dimensions of German military casualties and soldiers still registered as ‘missing in action’. He promised new housing stock to replace what the bombs had levelled, emphasizing that moving Germans out of temporary Nissen huts and overcrowded apartments was essential to the ‘social and ethical’ healing of the German people. In West Germany there were only a few Communist parliamentarians who portrayed the Red Army as liberators. Rather, almost all West Germans supported Adenauer’s pledge to restore the losses of those of the refugees and expellees who had lost their livelihoods and homes as Soviet forces advanced into Germany in late 1944 and early 1945. Expellees were entirely absent from the list of victims in East Germany: there they were known as ‘resettlers’ who, like all other Germans, had Hitler to blame for their fate, not the Red Army. But in cold war West Germany, where 8 million refugees and expellees had become West German citizens—fully 16 per cent of the population—they were accorded victim status. Soviet atrocities at the end of the war were seen as evidence of what Soviets were still capable of once the war had ended. The uncertain fate of the 1.5 to 2 million German prisoners of war Adenauer claimed were still in captivity only served to underscore the point.

In East Germany, Jews became one victim group among many, barely distinguishable from other ‘victims of fascism’. In West Germany, Adenauer acknowledged that ‘the German people are aware of the immeasurable suffering that was brought upon the Jews in Germany and the occupied territories during the time of National Socialism’. But even as he promised reparations for the state of Israel and restitution for individual survivors of Nazi persecution, Adenauer skirted the question of responsibility. He conceded that ‘unspeakable crimes have been committed in the name of the German people, calling for moral and material indemnity’, but this carefully formulated passive construction left open the question of culpability and differentiated between guilt and responsibility.8

When Adenauer and other West German political leaders named Nazi criminals, many on their list—Hitler, Göring, Goebbels—looked little different from those on offer across the border in the DDR. In the immediate post-war period, the Western Allies had promised an aggressive programme of ‘denazification’ and a thorough search for war criminals. The so-called ‘Major War Criminals’ (among them Göring, Hess, Streicher, Speer, Ribbentrop, Keitel, and Schacht) had gone on trial before the International Military Tribunal in Nuremberg in 1945, and by 1948 a number of other trials had put leading Nazis in front of Allied judges. But by the end of the decade, with the creation of the Federal Republic and the cold war looming ever larger, neither the Western Allies nor Adenauer, far less most West Germans, showed any inclination to go any further in identifying those responsible for war crimes and crimes against humanity.

To a far greater extent than in East Germany, West Germans organized to represent their interests as victims, demanding the compensation and relief that the Allied forces of occupation had been unwilling to provide. The Allies, in the eyes of most West Germans, had constructed false balance sheets according to which Germans’ own sufferings were a just retribution for the misery Germans had caused. Many Germans protested that the Allies mistakenly held all Germans ‘collectively guilty’. Organized victim groups in West Germany responded by claiming that they were collectively innocent. Those ‘damaged by the war’ (Kriegsgeschädigte)—victims of falling bombs, of expulsion from their homes by the Red Army, of a currency reform that had wiped clean the huge debt accumulated by the Nazi state and obliterated the savings of millions of Germans—lobbied directly with Adenauer’s government and the parliament. In 1952 they successfully pushed through an important ‘Law for the Equalization of Burdens’ (Lastenausgleichsgesetz) that transferred money from those who had lost little or nothing to those whose losses were incalculable.

Expellees organized around common regional identities of origin, each with its own publications and institutional organization, claiming a membership of between one and two million in the early 1950s. At annual national meetings, decked out in the traditional garb of their native lands, they insisted on their ‘right to a homeland’ (Recht auf Heimat) in Eastern Europe, and ensured that calls for a revision of the post-war boundaries remained firmly on the foreign-policy agenda of Adenauer’s government.

Returning POWs, particularly those coming back from Soviet captivity, demanded compensation for losing the ‘best years of their lives’ and insisted loudly that the Western Allies explicitly renounce the Nuremberg tribunal’s charge that the German army had been a criminal organization. They called on the Allies to acknowledge that Germans in uniform had done no more than their counterparts on the other side of the front: they had fulfilled their duty to protect their country and their loved ones. Hitler, not the army, was the culprit. In this view, soldiers whose war ended in Soviet captivity had been doubly victimized, and those who returned home were ‘survivors of totalitarianism’ who could tell tales of both its brown and red variants. The League of Returning Veterans, POWs, and Relatives of Those Missing in Action, established in 1950, organized some 160,000 returning veterans. The uncertain status of hundreds of thousands listed as missing in action gave rise to claims in the early 1950s that as many as 100,000 were still in Soviet captivity: not missing, but simply not reported by the Russians. Not only Germans, they charged, were guilty of crimes against humanity. The shaved head of a German POW framed by barbed wire that adorned a West German postage stamp in 1953 made the same point. Indeed, in the 1950s the symbol of the prisoner behind barbed wire was associated in West German popular consciousness not with victims of Nazi concentration camps but rather with German prisoners of war in the Soviet Union. When the Soviet Union released the final 10,000 POWs in the autumn of 1955, West Germans celebrated them as the ‘last soldiers of the Great War’, a victorious army that had triumphed over Communist brutality. Like the expellees and those whose homes and livelihoods had been destroyed by the bombs, returning POWs also received special medical care, occupational training, and housing assistance. Along with others who could claim victim status, they were among the beneficiaries of state-mandated transfer payments from the haves to the have-nots.

By the early 1950s, the Western Allies were no less eager than the Soviets to see Germans in uniform once again. They too sought German allies in a world defined by the cold war divide, and they no longer showed any interest in pursuing the Wehrmacht’s involvement in criminal acts. In 1945, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied Commander in Europe, had publicly maintained ‘that the Wehrmacht, and especially the German officer corps, had been identical with Hitler and his exponents of the rule of force’, perpetrators of the same crimes, subject to the same penalties. Less than six years later, in an official statement hammered out by West German representatives and the US, Eisenhower now averred that ‘there is a real difference between the regular German soldier and officer and Hitler and his criminal group’. ‘The German soldier as such’, Eisenhower assured West Germans, had not ‘lost his honor’, and the ‘dishonorable and despicable acts’ committed by a handful of individuals should not reflect on the overwhelming majority of Germans in uniform.9 The US went on to pardon a number of Germans sentenced to war crimes. By 1955, rehabilitated German men were once again in uniform, this time as part of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) but again facing one of the same enemies they had faced in 1945: the Soviet Union.

The list of victims in East and West Germany was not the same. The Red Army rape victim, who appeared again and again in published post-war West German eyewitness testimonies of Germans expelled from the East, was virtually absent in East German public memory. West Germany’s ‘expellees’ were East Germany’s ‘resettlers’. But in many other ways, the forms of public memory that emerged in the two post-war Germanies revealed remarkable similarities. In neither Germany did the list of victimized Germans include the so-called ‘asocials’, victims of sterilization, women persecuted for their relations with foreign workers, or homosexuals. Both Germanies also proposed a clear distinction between the handful of real criminals responsible for Germany’s woes, and the mass of good Germans who were ready to learn from the past. East and West German victims alike established their identities as survivors, and survivors became the moulders of their own and their nation’s destinies, able to return Germany to the proper path, whether it pointed towards capitalism and democracy or to socialism. East Germany’s emergence ‘out of the ruins’ found its counterpart in West Germany’s ‘Emergence out of Nothing’, the title of a large-format, richly illustrated book published in 1954 that began with devastation and ended with renewal. In neither Germany did the process of clearing away the rubble and building anew mean forgetting the wartime misery that the rubble represented.



In both East and West, when German ‘crimes against humanity’ were acknowledged, they were sometimes mentioned in the same breath with the suffering others had inflicted on Germans. When the East German state lumped all victims together in the global category of ‘Victims of Fascism’, what distinguished victim fates was erased. In West Germany, press accounts characterized POWs in the Soviet Union as ‘modern slaves’ whose ‘inhumane treatment ... demands its own Nuremberg’. And in at least some of the testimonies of expellees collected and published by the West German state in the 1950s, eyewitnesses claimed that the conditions confronting Eastern European Germans ‘could not have been worse in a concentration camp’.10

In 1983, at a conference to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the Nazi seizure of power, the philosopher Hermann Lübbe argued that in the post-war era West Germans had of necessity maintained a ‘certain silence (gewisse Stille)’ around memories of National Socialism. For Lübbe, keeping quiet about the past was essential for permitting West Germans to construct a functioning civil society after 1945. What for Adorno was a vice was for Lübbe a virtue. Without much effort it would be possible to extend Lübbe’s thesis of a necessary post-war silence to East Germany as well. In the DDR, far more attention was paid to anti-fascist heroes than to fascist villains, let alone the overwhelming majority of Germans, including many members of the working class, who had brought fascism to power. But as this brief review of the representations of the war’s end in the first half of the 1950s suggests, maintaining the ‘certain silence’ around Nazi crimes was a very noisy business. Germans, East and West, were able to say relatively little about their responsibility for the crimes of the Third Reich at least in part because they talked so loudly and so much about their own past as victims.

