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PREFACE

This is not a biography of Hitler. There is certainly room
for a new full-scale biographical study, but this short work
makes no pretensions to provide it. 1 pass over personal
details and scarcely touch upon much which would be of
relevance to a biography. My approach here is, indeed, in
some ways quite non-biographical. I am interested solely
and squarely in the nature and mechanics, the character
and exercise of Hitler’s dictatorial power. Adopting Max
Weber’s concept of ‘charismatic domination’, I have tried
to find answers (for myself at any rate) to the questions of
why Hitler of all the nationalist—racist fanatics with roughly
similar views in Germany after the First World War should
find such appeal, how such an unlikely candidate could gain
control of the machinery of a complex modern state, why
— contrary to expectations — his power was not curtailed
by the traditional ruling classes but broke all constraints,
what his personal role in the shaping of policy amounted
to, and whether he was indeed personally directing policy
and taking the key decisions down to the very end. I thought
it crucial to bring out changes over time, and have therefore
built an essentially thematic treatment of Hitler’s power into
a loose chronological framework (though I make no attempt
to present a description of events).

In order to keep notes to a minimum, in accordance with
the requirements of this series, I have had to omit references
to all but direct quotations, statements which might seem in
need of verification, or specific works which cast important
light on the point at issue. In almost all cases I have worked
with the German originals of texts or secondary works.
Where I have been able to find a published translation, I
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have checked it with the German text and cited it in the
notes. Otherwise, translations are my own.

With conditions in English universities becoming in recent
years markedly less conducive to research, scholarship and
writing in the arts and social sciences, I was particularly
fortunate to be offered a year’s Fellowship in 1989-90 at the
incomparable Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin. To write about
Hitler in Berlin and at the precise time that his legacy in the
shape of the Cold War was finally collapsing was in itself a
great stimulus. The bulk of the typescript was written during
the first part of my stay at the Wissenschaftskolleg. I am most
grateful to the Rector and his colleagues, and to the Fellows,
for providing such a vibrant intellectual climate. And I would
especially like to thank the librarians and the secretarial staff
of the Wissenschaftskolleg for their unfailing patience and
for all their assistance, which I have greatly appreciated.

I would like above all to thank most sincerely, now as
always, my family, friends and colleagues for their encour-
agement and support, which I so value. I am particularly
grateful to my son David for helping in a most direct fashion
by compiling the index for me.

While the typescript was being completed, I was greatly
saddened by the deaths of Martin Broszat and Tim Mason,
two scholars who were quite special to me. The book is a
token of my lasting respect.

Ian Kershaw

Berlin/Manchester
March 1990
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Introduction

HITLER’S POWER: AN ENIGMA

As the subject of a power profile, Hitler is by any stretch of
the imagination a remarkable case. For the first thirty years

of his li as a nobody. In the remaining twenty-six years

of his existence he came to leave an i indelible mark on history

T S
as the dictator of Germany and instigator r of a ; genoc1dal war

which marked the steepest descent in  civilised values known
in modern times, endmg with his own country and much of
Europe in ruins.

“Born into lower-middle-class respectablhty in the small
Austrian border town of Braunau am Inn in 1889, Adolf
Hitler’s early life offered not a single hint of the figure who
was to make the world hold its breath. It seemed rather to
point to a future of insignificance and mediocrity.

The sixteen-year-old Hitler left his secondary school with-
out sorrow. His years there had been unhappy ones, and his
performance had ranged from poor to barely satisfactory.
He failed in 1907 — a serious blow to his pride — and again
the following year to gain admission to the Academy of
Graphic Arts in Vienna. For the next five years or so he
lived the existence of a social drop-out in the imperial
capital. He was a loner with few friends and acquaintances,
a fringe character convinced of his own artistic talents and
embittered at a bourgeois society which had rejected them.
He fled to Munich in 1913 to escape service in the Austrian
army, for which he was in 1914 in any case deemed ‘too
weak’ and unfit to serve.! A few months later, a well-known
picture shows him as one excited face in the exultant crowd
gathered in the Odeonsplatz in Munich on 2 August 1914,
the day following the German declaration of war against
Russia.?




HITLER

Hitler hastened to volunteer for service in the Bavarian
army. As a lance-corporal in an infantry regiment, he was
distinguished twice for bravery — once with the Iron Cross
First Class — and considered unfit for promotion on the
grounds that he lacked leadership qualities!®* His comrades
‘regarded him as something of an odd-ball — quirky and intro-
verted, brooding over Schopenhauer* while they talked of
home and girlfriends. There was nothing to suggest he was
a man going places. Whatever strong views he already held
and occasionally expressed, including the need to break the
‘inner internationalism’ after the war,> few took any notice.

The war, wrote Hitler a few years later, was the ‘most
unforgettable’ and ‘greatest time’ of his life.6 In the 1940s,
cooped up in his East Prussian field headquarters, the remi-
niscences of his lance-corporal days at the front flooded back
— by then, no doubt, a substitute for the failures of the
warlord. Unquestionably, the war was a crucial formative
period for Hitler, an experience immeasurably strengthen-
ing the already existing amalgam of deeply ingrained preju-
dices and burning obsessions which fired his unpersonable
personality. For one who had ‘found himself’ in war, news
of the German defeat and revolution — received while Hitler
was in a Pomeranian military hospital blinded from mustard
gas — was a stunning blow. He was temporarily traumatised
and unhinged. The hatred which had been welling within
/)x burst ferociously into the open.

On release from hospital, Hitler worked for the army in
routine political surveillance of extremist groups in Munich,
which brought him into contact with the infant German
Workers’ Party, which had just been formed as one of many
such sectarian extreme nationalist—racist groups. Joining
what was soon to become the Nazi Party now took him
into the active beerhall politics of Munich. As those around
him, and Hitler himself, came to recognise an unusual talent
for articulating the most vulgar populist prejudices and
resentments in the most demagogically appealing fashion,
the self-awareness and self-confidence of the political agitator
began to take shape. It was the start of his emergence from
anonymity,

Sull, nofhing at this date presaged his later meteoric rise.
He had no political experience, no position of note, no
access to the corridors of power. Yet the remaining years
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INTRODUCTION

of his life saw Hitler attract public attention as a beerhall
agitator; recover from ignominy after the notorious failed
putsch to score a propaganda triumph in his trial, and
rebuild his fractured Party after his period of imprison-
ment; emerge during the Depression as the head of a
huge political army and a serious contender for Germany’s
highest office of state; establish dictatorial control within an
astonishingly short time over a highly developed, elaborate
and sophisticated apparatus of government; preside over an
economic and military recovery which took aback supporters
and opponents alike; tear up the post-war settlement of
Europe and upturn world diplomacy; become the object of
boundless adulation from the majority of his own people and
of great admiration — and even greater detestation — from
others; lead Germany, Europe and ultimately all the major
world powers into a war of unprecedented destruction; hold
most of the continent under his sway for four years; inspire
the most terrible genocide yet experienced by mankind; and
ultimately engulf his country in total military defeat and
occupation, committing suicide with his land in rubble and
the arch-enemy at his very door.

How could such a figure even for a few short years (if,
for his adversaries, a seemingly endless period of darkness)
come to direct the fortunes of one of the most economically
developed and culturally advanced nations of the world?
How could Hitler become for a while the most powerful
man in Europe? Class, breeding, education, background
all told against him. He was not even a German citizen
(until citizenship was granted to him in 1932). He did not
come from the sort of family which traditionally produced
Germany’s leaders. He did not emerge from within the usual
power elites. He was a rank outsider. Deep-seated ideological
phOblaS and‘an unusual demagogic talent to rouse the base
instincts of the masses, coupled with some bizarre personal
mannerisms, were for a long time all he seemed to have to
offer. Yet within fifteen years of his emergence from total
obscurity, he had supplanted the pillar of the old order,
Field Marshal Hindenburg, as head of state; and within
two decades of beginning his ‘political career’, the former
lance-corporal was dispensing orders to aristocratic German
generals in a second major European conflagration, soon to
develop into a world war, of which he, more than any other
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HITLER

single person, has claim to be regarded as the main author.

Hitler’s power raises a number of highly complex prob-
lems. The question ‘how was Hitler possible?” preoccupied
contemporary opponents of Nazism and has obsessed his-
torians ever since. Further difficult issues, beyond that of
how Hitler attained power, relate to the character, extent and
exercise of his power. Many contemporaries from all parts
of the political spectrum, both inside and outside Germany,
felt certain in 1933 that Hitler’s power would be a short-lived
phenomenon — that he was equipped for rabble-rousing but
not for ruling, and that he would be ousted and sidelined by
the traditional power groups once the immediate crisis had
been overcome. That proved, of course, a fateful miscalcula-
tion. But it raises the problem of how Hitler, having become
Chancellor, was able to consolidate and extend his power,
and this consideration in turn provokes questions about
the bases of his power, the shifts in strength which took
place among the powerful groups in Germany supportmg
him, how such shifts affected the scope and exercise of his
own power, and the effect of the peculiar form of political
authority represented by Hitler upon the existing structures
of government and administration. Analysis of these issues
ought to allow us to assess in what relationship Hitler’s power
stood to the impersonal ‘social forces’ which shaped and
conditioned it, what degree of autonomy Hitler possessed
in the individual exercise of power, and the relationship of
that personalised power to Germany’s path into the abyss
during the Second World War.

In their attempts to tackle such questions, historians have
always had to face up to the difficult task of balancing the
relative importance of ‘personality’ and impersonal ‘struc-
tures’ and forces in the process of historical development.
Though this problem is general to the interpretation of all
historical periods, it has led to particularly acute divisions in
the analysis of Nazi Germany. The emphasis which historians
have placed upon pcrsonalm or 1mpersonal determinants’
has characterised the whole nature of their interpretations of
Hitler.”

At one extreme, Marxist—Leninist interpretations, pro-
duced by contemporaries in the mter-war Comintern and
upheld until recently in particular by East German histor-
ians, conventionally attributed litde “elqht to the role of
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personality in history. Consequently, such historians mini-
mised the importance to be attached to the personal role of
Hitler, and denied the existence of any significant practice
of autonomous individualised power. Whatever power Hitler
exercised, according to such an interpretation, was no more
than the power of the most extreme imperialistic groups of
German finance capital. These groups had ‘reared’ Hitler
for power, paving the way for him to act as their popular
mouthpiece and ‘agent’ in destroying the might of organ-
ised labour and providing a framework for the recovery
of capitalism from its unprecedented crisis, and for the
expansion which would secure the hegemony of German
capitalism in Europe and ultimately the world. The ‘real’
rulers of Germany, according to such a scenario, were the |
leaders of ‘big business’. Their interests — those of large-scale
capitalist enterprise — shaped Nazi policy. Having installed
Hitler as dictator at their behest, they continued to determine
the contours within which he could act. Hitler’s personal
power, in such an interpretation, was a chimera. As an
independent variable, it did not exist.

Such an interpretation carried little conviction among
western historians. Though East German writing did much
to reveal the complicity of ‘big business’ in Nazi rule, its inad-
equacies lay both in exaggerating the manipulative capacities
of industrial leaders and in neglecting the problem of how,
in specific circumstances, a personalistic form of rule can
develop a relatively extensive independence from economic
interests, ultimately subordinating them to non-economic
ideological priorities. '

Where a ‘liberal’ historiography has dominated, the role
of personality has generally been accredited with far greater
independent importance than is acceptable in Marxist analy-
sis of whatever sort. Whereas historians of the German
Democratic Republic produced not a single biography of
Hitler, fascination with the: person of the German dictator
among non-Marxist writers began in his lifeume, when the
first biographies were published, and shows no sign of
coming to an end. The details of Hitler’s life have been ex-
haustively researched, the component parts of his ideological
‘mind-set’ meticulously examined, and even his ‘psycho-
history’ speculatively uncovered. Despite a plethora of stud-
ies, however, interpretative problems remain which, in some
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HITLER

ways, are the obverse of those provided by Marxist—Leninist
writing.

In the early post-war years, the explanation of Nazism
and its baleful consequences was at times so exclusively
personified in Hitler that it could seem as if an entire
nation’s otherwise healthy evolution had been hijacked by
the diabolical influence of a single man. Former Arma-
ments Minister Albert Speer, for example, spoke during his
Spandau imprisonment of Hitler as a ‘demonic figure’, ‘one
of those inexplicable historical phenomena which emerge at
rare intervals among mankind’, whose ‘person determined
the fate of the nation’.® Such a demonisation of Hitler has
long since given way to a more sophisticated understanding
of his place in modern German history. But even the best
biographies have seemed at times in danger of elevating
Hitler’s personal power to a level where the history of Ger-
many between 1933 and 1945 becomes reduced to little more
than an expression of the dictator’s will. The Third Reich,
in such a perspective, can appear to be merely old-fashioned
personal tyranny in modern dress.

The contrast of the biographical approach, at the one
extreme, with the impersonalistic Marxist-Leninist approach,
at the other extreme, could scarcely be more stark. Whereas
in East German historiography Hitler figured as little more
than a cypher of capitalist interests, the leading West German
biography of Hitler? practically ignores capitalist interests,
which are implicitly if not explicitly seen as wholly subordi-
nated to his political and ideological dictates. Hitler’s power,
in these polarised interpretations, was, it seems, either a
wholly negligible element, or so supreme a factor that the
whole Nazi phenomenon can be summarily depicted
‘Hitlerism’.

The alleged personalisation of Nazism lhlough an ex-
cessive concern with Hitler’s ideological intentions and mo-
tive has, in fact, continued to be a central focus of debate
among historians of the Third Reich. From a non-dogmatc,
and non-Leninist, Marxist position it has been candidly
admitted that ‘we do not yet have even the makings of a
marxist account of the personal power of the fascist leader in
the inter-war years’.10 Debate about Hitler’s role, and about
the nature and extent of his personal power, has largely,
therefore, been the province of non-Marxist scholars.
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INTRODUCTION

Approaches are now commonly regarded as falling into
two main categories, which have come to be dubbed — not
altogether satisfactorily — ‘intentionalist’ and ‘structuralist’
(or ‘functionalist’). In the ‘intentionalist’ clutch of interpre-
tations, Hitler’s supreme power as ‘master in the Third
Reich’!! is taken for granted, and the history of Nazism
in power is seen as the history of the programmed and
consequential implementation of Hitler’s ideological inten-
tions. As one leading exponent put it, ‘it was indeed Hitler’s
Weltanschauung and nothing else that mattered in the end’.12
In such an interpretation, Hitler is conceived as a classical
embodiment of power in a totalitarian state.

The contrasting approach has, on the other hand, high-
lighted the conditioning of political decisions by ‘structural’
constraints, such as economic limitations on freedom of ma-
noeuvre, or by the specific ‘functioning’ of key components
of Nazi rule, as in Hitler’s inbuilt need to avoid any action
which might threaten his standing and prestige. Hitler’s
ideology has been seen less as a ‘programme’ consistently
implemented than as a loose framework for action which
only gradually stumbled into the shape of realisable ob-
jectives. These considerations have led to emphasis being
placed upon the unclear processes of decision-making in a
chaotic system of rule. Hitler’s scope for action, the degree
of his personal autonomy from constraining factors, and
the extent to which he actively intervened in shaping policy
have, consequently, been called seriously into question. In
this light, Hitler has been depicted as ‘unwilling to take
decisions, frequently uncertain, exclusively concerned with
upholding his prestige and personal authority, influenced
in the strongest fashion by his current entourage’. Far from
being a leader of unrestrained personal power, it has been
suggested, Hitler might be better regarded as ‘in some
respects a weak dictator’.13

In heuristic terms, the polarisation of the debate has often
served a useful purpose. At times, however, it has appeared
sterile. At any event, it seems time to move on. We can
begin by accepting unequivocally the unique place of Hitler
in the course of German history between 1933 and 1945.
Would a terroristic police state under Himmler and the SS
have been erected without Hitler as head of government?
Would Germany have been engaged in general war by the
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HITLER

end of the 1930s under a different form of authoritarian
regime? Would discrimination against Jews have culminated
in genocide under a different head of state? In each case,
it seems highly improbable. Hitler, one can then suggest
at the outset, was crucial to these developments. But in
historical explanation both the intentions of the leading actors
and the external conditions which promote or negate those
intentions are centrally important. The motives, aims and
intentions of powerful political leaders are indeed of vital
significance. But they are not ‘free-floating’. They have to
operate for the most part in circumstances which extend
beyond the control and manipulation of any single historical
personage, however great the political power possessed by
that individual.

The chapters which follow start from the premiss that
Hitler’s personal power was indeed real, not a phantasm.
But they interpret the extent and expression of that power
in large measure as the product of the collaboration and
tolerance, miscalculations and weakness of others in posi-
tions of power and influence. And they suggest that the
progressive extension of Hitler’s power, which reached the
point where its exclusively destructive potential became all-
consuming and wholly antagonistic to the preservation of
rational political authority, was mainly the consequence of
the concessions and capitulations which others were pre-
pared to make. Examination of Hitler’s power cannot, then,
begin and end with Hitler. The actions of others, and
the conditions shaping those actions, are also vitally im-
portant.

A prominent Nazi declared in 1934 that in the Third
Reich it was ‘the duty of everybody to try to work towards
the Fihrer along the lines he would wish’.!* Fanatical fol-
lowers of Hitler took this literally. But many of the less
committed were by their actions also wittingly or unwittingly,
subjectively or objectively, ‘working towards the Fiihrer' in
promoting the circumstances in which his power became
unconstrained and his vague or ‘utopian’ ideological im-
peratives found implcmcnta[ion as government practice.
The exercise of Hitler's power, this suggests, was heavily
conditioned by his nmboh( power as Fiihrer. The readiness
to accept a level of pelsondllscd power quite extraordinary
in modern state systems and to ‘work towards’ the person
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INTRODUCTION

wielding such power lies, therefore, at the root of our enquiry.

‘Power’ can be abstractly defined as ‘the probability that
one actor within a social relationship will be in a position
to carry out his own will despite resistance’.!> The complex
organism of the modern state contains a whole series of inter-
linked, but relatively autonomous, power bases. Apart from
the domain of political power (in a narrow sense) residing
in the bureaucratic, executive, judicial and administrative
apparatus of the state itself, partially autonomous spheres
of military power, economic power and ideological power
may — all or each of them — uphold or undermine the current
form of political domination.!® ‘Domination’ (or ‘rule’) is
‘the probability that a command will receive prompt and
automatic obedience in stereotyped forms, on the part of
a given group of persons’.1?

As defined here, ‘power’ is a relative, not absolute, concept.
The mastery gained by one person or group is at the
expense of the loss of power of another person or group.
This does not, of course, rule out the possibility — even
likelihood - that two or more persons or groups could
extend their own power, at least temporarily, at the cost
of a third party. In the case of the Third Reich, this could
be taken to indicate that not only Hitler and the Nazi Party,
but also the traditional power elites — able through the
entente with Nazism to refurbish in some measure their own
power base — profited from the loss of power of democratic
institutions.