Historians disagree about whether this avoidance of a systematic discussion of Nazi crimes hampered the development of a vibrant political culture in post-war Germany. Taking their lead from Adorno, many have argued that more memory, not less, would have been beneficial to the development of civic culture and a sense of political responsibility among Germans after the experience of the Third Reich. Viewing the 1950s from the perspective of the 1920s and 1930s, however, might lead to a different assessment of how successfully Germans confronted the legacies of a lost war in the late 1940s and 1950s. As Peter Fritzsche’s contribution to this volume makes clear, in the Weimar years memories of defeat, loss, and suffering had translated altogether too readily into demands for the redemption of sacrifice through the barrel of a gun. Although some Germans translated the experience of the First World War into a politics of pacifism, for the Nazis and many other Germans, recalling defeat after 1918 had dictated demands for revenge, not mourning.

To be sure, much distinguished the two post-war periods. The division and occupation of Germany in 1945 ensured that how Germans remembered the past would be carefully scrutinized. The Nuremberg Trials produced massive amounts of evidence that left no doubt about who was responsible for starting the war, who had egregiously violated international rules of warfare, and who had intentionally murdered millions of non-combatants. The Second World War also came home to Germans in ways that the First World War had not. The bloodiest fighting of the war’s last months took place on German soil, and by May 1945 there were few Germans who had not experienced first-hand death and destruction. As this chapter has emphasized, the cold war structured the space within which public memories of the war took shape. It influenced which groups could claim victim status, and it defined lines of continuity that tied the shooting war to the uneasy peace that followed. In the political categories of the 1950s, the Red Army that had stormed through Germany in 1945 remained a threat to West Germany, while for the SED the ‘imperialists’ who had levelled Dresden continued to menace the communist East. The economic situation was also radically different after 1945. Once they had climbed out of the depths of destruction, both East and West Germany were relatively free from the economic crises that had riddled Weimar and fostered the rise of revanchist movements. Post-war recovery after 1945 also made it possible for the governments to address the needs of those who had suffered losses in the war more effectively than after 1918.

Still, there is at least some evidence that already in the period covered by this chapter, Germans had learnt from their history. The politics of resentment that had contributed so crucially to Hitler’s rise were largely absent. Germans in East and West did not call to avenge German defeat in the war, they did not labour beneath a ‘Stalingrad syndrome’, and on both sides of the border the public commemoration of loss, death, and suffering translated into exhortations to avoid future wars at all cost. The war stories that post-Second World War Germans told were incomplete, but they did define usable pasts, outlining paths that allowed both German states to move from war to post-war, and from post-war to a cold war in which East and West sought ‘peaceful coexistence’.



Back to the future: the politics of memory in unified Germany
 

In remarkable ways, the memories of National Socialism and the Second World War that circulated in the late 1940s and 1950s continue to circulate in a unified Germany today. As Germans of the ‘Berlin Republic’ approached the sixtieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War in May 2005, it seemed as if they were eager to relive the suffering of the war’s last years again and again. In countless TV documentaries, they could hear academic talking-heads and see grainy black-and-white historic newsreel footage, some of it direct from Goebbels’s propaganda machine, that documented how Hitler came to power, how the Nazis went to war, and how Germany became a battle zone in the spring of 1945. Bookstores devoted special displays to the memory of the war, and richly illustrated volumes chronicled the story of Germany’s defeat and destruction. Germany’s best known writer, Günter Grass, joined in demands to acknowledge the extraordinary losses of millions of ethnic Germans driven out of Eastern and Central Europe by the Red Army at the war’s end, and his novella, Crabwalk (Im Krebsgang), published in 2002, told the story of how a Soviet submarine sank the Wilhelm Gustloff, a German ship carrying refugees fleeing westward in the Baltic in January 1945. A broad political coalition called for taking the commemoration of the ‘expulsion’ a step further, locating it in the context of other twentieth-century forced population transfers, and institutionalizing the memory of the lost German Heimat in Eastern Europe in a ‘Centre Against Expulsions’ (Zentrum gegen Vertreibungen) in Berlin.

Alongside stories of expellees and sinking ships appeared countless stories of falling bombs. In 2002, Jörg Friedrich, a freelance historian best known for his critical accounts of West Germany’s lacklustre pursuit of Nazi war criminals and his scholarship on the Holocaust, published Der Brand: Deutschland im Bombenkrieg 1940–1945 (The Fire: Germany in the Bombing War, 1940–1945), a massive chronicle of the destruction wrought by British and American bomber pilots. First serialized in a popular daily, Friedrich’s story flew out of the bookstores when it appeared in hard-cover. A companion volume of pictures, grisly photographs of bodies burnt to charcoal and city landscapes where streets were no longer distinguishable, was soon to follow. This was only the tip of an iceberg of new studies that detailed the history of city after city bombed during the war. German historical museums held major exhibitions that brought virtually every aspect of the war’s end to the public.

In the age of the internet, memories are only a mouse-click away. The major German broadcast networks used the web to provide those still alive with the opportunity to tell tales of German suffering, and they offered blow-by-blow accounts of the commemorative events that stretched from the fire-bombing of Hamburg to the defeat of the 6th Army at Stalingrad, from the flight of Germans from Eastern Europe to Hitler’s last days in his Berlin bunker.

German victims could also be seen at the movies. Der Untergang (Downfall), a big-budget film that was Germany’s nominee for best foreign-language film at the 2005 Academy Awards in Hollywood, portrayed Hitler’s last days in Berlin as the capital fell to the Red Army. Das Wunder von Bern (The Miracle of Bern), another big-budget melodrama, told the story of one of those POWs who only returned from a Soviet camp in 1954—just in time to join his son in celebrating West Germany’s victory over Hungary in the World Cup. The film, it was reported, brought tears to the eyes of the Social Democratic chancellor Gerhard Schröder, whose own father, a soldier in the Wehrmacht, had been killed in battle in 1944 just a few months after his son’s birth. The events that fundamentally defined the post-war memory landscape still remain very much a part of unified Germany’s popular culture and politics.

The crest of this wave of public memory in 2005 came on 8 May, the day on which the German High Command had capitulated sixty years earlier, a day of remembrance now marked not only by recalling German victims, but also by the dedication of the ‘Central Monument to the Murdered Jews of Europe’. In the centre of Berlin—within walking distance of the Brandenburg Gate, the US embassy, the Reichstag building that had been set on fire in February 1933, and the new steel and glass temples that house the chancellor’s offices and the parliament—2,711 concrete slabs of varying heights now serve as a permanent reminder of how some Germans had set out to exterminate all European Jews. The media’s path to 8 May had also included massive coverage of the crimes committed by Germans against others. Those who read newspapers, surfed the web, or watched TV could learn much about the ‘tragedy’ of Stalingrad and the bombing of Dresden, but there was also no shortage of information about the tragedy of Dachau, Buchenwald, and Auschwitz. Germans could hear the stories of concentration camp survivors as well as stories of German prisoners of war who had survived Soviet captivity and Germans who had survived expulsion from Eastern Europe or Allied bomb attacks. Adorno, who died in 1969, still might not have approved of these developments, but there was no denying that the landscape of memory had shifted dramatically since the late 1950s.

It impossible in this chapter to give a full picture of how Germans moved from the late 1950s, and a politics of memory that was dominated by tales of German victimization, to 2005 and the public acknowledgement of a collective accountability for a past in which Germans were perpetrators. For those who want to pursue this further, however, perhaps some signposts might be useful. Few are to be found in East Germany, where until its fall in 1989 the SED leadership continued to offer the same vision of the past as had emerged in the 1950s. Official accounts still emphasized that the conditions that had brought about fascism in 1933 flourished unchanged across the border in the West: there were only variations on established themes, not a new version of the politics of the past.

In the West, however, by the end of the first post-war decade a space opened up in which a more critical examination of National Socialism became possible. Consider a few of the most important markers of this development. By the late 1950s, West Germans were increasingly willing to put Nazi war criminals on trial in courts where German judges presided. Starting in 1963, the trials of Auschwitz guards in Frankfurt filled papers with tales of the crimes Germans had committed. And when the West German parliament repeatedly debated extending the statute of limitations for murder, they were particularly concerned with murders of a very specific sort—those committed by Nazis in the service of the Third Reich. The trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem in 1961 was another important source for those who wanted to know more about the Nazi past. By the late 1960s, the West German government’s move to establish better relations with its Eastern European neighbours also led to greater public acknowledgement of what Germans had done in Eastern Europe during the war, including the mass murder of Jews. Television did its part to influence public opinion, and in particular the 1979 broadcast in the Federal Republic of the American mini-series Holocaust had an enormous impact. Of West Germans over the age of 14, nearly half saw at least part of the series, where Jews appeared as individuals, not as dead bodies piled high in killing facilities.