With the progressive destruction of any ‘rational’ structures
for the distribution of power, the further consolidation of one
element of power at the expense of others is likely. In the
Third Reich, the initial ‘power cartel’ comprising both Nazi
factions and groupings of the non-Nazi traditional national-
conservative elites engaged during the following years in
ceaseless internal power struggles, from which certain radical
factions emerged as the strongest. Their success usually owed
much to their direct dependence upon Hitler’s patronage.
But, conversely, Hitler's own power position was greatly
strengthened by the success of those elements in the ‘power
cartel’ of the Third Reich which owed most to him and
were the most radical executive agents of policy directly
related to his ideological imperatives. A distributive no-
tion of power can, in other words, help in conceptualising
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HITLER

the process by which Hitler’s power gradually became absolute
at the expense of other elements in the power equation in
Nazi Germany.

A key to an understanding of the gradual expansion of
Hitler’s power can be found in another concept of Max
Weber: that of ‘charismatic rule’. This concept, as it will
be deployed (derived and in some cases amended from Max
Weber) in the chapters to follow, makes use of ‘charisma’
in a specific technical sense which is not equatable with the
loose application of the term, for instance, to democratic
politicians or other figures in the public eye possessed of
a striking or attractive personality. In contrast to domi-
nation resting on the ‘traditional authority’ of hereditary
rulers, or the impersonal bureaucracy of ‘legal authority’
which characterises most modern political systems, ‘char-
ismatic authority’ is founded upon the perceptions — by
a ‘following’ of believers — of heroism, greatness, and a
‘mission’ in a proclaimed ‘leader’. Unlike the other two forms
of domination, ‘charismatic rule’ is inherently unstable. It
tends to arise in crisis conditions, and is subject to collapse
on two major counts: either through failure to live up
to expectations, or by becoming ‘routinised’ into a system
capable of reproducing itself only through the elimination,
subordination or subsumption of the ‘charismatic’ essence.!®

Though Max Weber was writing before Hitler appeared
on the political scene, his concept of ‘charismatic rule’ has
implications for both the sources and the exercise of Hitler’s
power. It is valuable in comprehending the character of
Hitler’s power base within the Nazi Movement and the
corrosive impact of that power when superimposed upon
a contradictory form of domination — the legal, bureaucratic
framework of the German state apparatus.

From a Marxist perspective, it has been claimed that the
notion of ‘charismatic rule’ is difficult to reconcile with the
existence of a modern capitalist state.!? Indeed, it does seem
that the exercise of ‘charismatic domination’ stands in contra-
diction to the forms of regulated government necessary for
the reproduction of capitalism. However, the emergence of
‘charismatic’ claims to power, and the nature and function of
the ‘charismatic’ expression of power, can without difficulty
be grasped within capitalist state systems in crisis. Here, Max
Weber’s insights — though he was for the most part drawing
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upon examples of ‘charismatic authority’ far removed from
the political systems of the twentieth century — have relevance
to the peculiar characteristics of fascist forms of leadership,
and of the unstable power base of the fascist-style state.

In the modern capitalist state system, political power usu-
ally rests upon the occupation of a particular office, and
the function which that office serves. It is, basically, imper-
sonal power. The bureaucratic, impersonal exercise of power
residing upon a basis of equally impersonal legal norms
is the core of what Max Weber outlined as the ‘legal—-
rational’ framework of domination. In the context, however,
of a socio-economic crisis of the scale of that afflicting
Germany in the early 1930s which, enveloping a political
system never from the outset fully accepted by important
sections of German society, rapidly developed into a crisis
of the state itself, this very impersonal basis of the functional
exercise of power could come under frontal attack and be
decried by those who felt that they had suffered most
through it. The consequence was the violent lurch, in the
terminal crisis of the Weimar Republic, to a widespread
(f far from all-pervasive) readiness to accept an entirely
different system of government based upon the exercise
of personal power associated with personal responsibility.20
Such a putative system can be described by the concept of
‘charismatic domination’.

It seems clear that this form of rule in a modern state
system could only be the product of the most severe crisis
conditions imaginable, and that it could not supplant a
modern bureaucracy but had to be superimposed upon it.
It 1s also difficult to imagine how it could create a lasting
structure for the perpetuation of personalised domination.
Its transience, as an attempted crisis solution ultimately
doomed to failure, cannot, however, mask the fact that in the
circumstances such as Germany offered in the early 1930s it
could develop as a force of extraordinary and consuming
potency, and establish itself as an agent of unusually dynamic
corrosive and destructive capability.

The concept of ‘charismatic domination’ says nothing in
itself about the content of a specific ‘claim’ to leadership
and the reasons for the acceptance of such a claim. These
vary according to circumstances, background and the par-
ticular form of ‘political culture’. A psychological factor

11
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of some general importance to the prevalence of fascist-
style ‘charismatic’ forms of leadership claim in the 1920s
and 1930s was the relatively recent collapse of monarchies
accompanied, however, in some sections of society, by the
remnants of a quasi-religious hankering after a ‘god-given’
form of supreme authority, which could now be clothed in
new, more populist, garb. In addition, the traumatic impact
of war and its accompanying hypertrophied militaristic and
chauvinistic values provided a general condition in which
‘heroic’ leadership claims could find a hearing.

The specific features of the German variant of ‘charismatic
domination’ — those distinguishing it, for example, from
the Duce cult under Mussolini, or from the personality
cults surrounding Stalin and other leaders in the differently
structured communist systems — derive from the interac-
tion of the all-embracing crisis experienced in Germany
after the First World War (and particularly in the early
1930s) with particular traits of German political culture.
A ‘national’ history often seen as a lengthy prehistory of
belatedly and parually attained national unity, shaped largely .«

by wars (triumphant or disastrous) on ‘German’ soil, and "?c\‘
heavily featuring discontinuities, disunity and division, leftb X

a proneness — particularly but not solely in bourgeois circles

to a heroicisation of politics. The pantheon of German
national heroes, apart from cultural giants such as Goethe
or Beethoven, was more or less exclusively populated by
figures, mythical or mythologised, who had won famous
victories furthering the ultimate ideal of a united German
Reich.21

Heroic_images of Frederick the Great or Bismarck stood
out in even sharper relief given the disappointments of
the reign of Kaiser Wilhelm II, the trauma of defeat in
war, revolution and conquest of the state by the hated
socialists, the ‘national disgrace’ of Versailles, the spectacle of
a once-powerful nation wracked by inflation then depression,
and the perception of Weimar democracy as a system ridden
by division and party- polmcal squabblmg B\ the 1920s,
before Hitler came to prominence, a longmq for a new
great leader — sometimes envisaged as the embodiment of
warrior, high-priest and statesman — was a commonplace on
the German Right. Such a leader, it was imagined, would
rid Germany of its divisions, restoring the Reich — a term
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which itself had acquired mystical connotations — to unity
and greatness.

By the early 1930s and the onset of the crisis which
provided for a wider currency for such ideas, a claimant
touting the ‘heroic’ qualities which ‘charismatic’ leadership
demands, and backed by an organisation bearing all the
hallmarks of a ‘charismatic community’, was on hand.

The ‘charismatic community’ comprised in the first in-
stance those closest to the Hitler — the immediate ‘following’
among the Nazi leadership elite — who formed the initial
agency of transmission of the personality cult surrounding
him. Their relationship with Hitler was not determined by
any impersonal, formal office which he held as Party leader,
but by bonds of personal loyalty of an archaic, quasi-feudal
kind, deriving from their recognition of his ‘mission’ and his
‘achievements’, and reciprocated by Hitler because of his own
high level of dependence upon his most trusted ‘paladins’.

Outside the narrow group of Nazi leaders, the main
bearers of Hitler’s ‘charisma’ were the activists of the Move-
ment, the chief carriers and purveyors of the message of
his ‘great deeds’. Further crucial bearers and exploiters of
Hitler’s ‘charisma’ were the leaders and functionaries of
those organisations — the most important of which was
the SS — which owed their own existence and expansion
of power to their close attachment to the Fiihrer. Beyond
them was the mass of ‘Hitler believers’ in the population at
large, whose adulation provided Hitler with a platform of
popularity which greatly strengthened his position of power.
Even the reluctant admirers, the lukewarm who nevertheless
saw no alternative, and the opportunists ready to shout ‘Heil
Hitler’ louder than anyone if it was to their own advantage
to do so, objectively contributed to the enhancement of the
‘charismatic’ Fiihrer cult.

A power profile of Hitler must explore the attainment,
consolidation and expansion of ‘charismatic power’, its twin
bases in repression and acclamation, and its expression and
impact when it had reached its peak of relative autonomy
and absolutism. Our enquiry must also incorporate the con-
cessions made to ‘charismatic rule’ by those non-Nazi elites
who had little belief in it but were, for their own reasons,
prepared to embrace it or at least tolerate it, until their own
power ambitions were swallowed up, overrun or bypassed
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by it. It will, finally, have to examine the destructive force
of ‘charismatic’ power — the way it eroded all ‘rational’
structures and patterns of government and administration,
culminating in the ultimate ‘running amok’?? of the ‘charis-
matic community’ once the power base was collapsing.

The underlying thread to our enquiry into the establish-
ment, magnification and dissolution of Hitler’s power lies
in the inbuilt corrosive impact of ‘charismatic rule’ upon the
‘rational-legal’ basis of political authority — the destructive
influence of arbitrary personalised power upon impersonal,
egulated forms of domination.

Our examination of the process by which such an unlikely
figure as Hitler could come to wield such extraordinary
personalised power has to begin by considering how ‘char-
ismatic’ qualities became attached to him. A key point was
unquestionably the perceived appropriateness of his per-
sonal attributes to the demands of the situation; the matching
of his promise of salvation to the expectations of solution
to the crisis. We have to start, therefore, by looking at the
very promlse of salvation itself. How did Hitler perceive his
‘mission’, and why did his early little band of devotees see in
him the answer to Germany’s needs?
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’\/ Chapter 1

POWER OF THE ‘IDEA’

Hitler’s personality should not be overrated as a factor in
his power. Nor, however, should it be ignored. Its greatest
impact was upon the circle of the earliest, most fanatically
devoted followers, his most committed ‘inner circle’ of dis-
ciples. Looking for a cause and a leader before they ‘found’
Nazism and Hitler; they formed the core of the ‘charismatic
community-which saw-gréatness in Hitler.

The ‘charisma’ in Hitler's own personality, so influential
among his close followers, was rooted in the power which
flowed — for those already open to it — from his ‘idea’,
his political credo, together with the remarkable ability he
showed from the moment he entered active politics to sway
the masses. In this chapter, therefore, we examme the emer-
gence of the ‘conviction politician’, and the response to
the personality and ideas of Hitler of his early followers
who became some of the most important personages in the
Third Reich.

In physical appearance, Hitler was unprepossessing.! He
was of medium height and fair complexion. His head seemed
to dominate the whole of his body. His high forehead was
concealed by the drooping forelock. The centre-point of his
face seemed to be his trimmed moustache. He never looked
smartly dressed. His teeth were poor and in later years
the deterioration in his formerly good eyesight eventually
necessitated him wearing reading glasses (though he was
anxious not to be seen in public in them). His slightly
protruding eyes and unblinking gaze were his most striking
feature.

Hitler’s personal habits were repetitive, conservative, but
at the same time rather quirky. He held as far as poss-
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ible to fixed daily routines, was near teetotal and (from
the early 1930s onwards) vegetarian, did not smoke or
drink coffee, and had a fetish for cleanliness which saw
him washing with abnormal frequency. He needed little
sleep, read avidly and widely (though unsystematically), and
possessed an extraordinary memory for factual detail. He
monopolised conversation with opinionated views on a wide
range of subjects. On anything connected with history, art
and architecture, he considered himself particularly expert.
He was also especially interested in medicine and biology.
His reliance upon his self-learning went hand in hand with
an utter contempt for ‘intellectuals’ dependent upon a for-
mal education. There is no doubt, however, that, though
his knowledge was half-baked, one sided and dogmatically
inflexible, he was intelligent and sharp-witted.

Though, even in his regular entourage, Hitler remained
in human terms distant and unapproachable, he could show
great consideration in trivial matters, such as what to give
his secretaries as birthday presents. He liked the company of
women, and was invariably courteous and gracious towards
them, especially if they were beautiful. He could make those
around him laugh with a cutting humour and a talent for
mimicry. And he had a strong sense of loyalty towards those
of his comrades who had endured sacrifices to support him
from the early days.

These personal characteristics would have been insuffi-
cient to single out Hitler for attention had they existed in
isolation from his political world view and his ability to sway
an audience by the force of his public speaking. Seen in
purely personal terms, detached from his political philoso-
phy, Hitler was indeed a mediocrity. But his political creed
and the conviction with which he expressed it transformed
him into a personality of quite extraordinary dynamism.

It was for Jong thought after the collapse of the Third
Reich that Hitler’s message consisted of no more than the
empty phrases of the power-thirsty demagogue, that the man
behind the message was as devoid of genuine ideas as were
the classical tyrants of old. It is now universally recognised,
however, that behind the vague missionary appeal lay a set
of interrelated ideas — however repulsive and irrational —
which congealed by the mid 1920s into a cohesive ideology.
While Hitler’s fixed ideas, which remained unchanged in
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essentials down to his death in 1945, could not individ-
ually or in themselves go far towards explaining his mass
appeal, or the growth of the NSDAP, they did amount to a
personal driving-force of unusual strength. They provided
Hitler with the all-encompassing world view which gave
him the opportunity exclusivist ideologies offer of ordering
every idea within his own comprehensive philosophy and of
ruling out as absolutely untenable any alternative proposals.
They gave him, too, the ‘missionary’ zeal of the leader who
appears to combine the vision with the certainty that his
path is the right one — in fact, the only one which can
be taken.

Though he was often indecisive about precise political
actions, Hitler never wavered about the certainty of his ideas.
(To those in his proximity, who shared his general prejudices,
the strength and certainty of conviction, extending beyond
that of the average bigot or crank into a grandiose and
irrevocable formula for a glorious future, was a major factor
in establishing his personal supremacy. The simplicity of his
dualistic world-view of a Manichean struggle between good
and evil in which everything was reduced to absolutes —
all or nothing — was matched by the fanatical ferocity and
unyielding tenacity with which his views were upheld) Such
‘attributes’ made him a notable figure in the circles of the
vilkisch Right in which he mixed in the early 1920s. And
the fact that his public appearances rapidly made him the
leading propaganda exponent of such views and opened up
contacts to leading circles of Munich’s moneyed bourgeoisie
made him indispensable and assured him of the support of
others on the extreme Right.

The essence of Hitler’s personal world-view comprised a
belief in history as racial struggle, radical anti-Semitism, a
conviction that Germany’s future could be secured only
through conquest of Lebensraum (‘living space’) at the expense
of Russia, and the uniting of all these strands in the notion
of a life-or-death fight to the finish with Marxism — most
concretely embodied in the ‘Jewish Bolshevism’ of the Soviet
Union. These interlocking ideas were significarit not only
in the sense that they were held to with extraordinary
tenacity for over twenty years, but above all in that the
ideological aims arising from them came to be put into
actual practice during the Second World War. We have to
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take them seriously, therefore, in an evaluation of Hitler’s
power. Before proceeding further we need to look at their
formation, development and content.

Exactly when, how and why Hitler’s fanatically held ideas
took their hold on him is far from clear. But the gradual
forging of the various strands of his thinking into a com-
posite ideology was completed by the time of the writing
of Mein Kampf in 1924, and scarcely wavered thereafter. An
important formative period was his time in Linz in 1905-6
after leaving school and especially in Vienna from 1907 to
1913. The experience of war and, quite traumatically, of
Germany’s defeat was a second, even more vital influence
upon Hitler. Finally, the years 1920 to 1924 saw some crucial
modifications to his ideas, under the impact, not least, of the
Russian civil war.

Hitler’s deepest hatred was of the Jews. The roots and
causes of his visceral anti-Semitism have been much discussed
but can still not be established with absolute certainty. Some
theories are outrightly fanciful.}The notion that Hitler’s
anti-Jewish paranoia can be attributable to the fact that he
_himself was of part-Jewish descent is without foundati

l That he feared or believed that his father’s father had
been Jewish is more plausible, but cannot be proved.? Even
more speculative is the attempt to link Hitler’s pathological
hatred of Jews to his hysterical trauma while suffering
from mustard gas poisoning at the end of the First World
War, which he allegedly associated with the death of his
mother in 1907 following a gas anaesthetic delivered by a
Jewish doct@ Apart from the fact that Hiter had been
grateful enough to the doctor at the time to give him
one of his water-colour paintings as a present,® this theory
ignores the evidence for Hitler’s anti-Semitism during his
Vienna days.

In fact, we remain in the dark about why Hitler became
a manic anti-Semite.TPsychological explanations revolving
around sexual fantasies and a persecution complex bear
differing degrees of plausibility but ultimately amount to
no more than guesswork. All that can with some certainty
be presumed is that Hitler’s personal frustrations at the
discrepancy between his own self-esteem and his drop-out
existence as a failed artist and social outsider found a focus
in an ever stronger negative image which provided both
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explanation for his own failure and also ‘proof” that history
was ultimately on his side.®

Hitler’s own story, retailed in Mein Kampf, tells of his con-
version to anti-Semitism after encountering a kaftan-garbed
figure with black hair locks in the streets of Vienna.? This
was probably a dramatisation. Hitler was already reading
pan-German anti-Semitic newspapers in his Linz days and
was even then an admirer of the Austrian anti-Semite and
pan-German leader Georg von Schonerer.? But there seems
no doubt that whatever views he already had on Jews were
inordinately strengthened while he was in Vienna. At this
time he became greatly impressed by the vehemently anti-
Semitic demagogue Karl Lueger, the mayor of the city,
whom he later described, in a rare show of admiration
for others, as ‘the greatest German mayor of all times’.?
Though the ‘Kaftan Jew’ story is probably embellished, it
seems likely that it does reflect some telling experience of
Hitler during this period, when he was obviously soaking
up anti-Semitic literature, confirming and sharpening his
embryonic prejudice. At any rate, it seems to have marked
the change in him from the conventional anti-Semite of
the Linz period to the manic obsessive anti-Semite which
he remained to the end of his days. From this time, wrote
Hitler, ‘wherever I went, I began to see Jews, and the more I
saw, the more sharply they became distinguished in my eyes
from the rest of humanity’.10

The Vienna years were also a formative period in the
development of other aspects of Hitler’'s world-view. Ac-
cording to his own account — plausible in its general tone
if not accurate in detail — his own ‘drifting’ existence among
the Viennese underprivileged meant that he tasted the
crass social injustices of bourgeois society at first hand,
and plunged him thereby into contemplation of the ‘social
question’. His encounters with Viennese social democracy
led to a violent rejection of its class-based, anti-nationalist
doctrine. His detestation of the Habsburg monarchy was
part of his already pronounced, fanatical German hyper-
nationalism which he had soaked up since his attachment
to the Schonerer movement in his Linz days.!! Once his
‘recognition’ of the Jew as the ‘culprit’ for all these ills took
its place as the dominant ingredient, the essentials of an
ideology based on burning revulsion towards existing society
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coupled with a utopian vision of a future order to be created
by the strong and ruthless authority of an ethnically German
national state began to slot into place.