On the left-liberal side of the political spectrum there was a growing insistence that the Holocaust remain central to defining post-war German identity. SPD chancellor Willy Brandt’s pronouncement on 8 May 1970 that ‘no one is free from the history that they have inherited’ was an admonition that more and more Germans took to heart. By the 1980s, the ‘mosaic of victims’ encompassed by that history had dramatically expanded. Homosexuals, Sinti and Roma, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and ‘asocials’ were remembered, commemorated, and in rare cases even compensated for their suffering. And by the 1990s in cooperation with German industry, the German state sought to make belated amends with some of the Eastern European workers who had been imported into Germany against their will in the 1940s. Historians also contributed to this sea-change, offering far more nuanced accounts of the bases of support for National Socialism and the regime’s criminal acts, as several contributions to this volume show.

The view that dominated the politics of the past in West Germany by the late 1980s—defined by the acknowledgement of the centrality of the Holocaust and of German crimes against humanity—has continued to be the dominant view in a unified Germany. This fundamentally distinguishes the memory landscape of the present from that of the late 1950s. To be sure, in 2005 Germans also appeared as victims. But what distinguished many of the calls for Germans to mourn their own dead sixty years after the war’s end was that, with few exceptions, they did not carry a subtext of moral equivalency in which Jewish and German suffering was compared, justifying demands that the ledger of suffering be permanently closed. The ‘Monument to the Murdered Jews of Europe’ is quite literally concrete evidence that the past of German crimes will long remain a central part of German political culture. This powerful reminder of German crimes against humanity is embedded in the very centre of the nation’s capital. In rites of commemoration leading up to 2005, there were many signs that those who knew the difference between genocide and what Germans suffered in the war, and who understood the causal relationship between what Germans did to others and what befell Germans, were in a clear majority.

Perhaps, however, the journey to this point in the present was possible only because when post-war Germans emerged from the rubble they first found ways to address what they had suffered, not the suffering that they caused others. Perhaps not only charity, but also historical memory, begins at home; but in post-war Germany, that is not where it has stayed.
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Further Reading
 

Introduction
 

The historiography of Nazi Germany is well served in English-language publications, an indication of the international significance of the topic. Most of the titles listed below contain extensive references to further reading in English and German. The outstanding introduction to the major historical debates remains Ian Kershaw, The Nazi Dictatorship: Problems and Perspectives of Interpretation, 4th edn. (London, 2000). Historical research on the period is reviewed more briefly in Jane Caplan, ‘National Socialism’, in Michael Bentley (ed.), Routledge Companion to Historiography: Insights into the Writing of History (London, 1997), 547–92. Mary Fulbrook, German National Identity after the Holocaust (Cambridge, 1999) examines the construction of German identity in ritual, commemoration, and material culture as well as in history-books, and is especially useful for its coverage of the German Democratic Republic. The DDR is also given equal treatment in Jeffrey Herf, Divided Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys (Cambridge, 1997). Dan Stone (ed.), The Historiography of the Holocaust (Houndmills, 2004) is a very useful and comprehensive guide to its subject. The most recent general histories of National Socialism and Nazi Germany are Michael Burleigh, The Third Reich: A New History (London, 2000), and the planned three-volume history by Richard J. Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich (London, 2003), The Third Reich in Power, 1933–1939 (London, 2005), and The Third Reich at War (forthcoming, 2008). The four-volume history of documents and commentary edited by Jeremy Noakes and Geoffrey Pridham, Nazism, 1919–1945: A Documentary History (Exeter, 1983–98) is invaluable. Maps can be consulted in Richard Overy, The Penguin Historical Atlas of the Third Reich (Harmondsworth, 1996) and Michael Freeman, An Atlas of Nazi Germany (London, 1987). Tim Kirk, The Longman Companion to Nazi Germany (London, 1995) is a useful handbook of basic data.

The Historikerstreit is discussed in detail in Charles S. Maier, The Unmasterable Past: History, Holocaust, and German National Identity (Cambridge, Mass., 1988), and Richard J. Evans, In Hitler’s Shadow: West German Historians and the Attempt to Escape from the Nazi Past (New York, 1989). Some of the major contributions to the debate are translated in Forever in the Shadow of Hitler? Original Documents of the Historikerstreit, the Controversy concerning the Singularity of the Holocaust (Atlantic Highlands, NJ, 1993). On the ‘Goldhagen debate’, see Geoff Eley (ed.), The ‘Goldhagen Effect’: History, Memory, Nazism—Facing the German Past (Ann Arbor, 2000) and Robert Shandley (ed.), Unwilling Germans? The Goldhagen Debate (Minneapolis, 1998).

For the treatment of Nazi Germany in the period since Germany’s unification in 1989, see especially Bill Niven, Facing the Nazi Past: United Germany and the Legacy of the Third Reich (London, 2002). On the question of German ‘victimhood’, see Bill Niven (ed.), Germans as Victims: Remembering the Past in Contemporary Germany (Houndmills, 2006); and see also the titles listed under Chapter 10 below.

Readers interested in the longer context of German history discussed in the Introduction can begin with the following publications. For a general introduction to themes in modern German history, see Gordon Martel (ed.), Modern Germany Reconsidered, 1870–1945 (London, 1992) and Mary Fulbrook (ed.), Twentieth-Century Germany: Politics, Culture and Society, 1918–1990 (London, 2001). For the proposition of a German ‘special path’ (Sonderweg), foundational texts include Ralf Dahrendorf, Society and Democracy in Germany (London, 1968) and Hans-Ulrich Wehler, The German Empire, 1871–1918 (Leamington Spa, 1985). The debate is usefully reviewed in Robert Moeller, ‘The Kaiserreich Recast. Continuity and Change in Modern German Historiography’, Journal of Social History, 17 (1984), 655–83; and for a critique, see David Black-bourn and Geoff Eley, The Peculiarities of German History: Bourgeois Society and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Oxford, 1984). For post-1989 reflections on patterns and problems in Germany’s history, see Konrad H. Jarausch and Michael Geyer, Shattered Past: Reconstructing German Histories (Princeton, 2003).

Websites on the history of National Socialism should be used with caution, given the amount of ill-informed, sensational, and deliberately misleading information that is in circulation on the subject. Reputable sites, some of which give links to further reliable sources, include the following:

http://www.germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/home.cfm (German history in documents and images (in development); managed by the German Historical Institute in Washington, DC)


http://eudocs.lib.byu.edu/index.php/History_of_Germany:_Primary_Documents (primary source documents; managed by Brigham Young University)


http://www.calvin.edu/academic/cas/gpa/ww2era.htm (German propaganda sources, 1933–45; managed by Calvin College)


http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/imt/proc/count2.htm (Nuremberg Trial documents; managed by Yale University)


Museums and memorials with useful websites include:

http://www.dhm.de/ (German History Museum, Berlin)




http://www.topographie.de/en/ (Topography of Terror, Berlin)


http://www.stiftung-denkmal.de/en (Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, Berlin)


http://london.iwm.org.uk/server/show/nav.00b005 (Holocaust Exhibition at the Imperial War Museum, London)


http://www.ushmm.org/ (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Washington)


http://www.yadvashem.org/about_holocaust/documents/part_one.html (Yad Vashem Jerusalem on-line document collection)


For further titles on specific topics covered in the Introduction, readers are referred to the individual chapter bibliographies below.

Chapter 1
 

The locus classicus of the view that Nazism lacked a coherent ideology is the pioneering biography by Alan Bullock, Hitler: A Study in Tyranny, first published in 1953. The contrary view was already being advanced by Hugh Trevor-Roper in his preface ‘The Mind of Adolf Hitler’, in H. Trevor-Roper (ed.), Hitler’s Table-Talk (London, 1988 [1953]), but it was the German historian Eberhard Jäckel who established the consistency of major components of Nazi ideology in his brief but influential Hitler’s Weltanschauung: A Blueprint for Power (Middletown, Conn., 1972). The Nazi leader’s own rambling reflections on politics, history, and his own life were first published in complete translation in English in 1939, and then thirty years later in a serviceable new edition, translated by Ralph Manheim and edited by Donald Cameron Watt, as Hitler’s Mein Kampf (London, 1969).

Many books have purported to trace the origins of Nazi ideology, but few of them have been very persuasive and a number are downright misleading. Characteristic of the wartime Allied view of the origins of Nazi ideology in practically the whole of German thought was Rohan d’Olier Butler, The Roots of National Socialism 1783–1933 (London, 1941). Such views found their way into popular accounts of the history of Nazism such as the American journalist William L. Shirer’s The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich: A History of Nazi Germany, published in 1960 and never out of print since. George L. Mosse, The Crisis of German Ideology: Intellectual Origins of the Third Reich (New York, 1964) was the first serious attempt to trawl through the murky waters of marginal and extremist thinking in Germany before the rise of the Nazi Party; Peter J. G. Pulzer, The Rise of Political Antisemitism in Germany and Austria (New York, 1964) surveyed organizations as well as individuals; both works remain classics of the literature, as also does an older work, Paul W. Massing, Rehearsal for Destruction (New York, 1949). Some important early sources for Nazi ideology are reprinted in Barbara M. Lane and Leila J. Rupp (eds.), Nazi Ideology before 1933: A Documentation (Austin, Tex., 1978).

Richard Weikart, From Darwin to Hitler: Evolutionary Ethics, Eugenics, and Racism in Germany (Basingstoke, 2004) is a scholarly and thorough work that traces the Darwinian origins of Nazi thought from the critical perspective of a believer in ‘intelligent design’, while Woodruff D. Smith, The Ideological Origins of Nazi Imperialism (Oxford, 1986) probes the roots of Nazi thinking about foreign policy, empire, and Lebensraum. Robert N. Proctor, Racial Hygiene: Medicine under the Nazis (Cambridge, Mass., 1988) remains the best study of Nazi theory and practice about health and heredity; the first two chapters are devoted to a lucid account of their origins. Steven E. Aschheim, The Nietzsche Legacy in Germany 1890–1990 (Berkeley, Calif., 1992) is a level-headed survey of the varied reception of the philosopher’s ideas in German politics and culture.

The world of the ultra-nationalists before 1918 is explored in Geoff Eley, Reshaping the German Right: Radical Nationalism and Political Change after Bismarck (New Haven, 1980); an alternative view is given by Roger Chickering, We Men Who Feel Most German: A Cultural Study of the Pan-German League 1886–1914 (London, 1984). On Austria, Andrew G. Whiteside, Austrian National Socialism before 1918 (The Hague, 1961) is still the standard treatment. Finally, Richard J. Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich (London, 2003) is the most recent extended treatment of the origins and rise of National Socialism.

Chapter 2
 

The best account of the rise of Nazism remains William Sheridan Allen, The Nazi Seizure of Power: The Experience of a Single German Town, 1922–1945, rev. edn. (London, 1989 [1965]). Broader synthetic overviews are provided by Martin Broszat, Hitler and the Collapse of Weimar Germany (New York, 1987), Karl Dietrich Bracher, The German Dictatorship: The Origins, Structure, and Effects of National Socialism (London, 1991 [1969]), Peter Fritzsche, Germans into Nazis (Cambridge, 1998), Hans Mommsen, The Rise and Fall of Weimar Democracy (Chapel Hill, NC, 1996), and the indispensable, highly original Detlev Peukert, The Weimar Republic: The Crisis of Classical Modernity (New York, 1992). Stressing contingency and high politics is Henry Ashby Turner, Hitler’s Thirty Days to Power (Reading, Mass., 1996).

The history of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party itself is ably provided by Dietrich Orlow, The History of the Nazi Party, 2 vols. (Pittsburgh, Pa. 1969–73), and, through the first volume of an excellent political biography of Hitler, by Ian Kershaw, Hitler 1889–1936: Hubris (London, 1998), while Richard Bessel examines the SA in Political Violence and the Rise of Nazism: The Storm Troopers in Eastern Germany, 1925–1934 (New Haven, 1984). The role of the Social Democrats is well investigated by Donna Harsch, German Social Democracy and the Rise of Nazism (Chapel Hill, NC, 1993), the civil war between the Nazis and Communists by Eve Rosenhaft’s innovative study, Beating the Fascists: The German Communists and Political Violence, 1929–1933 (Cambridge, 1983), and the relations between the Nazis and big business by Henry Ashby Turner in his authoritative German Big Business and the Rise of Hitler (New York, 1985). For excellent studies of the dramatic shifts in electoral politics, see Thomas Childers, The Nazi Voter: The Social Foundations of Fascism in Germany, 1919–1933 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1983), Richard Hamilton, Who Voted for Hitler? (Princeton, 1982), and Larry Eugene Jones, German Liberalism and the Dissolution of the Weimar Party System, 1918–1933 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1988).

Local studies include Peter Fritzsche, Rehearsals for Fascism: Populism and Political Mobilization in Weimar Germany (New York, 1990), Rudy Koshar, Social Life, Local Politics, and Nazism: Marburg, 1880–1935 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1986), and Jeremy Noakes, The Nazi Party in Lower Saxony, 1921–1933 (London, 1971). Helge Matthiesen’s superb but untranslated study of Greifswald should also be mentioned: Greifswald in Vorpommern: Konservatives Milieu im Kaiserreich, in Demokratie und Diktatur 1900–1990 (Düsseldorf, 2000). For the events of 1923, see Harold J. Gordon, Hitler and the Beer Hall Putsch (Princeton, 1972).

On the Nazi seizure of power, the best study remains the untranslated work by Karl Dietrich Bracher, Wolfgang Sauer, and Gerhard Schulz, Die nationalsozialistische Machtergreifung: Studien zur Errichtung des totalitären Herrschaftssystems in Deutschland, 1933/34 (Cologne, 1960); see also Karl Dietrich Bracher, Die Auflösung der Weimarer Republik: Eine Studie zum Problem des Machtverfalls in der Demokratie (Düsseldorf, 1978 [1955]), and Heinrich August Winkler (ed.), Die deutsche Staatskrise 1930–1933 (Munich, 1992). For succinct accounts in English, see the relevant chapters of Martin Broszat, The Hitler State: The Foundation and Development of the Internal Structure of the Third Reich (London, 1981), and Jeremy Noakes and Geoffrey Pridham, Nazism 1919–1945, i. The Rise to Power 1919–1934 (Exeter, 1983).

For a nuanced cultural analysis of the entire Weimar Republic, see Bernd Widdig, Culture and Inflation in Weimar Germany (Berkeley, Calif., 2001), although Peter Gay’s Weimar Culture: The Insider as Outsider (New York, 1968) also remains authoritative. A wide-ranging sampling of primary sources can be found in Anton Kaes, Martin Jay, and Edward Dimendberg (eds.), The Weimar Republic Sourcebook (Berkeley, Calif., 1995). The ‘culture wars’ of the Weimar Republic are examined by Peter Jelavich in Berlin Alexanderplatz: Radio, Film, and the Death of Weimar Culture (Berkeley, Calif., 2006). The great novel of the demise of the Weimar Republic is undoubtedly Hans Fallada, Little Man, What Now? (Chicago, 2001 [1933]).

Chapter 3
 

The best introduction to the historiography of the Nazi state is Ian Kershaw, The Nazi Dictatorship: Problems and Perspectives of Interpretation, 4th edn. (London, 2000). Of the more specialized studies of the Nazi polity the most useful remains Martin Broszat’s The Hitler State: The Foundation and Development of the Internal Structure of the Third Reich (London, 1981). Two classic pre-war works are Ernst Fraenkel, The Dual State (New York, 1941) and Franz Neumann, Behemoth: The Theory and Practice of National Socialism, 1933–1944 (London, 1942). However, their Marxist perspective leads them to underestimate the role of Hitler.

Of the numerous biographies of Hitler the most authoritative are the two volumes by Ian Kershaw, Hitler: Hubris 1889–1936 (London, 1998) and Hitler: Nemesis 1936–1945 (London, 2000). Kershaw usefully sums up his main thesis on Hitler’s role in ‘“Working towards the Führer”: Reflections on the Nature of the Hitler Dictatorship’, Contemporary European History, 2 (1993), 103–18. Robert Koehl brought out the quasi-feudal aspects of Nazi rule in his article ‘Feudal Aspects of National Socialism’, American Political Science Review, 54 (1960), 921–33. The first chapter of Hugh Trevor-Roper, The Last Days of Hitler (London, 1947) introduced the notion of Nazi government as a form of court politics; Joachim Fest, The Face of the Third Reich (London, 1979) provides insightful portraits of various ‘courtiers’, one of whose memoirs is essential reading for an understanding of Nazi government: Albert Speer, Inside the Third Reich (London, 1970).

There are few serious biographies of Nazi leaders. Among those in English two stand out: R. J. Overy, Göring: The ‘Iron Man’ (London, 1984) and Gitta Sereny, Albert Speer: His Battle with Truth (London 1995).