Hitler’s world-view was, then, already formed in good
measure by the time he served in the trenches. A core
element — the social Darwinistic view of history as a struggle
between individual races with victory going to the strongest,
fittest and most ruthless — seems to have occupied its place
at the centre of this world-view by 1914-18 at the latest.!2
His hysterical reaction, while lying blinded in the Pasewalk
hospital, at the news of the triumph of the forces he hated
with all the fibre of his being appears to have led to an
intensification of his already fixed dualistic world-view —
above all, his conviction that guilt for the catastrophe which
had befallen him and all he believed in lay at the door of the
ubiquitous Jew.!3

Hitler had apparently earlier discussed with one of his
comrades at the front whether after the war he would
become an architect or a politician.!* While in the mili-
tary hospital, he claimed, he took the decision to become
a politician.!> In reality, the ‘decision’ to involve himself
in active politics came less self-consciously and more indi-
rectly. Still in the army, he returned to a Munich scarcely
recognisable from the city he had left in 1914. Political
conditions were in turmoil. After the revolution, government
had been headed by a left-wing socialist, Kurt Eisner, a
Jew. The assassination of Eisner in February 1919 by a
young right-wing aristocrat led to political chaos and a
republic of Soldiers’ and Workers’ Councils — several of
whose leaders were Jewish — being proclaimed in April;
and this in turn was within weeks bloodily overthrown by
forces of the paramilitary Right.

Hitler refrained from any active involvement. But from his
army barracks, he observed what was taking place and read
widely in right-wing tracts, which presumably confirmed his
own diagnosis of events. During the late spring and summer
he attended army indoctrination courses. These introduced
him to deeper consideration of the workings of international
finance capital — a topic on which he was influenced by
the ideas of Gottfried Feder, the economic ‘guru’ of the
early Nazi Party. He also attended lectures and seminars
on German history, socialism in theory and practice, the
l)l

P



HITLER

economic situation and the peace conditions, Russia under
Bolshevik rule, price policy, and the question of Bavaria
and Reich unity. He became noted for his impassioned and
opinionated views.

Hitler’s own awareness of the impact he had as a speaker
in such circles constituted his own first step into active
politics. And when he himself was assigned to work in
the army ‘educational unit’, he was singled out as ‘a born
popular speaker who through his fanaticism and populist
style positively compelled his audience to take note and
share his views’.16 ‘All at once,” noted Hitler, ‘I was offered
an opportunity of speaking before a larger audience; and the
thing that I had always presumed from pure feeling without
knowing it was now corroborated: I could “speak”.’!7 It was
above all in autumn 1919, as Hitler came into contact with
the newly formed German Workers’ Party and began to
realise what an impact he could have on an audience, that
his way into politics — though only on the beerhall fringes —
opened up.

At the time that Hitler began to make his mark as a
populist demagogue in the Munich beerhalls, his politi-
cal views — though held and expressed with extraordinary
fanaticism — remained the conventional fare of the extreme
Right. There was nothing to distinguish them from those of
the pan-Germans or of other vehemently racist—nationalist
groups which abounded in Munich at that time. Agitation
against the Versailles Treaty dominated his early speeches.
He demanded — as did all pan-Germans — the return of
the lost colonies, and the uniting of Germany and Austria.
France and Britain, not Russia, were seen as the main
enemies of Germany. And the Jews were attacked above
all as the agents of finance capital. Hitler himself claimed
that his world-view had already been decisively built before
the war. But vital steps towards the completed ideology still
remained to be taken in the early 1920s. In particular, his
ideas on the direction of Germany’s future foreign policy,
on the Jews, and not least on his own future leadership
role, underwent significant modification between his entry
into politics and the writing of Mein Kampf.

Apart from his own voracious — if unsystematic and one-
sided — reading, which included influential social-Darwinist
and geopolitical tracts, a crucial part in amending Hitler’s
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thinking in these years was played by the Bavarian poet
Dietrich Eckart, and by the Baltic Germans Max Erwin von
Scheubner-Richter and Alfred Rosenberg. Eckart contrib-
uted his own philosophy of struggle to overcome ‘soulless
Jewishness’ as the prerequisite of a genuine revolution —
in contrast to the ‘false’ revolution of 1918 — which would
bring forth new leaders and true socialism. Rosenberg and
Scheubner-Richter were even more influential in focusing
Hitler’s mind on the ‘Jewishness’ of Russian Bolshevism.
Both had experienced the Russian Revolution, both were
extreme anti-Semites, and both were in touch with violently
anti-Bolshevik circles. In the early ideology of the Nazi Party,
neither Russia nor Bolshevism had figured prominently. But
now, Rosenberg acquainted Hitler with the ideas of a ‘Jewish
world conspiracy’ contained in the forged ‘Protocols of the
Elders of Zion’. And the two Balts played a decisive role in
cementing in Hitler’'s mind the notion of the Jewish essence
of Bolshevism. This provided the keystone to the edifice
of Hitler’s ideology. By the time we reach Mein Kampf, the
extirpation of ‘Jewish Bolshevism’ has become synonymous
with the destruction of the Soviet Union in the German quest
for ‘living space’.

The shifts in Hitler’s world-view between 1919 and 1924
can be followed in his speeches and writings over this pe-
riod. Under the influence of Rosenberg and Scheubner-
Richter, the relationship of anti-Semitism and anti-Marxism
in Hitler’s thinking underwent a transformation during these
years. Though both strands of thought had already long
been present in his mind — with anti-Semitism dominant
— they became systematically conjoined only in this period
through the catalytic image of Bolshevik Russia.

Before the fusion with anti-Marxism, Hitler’s vicious anti-
Semitism had, in his public speeches, initially focused more
intensively upon anti-capitalism. His first noted public com-
ments on the ‘Jewish Question’ occurred in August 1919
in the context of a ‘lecture’ on capitalism, while he was
employed by the Reichswehr to provide political indoctrina-
tion for ‘unreliable’ soldiers returning from captivity.!8 It was
also in this capacity that his superior officer asked him, a few
weeks later, to reply to an enquiry on the ‘Jewish problem’.
In his letter, the earliest surviving text of his statement
on the subject,(Hitlcr spoke of the Jews as a race, not a

28



HITLER

religious group, and of the need to combat them by rational
means, not simply on the basis of emotion. This would
necessitate the removal of their legal rights and ultimately
the ‘removal of the Jews altogether)!? Jewish power was
seen as the power of money, ‘the gleam of gold’. Marxism
was not mentioned, though Hitler regarded the Jews as the
driving force behind the revolution and social democracy.
While the exclusion of legal rights for Jews was prominently
expressed in the Nazi Party programme of February 1920,
again there was explicit mention neither of Marxism nor of
Bolshevism.

The heavy concentration upon Jewish finance capital in
Hitler’s early speeches was linked to his allegations of the
responsibility of the Jews for the war, the defeat and the
millions of German dead. So fundamental was this point
to his thinking that later, in a notorious passage in Mein
Kampf, he claimed that the lives of a million Germans killed
at the front could have been saved if(‘twelve to fifteen
thousand of these Hebrew corrupters of the people had
been held under poison gas’.?Y The fury at ‘Jewish’ war
financiers dominated many of his early speeches. There were
repeated intense attacks upon usurers, profiteers, racketeers
and parasites. Over and again he demanded hanging for
Jewish racketeers.?! Genuine socialism for him, stated Hitler,
meant to be an anti-Semite.22 Under Feder’s influence, he
distinguished between essentially healthy industrial capital
and flourishing ‘Jewish finance capital’, which constituted the
real evil. Once ‘Jewish Bolshevism’ had been incorporated
into this thinking, international capital was seen as working
hand in hand with the ‘international element in Soviet Russia’
against German national interests.23

In speech after speech Hitler denounced the Jews in the
most vicious terms. He rejected, as he had done in his letter
of September 1919, emotional ‘pogrom’ anti-Semitism as
the answer to the problem, but said Germans should be
prepared to enter a pact with the devil if necessary in
order to extirpate the evil of Jewry.>* He demanded the
basic solution: ‘removal of the Jews from our people’.2>
He spoke of the prevention of the ‘Jewish undermining
of our people’ by internment in concentration camps.26
His language, violent in the extreme, became coloured with
biological terminology suggestive of the eradication of germs.
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He proclaimed in August 1920:

Don’t think that you can combat an illness without kill-
ing its causative organ, without destroying the bacillus,
and don’t think that you can combat racial tuberculosis
without seeing to it that the people is freed from the
causative organ of racial tuberculosis. The impact of
Jewry will never pass away, and the poisoning of the
people will not end, as long as the causal agent, the
Jew, is ner midst.27

In a speech to the SA in February 1922, Hitler stated that
in his view only the ‘single, total and exclusive’ concern
with the ‘Jewish Question’ mattered, and a few months later
summed up the entire Party programme in the one point
that no Jew could be a people’s comrade.?® But a change of
emphasis had taken place in his expressions of anti-Semitism.
Under the influence of events in Russia, Hitler’s main target
switched from the Jews as the exponents of international
finance capital — not that he ever forgot or ignored this
element of his anti-Semitism — to the Jews as the power
behind Marxism, and explicitly behind Marxism’s practical
political manifestation in Soviet Bolshevism. Either way, as
the controller of international capital or as the controller of
Bolshevik Marxism, the ‘Jewish world conspiracy’ presented
Hitler with the image of an indomitable foe. But compared
with his dismissal of effete bourgeois democracy, Marxism
in its Bolshevik manifestation amounted to a Weltanschauung
which, in all its ruthless brutality, he could comprehend as
a formidable force. It offered him a vision of the future
which, in his eyes, only the racial struggle under Germany’s
leadership could prevent.