Peter Diehl-Thiele, Partei und Staat im Dritten Reich: Untersuchungen zum Verhältnis von NSDAP und allgemeiner innerer Staatsverwaltung (Munich, 1969) remains an important analysis of party/state relations, although it oversimplifies the dichotomy and exaggerates the conflict. Edward N. Peterson exaggerated The Limits of Hitler’s Power (Princeton, 1969), although his book contains much interesting material on Nazi regional and local government. Peter Hüttenberger elucidated the dominant ‘polycratic’ model of the Nazi regime that had emerged during the previous decade in ‘Nationalsozialistische Polykratie’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 2 (1976), 417–42. The debate between the ‘intentionalists’ and the ‘structuralists/functionalists’, which dominated the 1970s and 1980s, came to a head in Gerhard Hirschfeld and Lothar Kettenacker (eds.), ‘Der Führerstaat’: Mythos und Realität. Studien zur Struktur und Politik des Dritten Reiches/The ‘Führer State’: Myth and Reality. Studies in the Structure and Politics of the Third Reich (Stuttgart, 1981). The issues are usefully discussed by T. W. Mason, ‘Intention and Explanation: A Current Controversy about the Interpretation of National Socialism’ ibid. 23–40. Hans Mommsen’s contribution to the debate can be found in English in Hans Mommsen, ‘Hitler’s Position in the Nazi System’, in Hans Mommsen (ed.), From Weimar to Auschwitz: Essays in German History (Cambridge, 1991), 163–88.

On the NSDAP, Dietrich Orlow, The History of the Nazi Party, ii. 1933–1945 (Newton Abbot, 1973) contains a mass of information, while Aryeh Unger, The Totalitarian Party: Party and People in Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia (London and New York, 1974) was a pioneering attempt to compare the Nazi and Communist parties, a task that has recently been undertaken by Richard Overy in his stimulating and wider-ranging The Dictators: Hitler’s Germany, Stalin’s Russia (London, 2004). Another comparative study of the two regimes with a number of useful essays on the Nazi state is Ian Kershaw and Moshe Lewin (eds.), Stalinism and Nazism: Dictatorships in Comparison (Cambridge, 1997). Michael H. Kater, The Nazi Party: A Social Profile of Members and Leaders (Oxford, 1983) explores the social basis of the party through statistical analysis. Much of the specialist literature on the Nazi Party is in German; for an English overview, see Armin Nolzen, ‘Charismatic Legitimation and Bureaucratic Rule: The NSDAP in the Third Reich 1933–1945’, in German History, 23 (2005), 494–518. The SS can be examined in Robert L. Koehl, The Black Corps: The Structure and Power Struggles of the Nazi SS (Madison, Wisc., 1983). Two important recent works in German require mention: Ulrich Herbert, Best: Biographische Studien über Radikalismus, Weltanschauung und Vernunft 1903–1989 (Bonn, 1996), and Michael Wildt, Generation des Unbedingten: Das Führungskorps des Reichssicherheitshauptamtes, rev. edn. (Hamburg, 2003).

The civil service is covered in Jane Caplan, Government without Administration: State and Civil Service in Weimar and Nazi Germany (Oxford, 1988). Virtually all the other specialist literature on administrative history is in German. For an overview, see Dieter Rebentisch and Karl Teppe (eds.), Verwaltung contra Menschenführung im Staate Hitlers: Studien zum politisch-administrativen System (Göttingen, 1986); for the war period, Dieter Rebentisch, Führerstaat und Verwaltung im Zweiten Weltkrieg (Stuttgart, 1989) is indispensable. For recent research on local government, see Sabine Mecking and Andreas Wirsching (eds.), Stadtverwaltung und Nationalsozialismus: Systemstabilisierende Funktion kommunaler Herrschaft (Paderborn, 2005)—an example of an important revisionist trend in recent Nazi historiography in German, which owes much to local and regional studies, downplays the clash between party and state, and stresses the relative effectiveness and ‘normality’ of Nazi rule. Another example of this approach is Frank Bajohr, ‘Aryanisation’ in Hamburg (New York, 2002). This challenge to the ‘authoritarian anarchy’ consensus was foreshadowed in Michael Geyer’s stimulating essay, ‘The State in National Socialist Germany’, in Charles Bright and Susan Harding (eds.), State-Making and Social Movements: Essays in History and Theory (Ann Arbor, 1984), which stressed the importance of ideology in sustaining the Nazi dynamic. This perspective has become increasingly influential in the study of the Holocaust and Nazi occupation policy, for which see Chapter 9 below.

Chapter 4
 

There is a very useful overview of the idea of the ‘national community’ and its early historiography in Norbert Frei, ‘People’s Community and War: Hitler’s Popular Support’, in Hans Mommsen (ed.), The Third Reich Between Vision and Reality: New Perspectives on German History, 1918–1945 (Oxford and New York, 2001), 59–77; and see also David Welch, ‘Nazi Propaganda and the Volksgemeinschaft: Constructing a People’s Community’, Journal of Contemporary History (2004), 213–38. Ralf Dahrendorf, Society and Democracy in Germany (London, 1968) includes an early and brief attempt to explain what belonging to the ‘people’s community’ meant, while David Schoenbaum’s ambitious Hitler’s Social Revolution: Class and Status in Nazi Germany, 1933–1939 (London, 1967) is a classic. The question, ‘The Third Reich: “Social Reaction” or “Social Revolution”?’, is posed in Ian Kershaw, The Nazi Dictatorship: Problems and Perspectives of Interpretation, 4th edn. (London, 2000), 161–82. Ian Kershaw, The ‘Hitler Myth’: Image and Reality in the Third Reich (Oxford, 1987) examines the strategy of using Hitler’s charismatic persona as an integrative force. Essential for reference are Jeremy Noakes and Geoffrey Pridham, Nazism, 1919–1945: A Documentary History, i. The Rise to Power, 1919–1934 (Exeter, 1983), ii. State, Economy and Society, 1933–1939 (Exeter, 1986), and Jeremy Noakes, iv. The German Home Front in World War II (Exeter, 1998).



The thorny question of the relationship of industrial workers to Hitler’s regime is tackled in Tim Mason, Social Policy in the Third Reich: The Working Class and the ‘National Community’ (Providence, RI, and Oxford, 1993), Dick Geary, ‘Working-Class Identities in the Third Reich’, in Neil Gregor (ed.), Nazism, War and Genocide: Essays in Honour of Jeremy Noakes (Exeter, 2005), 42–55, and Ulrich Herbert, ‘“The Real Mystery in Germany”: The German Working Class during the Nazi Dictatorship’, in Michael Burleigh (ed.), Confronting the Nazi Past: New Debates on Modern German History (London, 1996), 23–36. In the same volume, the other end of the social scale is examined in Jeremy Noakes, ‘High Society in the Third Reich’, 51–65. Rural society is treated in Gustavo Corni, Hitler and the Peasants: Agrarian Policy of the Third Reich, 1930–39 (Oxford, 1990) and J. E. Farquharson, The Plough and the Swastika: The NSDAP and Agriculture, 1928–1945 (London, 1976), and in local studies such as Walter Rinderle and Bernard Norling, The Nazi Impact on a German Village (Lexington, Ky., 1993), and Jill Stephenson, Hitler’s Home Front: Württemberg under the Nazis (London, 2006). Ian Kershaw, Popular Opinion and Political Dissent in the Third Reich: Bavaria, 1933–1945 (Oxford, 1983) deals with workers, peasants, and the middle classes.

For women, see Matthew Stibbe, Women in the Third Reich (London, 2003), Jill Stephenson, Women in Nazi Germany (London, 2001), and Michelle Mouton, From Nurturing the Nation to Purifying the Volk: Weimar and Nazi Family Policy 1918–1945 (Cambridge, 2007); for young people, Gerhard Rempel, Hitler’s Children: The Hitler Youth and the SS (Chapel Hill, NC, 1989) and Michael H. Kater, Hitler Youth (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 2004). There are portraits of individual small towns in William Sheridan Allen, The Nazi Seizure of Power: The Experience of a Single German Town (London, 1989 [1965]) and Andrew Stuart Bergerson, Ordinary Germans in Extraordinary Times: The Nazi Revolution in Hildesheim (Bloomington, Ind., 2004). The NSDAP is analysed in Dietrich Orlow, The History of the Nazi Party, 1933–1945, 2 vols. (Newton Abbot, 1973), Michael H. Kater, The Nazi Party: A Social Profile of Members and Leaders, 1919–1945 (Cambridge, Mass., 1983); see also Jeremy Noakes, ‘Leaders of the People? The Nazi Party and German Society’, Journal of Contemporary History (2004), 189–212. On corruption in the NSDAP, see Frank Bajohr, Parvenüs und Profiteure: Korruption in der NS-Zeit (Frankfurt am Main, 2001). The German Labour Front is treated in Ronald Smelser, Robert Ley: Hitler’s Labour Front Leader (Oxford, 1988), and its ‘Strength Through Joy’ project features in Kristin Semmens, Seeing Hitler’s Germany: Tourism in the Third Reich (Basingstoke, 2005) and Shelley Baranowski, Strength Through Joy: Consumerism and Mass Tourism in the Third Reich (Cambridge, 2004).



Chapter 5
 

There is no satisfactory detailed survey of the Nazi policy of social and racial exclusion. Robert Gellately, Backing Hitler (Oxford, 2001) contains some useful material, though overall his account is weighted towards policing and the SS. Gellately’s case study of the Gestapo in Lower Franconia, The Gestapo in German Society (Oxford, 1990) emphasizes the contribution of the public to the enforcement of Nazi racial policy. Eric Johnson, The Nazi Terror (London, 2000) goes beyond racial policy and also examines the role of the Gestapo in the persecution of political opponents and ‘ordinary Germans’. More concerned with organizational matters is George C. Browder, Foundations of the Nazi Police State (Lexington, Ky., 1990). With all the emphasis on the Gestapo, the contribution of the criminal police has often been overlooked, and no comprehensive study exists in English. More has been published on the SS, some of it lurid and misleading. The best short introduction is probably Robert L. Koehl, The SS (Stroud, 2000). The most useful overview of the SS concentration camps in English is still Martin Broszat’s report for the 1963 Auschwitz trial in Germany, translated in Anatomy of the SS State (London, 1968). For an outstanding sociological analysis of the Nazi camps, see Wolfgang Sofsky, The Order of Terror (Princeton, 1997). An extensive survey of the recent literature can be found in Nikolaus Wachsmann, ‘Looking into the Abyss: Historians and the Nazi Concentration Camps’, European History Quarterly, 36 (2006), 247–78. The best work on Hitler’s role in Nazi terror, with key insights into the Third Reich as a whole, is Ian Kershaw’s two-volume biography, Hitler: Hubris 1889–1936 (London, 1998) and Hitler: Nemesis 1936–1945 (London, 2000).

The most extensive account of legal terror is Nikolaus Wachsmann, Hitler’s Prisons: Legal Terror in Nazi Germany (New Haven, 2004), which examines the persecution and imprisonment of different groups of ‘community aliens’. A thought-provoking brief account can be found in Martin Broszat, The Hitler State: The Foundation and Development of the Internal Structure of the Third Reich (London, 1981). For a readable account of the involvement of the German judiciary in Nazi terror, one can turn to Ingo Müller, Hitler’s Justice (London, 1991), while different aspects of Nazi legal history are examined in Michael Stolleis, The Law under the Swastika (Chicago, 1998). For capital punishment, which already increased in pre-war Nazi Germany, see the relevant chapters in Richard J. Evans, Rituals of Retribution (Oxford, 1996).

A good starting point for examining the fate of ‘community aliens’ is Michael Burleigh and Wolfgang Wippermann, The Racial State (Cambridge, 1991). Robert Gellately and Nathan Stoltzfus (eds.), Social Outsiders in Nazi Germany (Princeton, 2001) includes detailed studies of different groups; see also some of the essays in Neil Gregor (ed.), Nazism, War and Genocide: Essays in Honour of Jeremy Noakes (Exeter, 2005). Some stimulating broader points are made in Edward R. Dickinson, ‘Biopolitics, Fascism, Democracy: Some Reflections on our Discourse about “Modernity”’, Central European History, 37 (2004), 1–48.

As far as individual groups of ‘community aliens’ are concerned, the persecution of Jews has been studied in most depth. Among the numerous general accounts in English, arguably the best are Saul Friedländer, Nazi Germany and the Jews, 2 vols. (London, 1998–2007) and Peter Longerich, The Holocaust: The Nazi Persecution and Murder of the Jews (Oxford, forthcoming). Also important is Marion Kaplan, Between Dignity and Despair (Oxford, 1998), which tells the story from the perspective of German Jews, especially women. On economic discrimination specifically, the classic account is Avraham Barkai, From Boycott to Annihilation (Hanover, NH, 1989), while Frank Bajohr, ‘Aryanisation’ in Hamburg (New York, 2002) provides an important case study. On local anti-Jewish violence specifically, see Armin Nolzen, ‘The Nazi Party and its Violence against Jews, 1933–1939’, Yad Vashem Studies, 31 (2003), 245–85. The diaries of Victor Klemperer offer a vivid account of one middle-class Jewish man’s life in Germany after 1933; the abbreviated English translation is Victor Klemperer, I Shall Bear Witness: The Diaries of Victor Klemperer, 1933–1941 (London, 1998). For German public opinion about anti-Semitic policies, see David Bankier, The Germans and the Final Solution: Public Opinion under Nazism (Oxford, 1992).

The fate of political opponents has been examined in some detail: some useful brief chapters on anti-Nazi resistance are collected in David C. Large, Contending with Hitler (Cambridge, 1991). Since the 1990s, historians have also examined Nazi ‘racial hygiene’ in more depth; overviews of eugenics and sterilization policy can be found Henry Friedlaender, The Origins of Nazi Genocide: From Euthanasia to the Final Solution (Chapel Hill, NC, 1995) and Michael Burleigh, Death and Deliverance: ‘Euthanasia’ in Germany, c.1900–1945 (Cambridge, 1994).

Less has been published about the fate of other social outsiders: on the persecution of the Gypsies there is Guenter Lewy, The Nazi Persecution of the Gypsies (Oxford, 2001), but there are no comprehensive English-language histories of the persecution of homosexuals and ‘asocials’. In German the best general survey of the history of ‘asocials’ is Wolfgang Ayass, ‘Asoziale’ im Nationalsozialismus (Stuttgart, 1995); on homosexuals, see Burkhard Jellonnek, Homosexuelle unter dem Hakenkreuz (Paderborn, 1990).



There are numerous German-language studies of the terror apparatus, including the police and concentration camps; among the most important are Patrick Wagner, Volksgemeinschaft ohne Verbrecher (Hamburg, 1996), Gerhard Paul and Klaus-Michael Mallmann (eds.), Die Gestapo: Mythos und Realität (Darmstadt, 1995), Michael Wildt, Generation des Unbedingten: Das Führungskorps des Reichssicherheitshauptamtes, rev. edn. (Hamburg, 2003), Ulrich Herbert, Best: Biographische Studien über Radikalismus, Weltanschauung und Vernunft (Bonn, 1996), Johannes Tuchel, Konzentrationslager (Boppard am Rhein, 1991), and Karin Orth, Das System der nationalsozialistischen Konzentrationslager (Hamburg, 1999).