By the time of his trial for high treason in spring 1924,
following the failed putsch attempt on 8-9 November 1923
when, in the Burgerbraukeller in Munich, he had proclaimed
a natlonal revolution in the hope of overthrowing the Reich
government, Hitler was telling the court that what he wanted
to be was the breaker of Marxism, and asserting that the
Nazi Movement knew only one enemy, the mortal enemy
of Marxism.29 The Jews were not mentioned. When the
change in tone was noted by the ]cmsh press and Hitler
was asked about it, he Icphcd in typical fashion that he had
indeed changed his stance: while working on Mein Kampf, he
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had realised that he had hitherto been too mild, and that the
‘Jewish Question’ was not of concern solely for the German
people, but for all peoples, ‘for Juda is the world plague’.30
The struggle would not be victorious, therefore, until the
international power of Jewry was completely annihilated.

The connection in Hitler’s mind between Bolshevism and
Jewry is the crucial additive responsible for the change in
intonation. It was in spring and early summer 1920 that
he first came to comment on a number of occasions on the
catastrophic effect of Bolshevism in Russia and on Russia
being destroyed by the Jews. By July 1920 he was explicitly
combining the images of Bolshevism, Marxism and Soviet
Russia in the picture of the brutal rule of the Jews, for
which social democracy was allegedly paving the way in
Germany 3!

The theme of Bolshevik Russia preoccupied Hitler on
numerous occasions during the following months. By June
1922 he was envisaging a struggle of two ideologies, the ideal-
istic and the materialistic, representing the mission of the
German people in the struggle against Bolshevism with the
forces of good united against the mortal enemy of the Jew.
The state was merely the means to the end of upholding the
race.32 And by autumn 1922 his conception of the absolutely
pivotal relationship of anti-Semitism and anti-Bolshevism
had reached the point of development which was to domi-
nate his political mission to the end. In October he wrote of a
fight for life and death between two Weltanschauungen which
were incapable of coexistence. In this struggle there could
only be victors and the annihilated. The example of Russia
had shown what this meant. ‘A victory of the Marxist idea sig-
nifies the complete extermination of the opponents.. . .. The
Bolshevisation of Germany . . . means the annihilation of the
entire Christian-western culture altogether.” The aim of the
Nazi Party could, therefore, be simply stated: ‘Annihilation
and extermination of the Marxist Weltanschauung’ .33

Hiter’s changing awareness of the significance of Bolshe-
vik Russia for his racial philosophy had obvious implications
for his foreign-policy thinking. It is, therefore, of note that
it was precisely around the time, about 1922, when he was
coming to conceive of his mission as a life-or-death struggle
with ‘Jewish Bolshevism’ that a shift took place in his con-
cept of Germany’s future foreign policy, from a traditional
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pan-German concern with colonialism to the notion of a
continental expansionism at the expense of Russia. Under
the influence of the success of ‘Jewish Bolshevism’ in the civil
war in Russia and the threat of Bolshevisation in Germany,
the fusion of anti-Semitism and anti-Bolshevism in Hitler’s
mind into an obsessive determination to destroy ‘Jewish
Bolshevism’ was a far more powerful determinant than
conventional diplomatic considerations in the reordering of
foreign policy goals.

In his early speeches, Hitler conveyed little of any future
intentions in foreign policy. He repeatedly berated the
failures in the post-Bismarck era to ensure peace with
Russia instead of siding with Austria—Hungary, and spoke
of the inevitably hostile stance of Britain and France. His
main target was, of course, the foreign policy of Weimar
governments, which he scourged at every opportunity. He re-
mained down to 1922 essentially anti-western in his thinking,
though without a clear concept of a future alliance strategy.
His attitude towards Russia was ignorant and ambivalent.
He continued to harbour a dualistic view — positive to-
wards the ‘national’ people of Russia, negative towards the
‘Jewish-Bolshevik’ rulers — and to favour an alliance with a
non-Bolshevik Russia against Britain. By late 1922 he was
increasingly aware of the essential division of interest between
France and Britain. But above all, he was rethinking future
policy towards Russia.

By December 1922 the foreign policy goals which were
outlined in Mein Kampf, and which remained at the heart
of Hitler’s thinking to the end, were formulated. In a confi-
dential discussion at that time, he turned his back on the old
policy of commercial and colonial rivalry with Britain in the
interest of winning over Britain for support in a continental
policy against Russia.

Germany would have to adapt herself [he stated] to
a purely continental policy avoiding harm to English
interests. The destruction of Russia with the help of
England would have to be attempted. Russia would
give Germany sufficient land for German settlers and
a wide field of activity for German industry. Then
England would not interrupt us in our reckoning with
France.34
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Two years before the writing of Mein Kampf, therefore,
Hitler’s personalised world-view was to all intents and pur-
poses complete{ The struggle to destroy the power of inter-
national Jewry, the struggle to annihilate Marxism, and the
struggle to obtain ‘living space’ for Germany at the expense
of Russia amounted in effect to three forms of expression
of the same integral thought) And this was embedded in,
and took its justification from, an understanding of his-
tory which, turning Karl Marx’s belief in the centrality of
socio-economic motive forces on its head, dogmatically held
to a view of historical development as the unfolding of a
constant struggle between races — ethnic, biological peoples.
Hitler wrote:

(All great cultures of the past perished only because
the originally created race died out from blood poi-

soning . ... Blood mixture and the resultant drop in
the racial level is the sole cause of the dying out of old
cultures . . .. All occurrences in world history are only

the expression of the races’ instinct of self-preservation,
in the good or bad sense.3>

Though for Hitler the Jewish race was the antithesis of the
highest racial entity, the Aryan, the instinct of self-preservation
was greater than in other peoples, enabling the Jew to thrive
‘as a parasite in the body of other naticns and states’.36
Ultimate Jewish dominance would come about through the
undermining and destruction of other pure races. The next
stage after control of liberal democracy is ‘in the organised
mass of Marxism’, which ‘allows him [i.e. the Jew] to subjugate
and govern the peoples with a dictatorial and brutal fist’.37 The
culmination is the ‘fanatical savagery’ and ‘inhuman tortures’
of ‘Jewish Bolshevism’. “The end is not only the end of the
freedom of the peoples oppressed by the Jew, but also the end
of this parasite upon the nations. After the death of his victim,
the vampire sooner or later dies t00’.38 But before this stage
the cataclysmic showdown with the rejuvenated racial force of
the German nation would destroy Jewry for ever.

The linkage of this definitive turning-point in world his-
tory to German foreign policy is left to one of the last
chapters of Mein Kampf. The land necessary to support
Germany as a world power was to come from Russia. There,
‘Jewish Bolshevism’ had destroyed and replaced the former
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Germanic ruling strata. But, ‘as a ferment of decomposition’,
the Jew had weakened the Russian empire which was now
‘ripe for collapse’. ‘And the end of Jewish rule in Russia
will also be the end of Russia as a state.”3® The mission of
the Nazi Movement was to prepare the German people for
this task. The rebuilding of the German people to a level of
strength capable of accomplishing the destruction of ‘Jewish
Bolshevism’ was the task of a ‘Germanic state of the German
nation’.40 The state itself was but the means to attaining this
end.*! But this could be achieved only under leadership of
genius attuned to the task. While in prison in the Landsberg
fortress in 1924, serving a five-year sentence for high treason
from which he was released within nine months, Hitler came
to see himself as that great leader for whom the German
people was waiting.

Ideas of heroic, quasi-messianic leadership in a new Reich
were commonplace on the extreme Right in Germany in the
early 1920s. Initially, Hitler had seen his own role solely as
that of the propagandist — the ‘drummer boy’ for the great
leader who would arise. The example of Mussolini’s success
in Italy in 1922 was a stirring one for Hitler. In 1922 and
1923 he spoke more frequently about the importance of
personality and heroic leadership, responsible to the people
but demanding their unconditional obedience for the historic
mission he would carry out. As late as May 1923 Hitler stated
that he was still only preparing the path, to give the coming
dictator a people ready for him.*> Two months later, he
commented that salvation could be found only in the value
of personality, and that as leader of the NSDAP he saw his
task ‘in accepting responsibility’.43 By the time of his trial in
1924, in which he turned the putsch fiasco into a personal
triumph, his conception of his own role was emerging into
the fully-fledged heroic leadership self-image which took
shape only after his return to politics in 1925 following his
short imprisonment.