Chapter 6
 

For the influential work of Wolfgang Schieder, who helped forge a new era in the German social history of religion, see Wolfgang Schieder, ‘Religion in the Social History of the Modern World: A German Perspective’, European Studies Review, 12 (1982), 289–99. Some early works which sought to explore the larger political ramifications of German church life leading up to the Nazis are Daniel Borg, The Old-Prussian Church and the Weimar Republic: A Study in Political Adjustment, 1917–1927 (Hanover, NH, 1984) and J. R. C. Wright, ‘Above Parties’: The Political Attitudes of the German Protestant Church Leadership 1918–1933 (Oxford, 1974). Gerhard Besier’s German-language writings have been summarized in English in a brief article, ‘The Stance of the German Protestant Churches during the Agony of Weimar, 1930–1933’, Kyrkhistorisk årsskrift, 1 (1983), 151–63.
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The 1990s debates about dating the beginning of the Holocaust, which drew attention to the incremental nature of Nazi genocide, are best addressed in Christopher R. Browning (with contributions by Jürgen Matthäus), The Origins of the Final Solution: The Evolution of Nazi Jewish Policy, September 1939–March 1942 (Lincoln, Neb., 2004). Mark Roseman, The Villa, the Lake, the Meeting (London, 2002) is a useful introduction to the issues. Studies of the ghettos reveal the multifarious destruction under way both before and after the ‘fateful months’ of September and October 1941: see Yitzhak Arad, Ghetto in Flames: The Struggle and Destruction of the Jews in Vilna in the Holocaust (New York, 1982); Isaiah Trunk, Judenrat: The Jewish Councils in Eastern Europe under Nazi Occupation, 2nd edn. (Lincoln, Neb., 1996); Michal Unger (ed.), The Last Ghetto: Life in the Łódz Ghetto, 1940–44 (Jerusalem, 1995); and Gustavo Corni, Hitler’s Ghettos: Voices from a Beleaguered Society, 1939–1944 (London, 2002).
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Writing on post-Second World War Germany has been strongly influenced by the philosopher Theodor W. Adorno’s essay, ‘What does Coming to Terms with the Past Mean?’, in Geoffrey H. Hartman (ed.), Bitburg in Moral and Political Perspective (Bloomington, Ind., 1986), 114–29. Also frequently cited is another German work, Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich, The Inability to Mourn: Principles of Collective Behavior (New York, 1975 [1967]). Both Adorno and the Mitscherlichs emphasize the silence surrounding the Holocaust and the history of the Third Reich in 1950s Germany. Challenging this view are a number of recent works that focus on the extent to which post-war Germans presented themselves as victims of a war for which they held no responsibility. Robert G. Moeller, War Stories: The Search for a Usable Past in the Federal Republic of Germany (Berkeley, Calif., 2001) examines how POWs in the Soviet Union and ethnic German expellees from Eastern Europe took on enormous symbolic importance in the public memory of the Federal Republic in the 1950s. Frank Biess, Homecomings: Returning POWs and the Legacies of Defeat in Postwar Germany (Princeton, 2006) analyses the social, cultural, and political integration of returning POWs in East and West Germany. James M. Diehl, The Thanks of the Fatherland: German Veterans after the Second World War (Chapel Hill, NC, 1993) illuminates the process by which Hitler’s army was rehabilitated in post-war West Germany. Michael L. Hughes, Shouldering the Burdens of Defeat: West Germany and the Reconstruction of Social Justice (Chapel Hill, NC, 1999) looks at the demands of victim groups in West Germany for restitution from the state. A collection of essays edited by Bill Niven, Germans as Victims: Remembering the Past in Contemporary Germany (Houndmills, 2006) adds to a growing literature that examines the discourses of victimization that were ubiquitous in post-war Germany. Norbert Frei, Adenauer’s Germany and the Nazi Past: The Politics of Amnesty and Integration (New York, 2002) carefully documents how post-war West Germans were able to see many who had served the Third Reich as ‘good Germans’ who had done nothing more than their duty.

A number of studies offer a rich range of methodological approaches to the study of the intersection of politics, culture, history, and memory in Germany. Alon Confino, The Nation as a Culture of Remembrance: Germany, Memory, and the Methods of History (Chapel Hill, NC, 2006) explores how public memories of German suffering and the Holocaust took shape in a number of sites ranging from museums to movie theatres, from tourism to the physical depiction of space in maps. Rudy Koshar, From Monuments to Traces: Artifacts of Germany Memory, 1870–1990
(Berkeley, Calif., 2000) looks in particular at struggles around historic preservation and monuments and sets the post-Second World War experience in a long-term perspective. Jeffrey Herf, Divided Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys (Cambridge, 1997) offers a systematic comparative study of how Germans confronted the Holocaust in East and West. Harold Marcuse, Legacies of Dachau: The Uses and Abuses of a Concentration Camp, 1933–2001 (Cambridge, 2001) locates a rich analysis of one key site of memory in a panoramic account of the stages through which West Germans passed as they acknowledged their responsibility for the crimes of National Socialism. Wulf Kansteiner pays particular attention to the ways in which television has shaped public memory in In Pursuit of German Memory: History, Television, and Politics after Auschwitz (Athens, Ohio, 2006). Bill Niven brings the politics of memory into the post-unification period in Facing the Nazi Past: United Germany and the Legacy of the Third Reich (London, 2002).

The family was seen as another victim of the war, a topic pursued in Elizabeth Heineman, What Difference does a Husband Make? Women and Marital Status in Nazi and Postwar Germany (Chapel Hill, NC, 1999), and Robert G. Moeller, Protecting Motherhood: Women and the Family in the Politics of Postwar West Germany (Berkeley, Calif., 1993). Memories of the Nazi past also influenced post-war attitudes toward young people, as Uta Poiger demonstrates in Jazz, Rock, and Rebels: Cold War Politics and American Culture in a Divided Germany (Berkeley, Calif., 2000). Dagmar Herzog, Sex after Fascism: Memory and Morality in Twentieth-Century Germany (Princeton, 2005) illuminates how memories of the Nazi past invaded the bedroom and influenced attitudes toward sexuality. For the post-1945 discourse on race in the Federal Republic, see Heide Fehrenbach, Race After Hitler: Black Occupation Children in Postwar Germany and America (Princeton, 2005).
  



Chronology
 



	1856




	Arthur de Gobineau publishes Treatise on the Inequality of Human Races.




	1871




	Foundation of the German Empire led by Otto von Bismarck.




	1873




	Wilhelm Marr publishes The Victory of Jewdom over Germandom Viewed from a Non-confessional Standpoint and invents the term ‘anti-Semitism’.




	1878




	Adolf Stöcker founds the anti-Semitic Christian Social Party in Berlin.




	1889




	20 Apr.


	Adolf Hitler born in Braunau on the Inn, Austria.




	1891




	Foundation of Pan-German League.




	1892




	German Conservative Party’s Tivoli Programme calls for reduction of ‘corrupting’ Jewish influence in Germany.




	1899




	Houston Stewart Chamberlain publishes The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century. Wilhelm Schallmayer wins competition for an essay on the application of eugenics to social policy. Ludwig Woltmann publishes tract declaring the superiority of the Aryan race and asserting its need for ‘living-space’ (Lebensraum).




	1905




	Foundation of the Racial Hygiene Society.




	1912




	Heinrich Class, Chairman of the Pan-German League, publishes If I Were the Kaiser.




	Germanic Order (later Thule Society) founded.




	1914




	Aug.


	Outbreak of the First World War. Hitler enlists in Bavarian army.




	1917




	Sept.


	Foundation of the Fatherland Party.




	1918




	Nov.


	Germany surrenders. Kaiser abdicates. German Republic proclaimed.




	1919




	5 Jan.


	Foundation of German Workers’ Party (DAP) in Munich.




	Jan.


	Communist rising in Berlin.




	 


	National Assembly elected.




	Feb.


	National Assembly convenes in Weimar to draft constitution.




	Apr.–May


	‘Soviet Republic’ in Munich.




	28 June


	Versailles Treaty signed.




	Aug.


	Weimar Republic established; Friedrich Ebert first president.




	Sept.


	Hitler joins the DAP.




	1920




	Feb.


	DAP changes name to National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP); ‘Twenty-Five Point’ programme adopted.




	Mar.


	Nationalist Kapp putsch in Berlin fails; civil war in the Ruhr.




	1921




	July


	Hitler made leader of NSDAP.




	Nov.


	Stormtroopers (SA) founded.




	1922




	June


	Assassination of foreign minister Walther Rathenau.




	1923




	Jan.


	French occupation of the Ruhr.




	Oct.


	Communist risings in Saxony and Thuringia.




	8/9 Nov.


	Hitler’s failed ‘beer-hall’ putsch in Munich. NSDAP (and KPD) banned.




	1924




	Feb.–Mar.


	Hitler tried and sentenced to five years’ prison; starts to write Mein Kampf while in prison.




	May


	National (Reichstag) elections.




	Dec.


	Hitler released from prison.




	 


	National elections.




	1925




	Feb.


	NSDAP refounded; SS established.




	Apr.


	Hindenburg elected president of Germany.




	July


	First volume of Mein Kampf published.




	1928




	May


	National elections: NSDAP wins 2.6% of vote (12 Reichstag seats).




	Dec.


	Second volume of Mein Kampf published.




	1929




	Jan.


	Himmler appointed as leader (Reichsführer) of SS.




	Oct.


	US stock market crash.




	1930




	Mar.


	Heinrich Brüning appointed chancellor.




	Sept.


	National elections: NSDAP wins 18.3% of vote (107 seats).




	1931




	May


	German bank crisis.




	June


	Hoover moratorium on reparations payments.




	1932




	Apr.


	Hindenburg re-elected as president, defeating Hitler in second round.




	June


	Franz von Papen appointed chancellor.




	July


	National elections: NSDAP wins 37.3% of vote (230 seats). Papen’s coup d’état against Prussian government (Preussenstreich).




	Nov.


	National elections: NSDAP wins 33.1% of vote (196 seats).




	Dec.


	Kurt von Schleicher appointed chancellor.




	1933




	30 Jan.


	Hitler appointed chancellor.




	27 Feb.


	Reichstag fire




	28 Feb.


	Decree for the Protection of People and State.




	Mar.


	Dachau concentration camp established.




	Mar.


	Nazi takeover of the Länder and local government begins.




	5 Mar.


	National elections: NSADAP wins 43.9% of vote (288 seats).




	21 Mar.


	Reichstag opened at Day of Potsdam.




	23 Mar.


	Enabling Act passed by 444 votes to 94.




	31 Mar.


	First Law for the Coordination of the Länder.




	1 Apr.


	Boycott of Jewish shops.




	 


	Himmler appointed head of Bavarian political police.




	7 Apr.


	Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service; Second Law for the Coordination of the Länder; office of Reich Governor (Reichsstatthalter) established.




	Apr.


	Gestapo established in Prussia.




	May


	Trade unions dissolved; Deutsche Arbeitsfront (DAF) founded.
NSDAP closed to new members.




	June


	Reinhardt work-creation programme launched; secret military spending plan adopted.
Marriage loans introduced.




	July


	Political parties banned; NSDAP sole legal party.
Concordat with Vatican.
Law for the compulsory sterilization of the ‘hereditarily’ ill adopted.




	Sept.


	Mass arrests of ‘beggars and vagrants’.
Reich Association of German Jews founded.
Reich Chamber of Culture established.




	Oct.


	Germany leaves the League of Nations and Disarmament Conference.




	Nov.


	National law for ‘security confinement’ of ‘habitual’ offenders and Prussian law for ‘preventive police custody’ of ‘professional’ criminals adopted.




	1 Dec.


	Law to Establish the Unity of Party and State. Hess appointed to cabinet.




	1934




	Jan.


	Non-Aggression Pact between Germany and Poland.
Law for the Reconstruction of the Reich abolishes German federalism.




	Apr.


	Himmler appointed head of Prussian Gestapo, with Heydrich as deputy.
‘People’s Court’ (Volksgerichtshof) established.




	May


	Barmen Declaration of Protestant theologians.




	30 June


	‘Night of Long Knives’ (‘Röhm putsch’): murder of SA leaders and other political opponents.




	July


	SS becomes independent of SA.
Nazi coup attempt in Vienna.




	Aug.


	Death of President Hindenburg; Hitler takes title ‘Führer and Reich Chancellor’ and becomes commander-in-chief of the armed forces.




	Sept.


	Schacht’s ‘New Plan’ for the economy.




	1935




	Jan.


	Saar reunified with Germany.




	Mar.


	Military conscription introduced.




	Apr.


	Mass arrests of Jehovah’s Witnesses.




	June


	Anglo-German Naval Agreement.




	Sept.


	Nuremberg Laws codifying anti-Semitic discrimination adopted.




	Oct.


	Child allowances first introduced.




	1936




	Mar.


	Remilitarization of the Rhineland.




	June


	Himmler appointed ‘Leader of the SS and Chief of the German Police’.




	July


	Sachsenhausen concentration camp established.




	 


	Outbreak of the Spanish Civil War; Germany aids Franco.




	Aug.


	Olympic Games in Berlin.




	 


	Further mass arrests of Jehovah’s Witnesses.




	Sept.


	Four Year Plan established, with Göring as head.




	Oct.


	Mussolini announces the Axis (of Germany and Italy).




	Nov.


	Anti-Comintern Pact between Germany and Japan.




	1937




	Mar.


	Mass arrests of released convicts and suspected criminals.




	May


	NSDAP temporarily reopened to new membership.




	July


	Buchenwald concentration camp established.




	5 Nov.


	Hitler describes his plans for Germany’s expansion at the ‘Hossbach Conference’.




	Nov.


	Schacht resigns as minister for economic affairs.




	Dec.


	Law for preventive police custody extended to Reich.




	1938




	Feb.


	Dismissal of Blomberg as war minister and Fritsch as commander of army; Hitler assumes personal command of the armed forces; Neurath replaced by Ribbentrop as foreign minister.




	Apr.


	Mass arrests of ‘workshy’.




	Mar.


	German troops march into Austria; Austria unified with Germany; new anti-Semitic measures introduced in Austria.




	May


	Flossenbürg concentration camp established.




	June


	Mass arrests of ‘asocials’ and Jews.




	Aug.


	Beck resigns as chief of army general staff.
Mauthausen concentration camp established.




	Sept.


	Sudeten crisis; Munich Agreement partitions Czechoslovakia.




	Oct.


	Jews of Polish nationality expelled from Germany.




	9/10 Nov.


	Organized pogrom against Jews in Germany (‘Kristallnacht’); numerous synagogues, cemeteries, and Jewish businesses destroyed, mass arrests/violence against Jews.




	Nov.


	Extensive new anti-Semitic measures adopted.




	Dec.


	Himmler issues ‘Basic Decree for Regulating the Gypsy Question’.




	1939




	Mar.


	German troops occupy Bohemia and Moravia.
Membership of HJ/BDM made compulsory.




	May


	German–Italian military alliance (Pact of Steel).
Ravensbrück women’s concentration camp established.
NSDAP reopened to new members.




	23 Aug.


	Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact.




	1 Sept.


	Germany invades Poland.




	Sept.


	Creation of RSHA Security Office under the SS.




	Oct.


	Hitler signs ‘euthanasia’ order.
Himmler appointed ‘Reich Comissioner for the Strengthening of the German Nation’.




	1940




	9 Apr.


	Germany invades Denmark and Norway.




	Apr.


	T-4 ‘euthanasia’ central office established. Łódz ghetto established.




	10 May


	Germany invades Holland, Belgium, Luxembourg, and France.




	May


	Auschwitz established as forced labour camp for POWs.




	June


	Dunkirk evacuation; German armistice with France.




	Aug.


	‘Battle of Britain’ begins.




	Nov.


	Warsaw ghetto established.




	1941




	Apr.


	Germany invades Yugoslavia and Greece.




	Spring


	‘Hunger Plan’ to engineer mass famine in the occupied Soviet Union approved.




	May


	Hess’s flight to Scotland; Bormann becomes head of party chancellery and minister.




	22 June


	‘Operation Barbarossa’: Germany invades the Soviet Union; SD Einsatzgruppen begin mass shootings.




	July


	Göring instructs Heydrich to undertake a ‘comprehensive solution of the Jewish question’.




	Aug.


	Bishop von Galen denounces ‘euthanasia’ campaign.




	Sept.


	Gassing begins in Auschwitz.




	Nov.


	Lublin-Majdanek concentration (later extermination) camp established.




	11 Dec.


	Germany declares war on the United States.




	Dec.


	Chełmno (Kulmhof) killing centre established.




	1942




	20 Jan.


	Wannsee Conference to coordinate ‘Final Solution of Jewish Question’ in Europe.




	Feb.


	Albert Speer appointed minister for armaments and munitions.




	May


	‘Generalplan Ost’ for exploitation of eastern Europe drafted.




	June


	SD chief Heydrich assassinated by Czech resistance.




	Summer


	‘Aktion Reinhardt’ round-up of Polish Jews for extermination in Béłzec, Sobibór, and Treblinka killing centres; second gas chamber built in Auschwitz-Birkenau.




	Sept.


	Battle for Stalingrad begins.




	Nov.


	German troops occupy Vichy France; British victory at El Alamein.




	1943




	Jan.


	German 6th Army surrenders at Stalingrad.




	Feb.


	‘White Rose’ resistance group in Munich broken up and leaders executed.
Rosenstrasse demonstrations in Berlin against deportation of German Jews married to non-Jews.




	18 Feb.


	Goebbels declares ‘total war’ effort.




	Mar.


	Himmler appointed interior minister.




	Apr.


	Warsaw Ghetto Uprising.




	July


	Allied landings in Sicily.
Allied bombing of Hamburg.




	Aug.


	German summer offensive in Russia defeated.




	Sept.


	Germany occupies most of Italy and Italian-occupied parts of Yugoslavia, Greece, and France.




	1944




	Jan.


	Kreisau Circle of resisters broken up.




	Mar.


	German troops occupy Hungary.




	6 June


	Allied landings in Normandy.




	20 July


	‘July Plot’ to assassinate Hitler fails.




	July


	Goebbels appointed plenipotentiary for total war mobilization.




	Aug.


	Germany at war with Romania.




	Aug.–Oct.


	Warsaw Rising of Polish Home Army.




	Sept.


	Germany at war with Finland.
Volkssturm militia established.




	1945




	Jan.


	Soviet troops enter German territory.




	27 Jan.


	Auschwitz liberated by Soviet troops.




	Feb.


	Allied bombing of Dresden.
Yalta Conference.




	Mar.


	Hitler orders scorched-earth policy in Germany.




	30 Apr.


	Hitler commits suicide in Berlin.




	7 May


	Unconditional surrender of Germany to Allies.




	July–Aug.


	Potsdam Conference.
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Map 1 Germany: Territorial acquisitions and frontier changes to March 1939
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Map 2 Concentration camps in Germany before the war






[image: Image]
 

Map 3 Poland under Nazi occupation: Territorial division and sites of main camps






[image: Image]
 

Map 4 Europe and the Nazi Empire in Autumn 1942
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