By the mid 1920s, then, Hitler had developed a rounded
philosophy which offered him a complete view of the world,
its ills, and how to overcome them. Its substance never
changed down to his (lcath.)thn, in the 1940s, Hitler’s
ideas on all subjects under the sun were expounded at length
to his cronies in his dinner-table monologues, the self-same
underlying tenets of his world-view which he had developed
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in the early 1920s were still dominant. In his last recorded
monologue before his suicide, Hitler remained, as ever,
preoccupied by the showdown with the ‘Jewish—Bolshevik’
threat. His belief was unchanged that ‘in a world which is
becoming more and more perverted through the Jewish
virus, a people which has remained immune to the virus
must in the long run emerge supreme’. And he asserted that
‘from this point of view, National Socialism can justly claim
the eternal gratitude of the people for having eliminated the
Jew from Germany and Central Europe’.#* Hitler’s last words |
to the German people, in his political testament written on
the day before his death, adjured its leaders and their
followers ‘to scrupulous observance of the laws of race
and to merciless opposition to the universal poisoner of all
peoples, international Jewry’.45

Hitler saw himself as that rarest of combinations, the
‘programmatist’ (or ‘theoretician’) and ‘politician’ — the ex-
ecutor of'the ‘idea’.#6 He spoke of the work of the combined
‘programmatist’ and ‘politician’ as a struggle ‘for aims which :
only the fewest comprehend’.#” The ‘doctrine’ was, then, not
simply a matter of passive understanding. His world-view
provided an internal dynamic. Hitler spoke repeatedly of
his ‘mission’; he increasingly saw the hand of ‘Providence’
in his work; in Mein Kampf he invoked God’s support for
his struggle against the Jew.#8(He saw himself engaged in the
preparation of a crusade. When the showdown with ‘Jewish
Bolshevism’ eventually became reality with the invasion of
the Soviet Union in June 1941, it was for Hitler — and not
for him alone — the culmination of this ‘crusading’ ideaﬁ

Hitler’s quasi-messianic commitment to an ‘idea’, a faith
which brooked no alternatives, gave him a strength of will-
power which in his presence was difficult to resist. The
dogmatism of the autodidact who, since his youth, had read
voraciously but unsystematically, reinforcing his prejudices
rather than subjecting them to searching critique, provided
him with an inbuilt dominance over those who met him.
His extraordinary memory for detail both impressed those
in his presence and also deflated attempts to challenge
him. The reduction of all situations to black and white
alternatives, one of which could be utterly ridiculed, and
the rhetorical force of expression in which complex matters
were dismissed contemptuously or simplified along the lines
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of incontrovertible ‘basic truths’, also meant face-to-face
opposition stood scant chance of success.

The certainty of his own faith reinforced the more faint-
hearted or doubters among Hitler’s following, while those
who could not share it, were cynical, or rejected it never
had a chance of access to the inner sanctum of power. In
any case, Hitler stuck with his circle of ‘true believers’ — his
loyal followers, his ‘own sort’.

It was the combination of ‘prophet’ and propagandist
which gave Hitler from the early 1920s the advantage over all
other potential contenders for leadership in the top elite of
the Nazi Party. Other leading Nazis lacked the combination
of his demagogical brilliance, his mobilising capability, and
the unity and all-encompassing ‘explanatory force’ of his
ideological vision.

Compared with Hitler’s talent for vulgar simplification and
mass appeal, the ideological preoccupations of early Party
‘thinkers’ such as Gottfried Feder or Alfred Rosenberg,
who were more concerned with the intricacies of ideas
than their political effectiveness or organisational potential,
were opaque and limited. Feder soon faded into relative
insignificance. Rosenberg’s leadership weaknesses were bla-
tantly revealed when he was left in charge of Party affairs
while Hitler was in prison in 1924.

Of other early leading Nazis, Rudolf Hess was introverted,
lacked demagogic talent, and saw himself from the earliest
days as a mere disciple of Hitler. Julius Streicher was no
more than a vulgar racist demagogue of limited intelligence,
incapable of extending his obsessive hatred of Jews into a
full-scale ideology. Hermann Goéring was a man of action
rather than ideas, and after an early spell in charge of
the SA left the scene altogether for four years following
the putsch disaster, remaining thereafter aloof from Party
offices. Ernst Rohm was a military turned paramilitary man,
an able organiser but lacking in both ideological vision and
rhetorical talent. Gregor Strasser also had organisational
skills, but had limited ability to” whip up the fervour of
the masses. His brother, Otto, was typical of a number
of leading early figures in the Movement who became es-
tranged from Hitler through their attempts to detach an
abstract ‘idea’ of Nazism from its embodiment in the Party
leader. Joseph Goebbels was an acolyte rather than a high
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priest, functioning largely as his master’s voice. Heinrich
Himmler was a good administrator but, possessed of a cold,
inhuman and cranky personality, was devoid of popular
appeal. Hans Frank, the Party’s chief legal expert, was
a weak, vacillating character, emotional and subservient.
The differing emphases in ideas and personal ambitions,
rivalries and deep animosities of these and other prominent
figures in the Movement ruled out each of them as potential
claimants for the Party leadership and were reconciled only
in the imprecise but incontrovertible future vision embodied
in the person of the increasingly eulogised supreme leader,
Hitler.

Already in 1922-23, the beginnings of a personality cult
around Hitler had become visible. Other prominent figures
in the still small Nazi Movement were speaking in public of
Hitler in adulatory, ‘heroic’ terms as Germany’s Mussolini, a
leader for whom millions were yearning, and the only man
who could restore Germany’s greatness. Then his assumption
of full responsibility for the putsch of November 1923
transformed it from a farcical failure into a publicity triumph
for the radical Right, earning Hitler outright pre-eminence
in volkisch circles. His enforced confinement in Landsberg in
1924 was thereafter turned to optimal effect. Accompanied
by two dozen or so members of his bodyguard, with Rudolf
Hess acting as his secretary, and being visited frequently by
many other followers, Hitler made Landsberg into a Nazi
‘think tank’. While writing Mein Kampf, he lectured the other
inmates each morning on his ideas.Internment became the
scene of a Nazi seminar, as his ideas were then discussed at
length.

In the inner circle, Hitler’s reputation as the ‘program-
matist’ of the Nazi idea was enhanced. One of those present,
a non-Bavarian local leader who had been something of
a sceptic, was highly impressed by a talk in which Hitler
had held forth at length about the distinction between
‘programmatists’ and ‘politicians’. He wrote of his growing
certainty as Hitler for the first time spoke of major foreign-
policy considerations:

It is my rock solid conviction that Hitler will not move
one iota from his National Socialist thinking .. .. And

if it nonetheless sometimes looks as if that is the case,
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then it is only for the sake of more important goals.
For he combines in himself the programmatist and the
politician. He knows his goal, but also sees the ways to
do it. My stay here has strengthened what I still doubted
in Gottingen: the faith in Hitler’s political instinct.49

Growing belief in Hitler as Germany’s coming leader, a
secular faith in a political messiah, gripped many of those
in his immediate surroundings who came into regular, re-
peated and lengthy contact with him from at least this time
onwards. Though there were those, such as the Strasser
brothers, who by no means succumbed to the developing
personality cult, they became forced on to the defensive.
The inner circle of believers was established. The basis of
the ‘charismatic community’ was laid.

Rudolf Hess, from the earliest times a most fanatical and
subservient devotee, spoke of ‘the power of personality’
radiating ‘something that puts those around him under its
spell and spreads in ever-widening circles.”>? It was only dur-
ing the Landsberg time, he wrote, that he fully grasped the
‘mighty significance’ of this personality.5! Alfred Rosenberg
admitted while imprisoned in Nuremberg after the war his
admiration of Hitler from the earliest days, seeing in him
the ‘creator’ of the Nazi Party and its political philosophy,
a leader with ‘a firm intellectual basis but at the same time
a constantly increasing maturity in dealing with numerous
problems’, possessed of ‘a great belief in his people and his
mission’, ‘creative drive’ and a ‘will like iron’.52 Hans Frank
recalled feeling, the first time he heard Hitler speak, in Janu-
ary 1920, that he alone was capable of saving Germany.>3 On
entering the SA in 1923, he was ‘positively spellbound’ by
Hitler’s personality. And when Hitler personally appealed
to him in 1929 to give up plans to withdraw to a career in
legal scholarship, Frank agreed to embark upon ‘the new,
strong, radiantly refulgent path in Adolf Hitler’s world’.5*
Joseph Goebbels asked after reading Mein Kampf: ‘Who is
this man? half plebeian, half god! Truly Christ, or only St
John?” He saw him as a genius, wanted him as a friend,
and wrote in his diary on 19 April 1926: ‘Adolf Hitler, 1
love you.’35 Baldur von Schirach, later the Hitler Youth
leader, recalled his fascination at the sound of Hitler’s voice
when first hearing him speak in public in 1925. It captivated
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him and convinced him that Hitler was ‘the coming saviour
of Germany’.56 For Goéring, later proud of his title ‘most
faithful paladin of the Fuhrer’, full surrender came only
on returning to the Party in 1928 after several years abroad
following the failed putsch. But his submission thereafter was
profoundly subservient. In later years he was at times almost
physically ill before audiences with Hitler. He claimed that
Hitler had become his conscience. He saw in him ‘the rare
union . .. between the most acute logical thinker and truly
profound philosopher and the iron man of action’.57

These top-ranking Nazi leaders all saw Hitler at close
quarters, and were in direct and regular contact with him.
They all joined the Nazi Movement when it was in the
political wilderness, long before it came close to gaining
power. Though career and material advantages came their
way, political opportunism can scarcely be seen as the prime
motive behind their commitment to the Nazi cause. The
personalisation of their faith and loyalty in Hitler was crucial,
and, as the above selected evidence shows, was vividly present
in a period before the institutionalised Fiihrer cult had
become widely established. Indeed, they themselves were
among both the earliest victims and the chief exponents of
the ‘Hitler myth’.

Central to this core of the ‘charismatic community’ was
the power of Hitler’s personality. And dominant within this
personality was the single-mindedness of the zealot, the
ardent conviction of the self-styled prophet, the ideological
self—certainty of the missionary. To the closest members of
his retinue, his proclaimed unity in his own person of the
‘programmatist’ and ‘politician’ gave him unchallengeable
status as both the embodiment of the ‘idea’ and its organising
genius.

In practical matters and day-to-day decisions, Hitler was
often anything but self-certain. And in the urgent matter
of building up the Party in the politically barren years of
the mid and late 1920s, the details of the arcanum of
Hitler’s personalised ideology were not important. Indeed,
the very flexibility of the individual ideas within an overall
interloc l\mq framework was massively advantageous. Even
among his close dependants, one spcuh(, angle of ideology
was often more important than another, and circumstances
necessitated placing the emphasis on some parts more than

34




POWER OF THE ‘IDEA’

others. But what was crucial was the belief that the ‘future
belongs to us’, that one day Hitler’s ‘vision’ — whatever
interpretation was placed upon it — would become reality.
This was the power of Hitler’s idea.
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Chapter 2
GETTING POWER

In examining how the power of the German state came to
be placed at Hitler’s disposal, three developments have to
be distinguished. The first is how Hitler came to acquire
undisputed power in the Nazi Party, which by the late
1920s had incorporated and unified the disparate strands
of the wolkisch Right and had come to adopt as its or-
ganisational ethos the leadership principle, deriving from
Hitler’s perceived historical mission to save Germany. The
second is how Hitler was able in the early 1930s to extend
his appeal way beyond previous levels of support for the
extreme radical vilkisch Right to more than a third of the
voting population, providing him with the claim to power
that he alone could ‘deliver’ the masses. And the third is
how non-Nazi elite groups, with distinctly sober views on
‘charismatic’ missionary claims, but with influence on those
wielding power in Weimar Germany, came to take an interest
in Hitler, and how the power-brokers themselves, when he
looked anything but assured of a triumphant future, became
prepared to hoist him into the Chancellor’s seat. In these
three developments, the personal role played by Hitler is
greatly overshadowed by matters and events beyond his
control.

The question of how such an unlikely candidate was able
to come to power has been posed ever since Hitler was
appointed Reich Chancellor on 30 January 1933, and has
been answered in many different ways. The Nazis’ own
answer was the one Hitler himself never tired of providing
in his incantation of the ‘Party story’, which prefaced — at
inordinate length — many of his major speeches throughout
the Third Reich. According to this version, the rise of Nazism
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from its humble beginnings to the ‘seizure of power’ had
been accomplished solely through the ‘triumph of the will’.
Incessant struggle — this period was always referred to as
‘the time of struggle’ — against the odds but backed by the
tanatical belief of a massively expanding host of followers in a
righteous cause had eventually overcome adversity, defeated
powerful enemies, and brought about national unity to save
Germany from destruction through Bolshevism.

Such a heroic Party legend had purely propaganda value.
There was nothing inevitable about Hitler’s triumph in
January 1933. Five years earlier, the Nazi Party had been
a fringe irritant in German politics, but no more. The 1928
election had brought it only 2.6 per cent of the popular
vote and twelve seats in the Reichstag. External events —
the Young Plan to adjust German reparations payments,
the Wall Street Crash, and Briining’s entirely unnecessary
decision to have an election in summer 1930 — put the Nazis
on the political map. Though democracy had by that date
an unpromising future, a Nazi dictatorship seemed far less
likely than some other form of authoritarian rule, such as
a military dictatorship or even a reversion to a Bismarckian
style of government, possibly under a restored monarchy.
In bringing Hitler to power, chance events and conservative
miscalculation played a larger role than any actions of the
Nazi leader himself.

THE MOVEMENT

Authoritarian movements, as their inter-war and post-war
history shows, are from their nature particularly prone to
splits, factionalism and inner-party power struggles. The
early development of the Nazi Party indicates that it was
no exception. As the German Workers' Party, it began life
in 1919 as only one of more than seventy foundations of
extreme right-wing political sects. Sharing an essentially
similar vilkisch ideology based upon a radical brand of racist
nationalism, these sprang up within a year of the end of
the First World War and flourished in a stridently counter-
revolutionary atmosphere, particularly prevalent in Bavaria.
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Rifts about tactics and strategy, disputes over points of
ideology, and clashes of personality were part and parcel
of the myriad strands of the wvilkisch movement from the
very beginning. Within the infant Nazi Party, Hitler himself
provoked the first power struggle, in 1921, which resulted
in the establishment of his constitutional position as Party
leader. After the failure of the Beer Hall Putsch in late 1923,
the temporary front of unity reached on the extreme Right
collapsed and the Nazi Party itself split into a number of rival
groups. Rabid factionalism continued after the refoundation
of the Party in 1925, and posed a potentially dangerous
challenge to Hitler’s pre-eminence, which was headed off
with some difficulty in early 1926.

Even after 1930, at a time when Hitler’s leadership had
been consolidated and the Nazi Movement was going from
strength to strength, there were a number of occasions on
which the NSDAP was threatened by rebellion from its
paramilitary wing, the SA, and it survived the secession
of prominent members, notably Otto Strasser in 1930 and,
above all, his brother Gregor Strasser, the. second most
powerful man in the Party, at the end of 1932. Moreover,
the Party membership was itself remarkably volatile, with an
extremely high turnover of members. The history of the Nazi
Party down to 1933 shows plainly that it was a most unstable
movement comprising extremely diverse factions and inter-
ests, with strong centrifugal and disintegrative tendencies.

‘Leadership’ was, then, in itself no guarantee of internal
unity. But there is every reason to imagine that without the
enhancement of Hitler’s supreme authority in the Move-
ment, elevated by the unusually strong personality cult which
became attached to him, the Party would have been torn
apart by factionalism. As it was, Hitler remained the Party’s
chief asset — its populist magnet and chief vote-winner.
With him, most leading Nazis recognised, stood or fell the
chances of attaining power. This persuaded factionalists to
accept the need for at least an outward show of unity. And
it encouraged those at the centre of the Party to work actively
to build up and accept the Fiihrer cult, extolling Hitler as
beyond criticism, the font of ideological orthodoxy, and the
focus of unquestioning obedience. This was done, from the
mid 1920s onwards, not only by those, like Hess, who were
genuine Hitler-worshippers, but also by leading figures like
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Gregor Strasser, prepared, despite reservations about Hitler,
to collaborate in the instrumentalisation of the Fiihrer cult.
Once established, by the later 1920s, then bolstered by the
electoral successes of 1930-32, the Fiihrer cult developed
its own relative autonomy, cushioning Hitler’s own position
by weakening at the outset oppositional attempts, and tying
the Party more and more to his ‘all or bust’ strategy to gain
power.

Central to the whole development of Hitler’s power base
within the Nazi Movement, and of the character and dynamic
of the Nazi organisation before 1933, was, then, the leader-
ship cult. ‘Charismatic’ authority was made into the very or-
ganisational base of the Movement itself. This made Hitler’s
relationship to his Party different from that of any other
contemporary party leader. And it provided him with an
aura of ‘greatness’ on which his claim to exclusive loy-
alty as the embodiment of a messianic mission to build
a ‘new Germany’ was extended from the inner circle to
a wider body of the faithful, a greatly enlarged ‘charis-
matic community’. It gave him the legitimacy within the
Party which enabled him to counteract the otherwise en-
demic and disintegratory factionalism which characterised
the Movement.

As we have noted, it was as a propagandist, an agitator and
an unusually talented demagogue that Hitler first won atten-
tion. Within the space of only a few months, he became the
star speaker of the infant National Socialist German Workers’
Party (which had changed its name from German Workers’
Party in February 1920). It was Hitler who announced the
Party’s programme, which he had partly drafted and edited,
on 24 February 1920. During 1920 he spoke more than
thirty times before audiences of some several hundred to
over two thousand persons. With Hitler as the ‘front man’,
the Party membership reached 2,000 by late 1920 and 3,300
by August 19211 —a sharp rise since he himself had joined as
the fifty-fifth member in September 1919.2 Though most of
those attracted by Hitler’s rantings were from Munich’s lower
middle classes, some well-heeled and influential figures in
the city’s social and political circles also showed an interest
in the stir he was making.

Through Ernst Rohm, later the SA chief, who had been
a member of the German Workers’ Party since 1919, Hitler
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gained important contacts in radical Right officer and para-
military circles. Hitler’s former commanding officer in the
Reichswehr ‘education’ unit, Hauptmann Karl Mayr, saw to
it that the army paid for 3,000 brochures on the Versailles
treaty which the Party distributed in 1920, commenting in a
letter to the exiled right-wing putschist, Wolfgang Kapp, in
September 1920 that he had high hopes of Hitler and his
Movement.? And Dietrich Eckart, one of Hitler’s ‘intellectual’
mentors, was also valuable in fund-raising and links to
wealthy patrons in the vélkisch camp. It was Eckart’s finan-
cial sureties, together with a contribution of 60,000 marks
from a Reichswehr fund, engineered by R6hm and Mayr,
which enabled the Party to purchase its own newspaper, the
Vilkischer Beobachter, at the beginning of 1921. It can be
claimed with some justification, therefore, that these three
— Rohm, Eckart and Mayr — were the ‘midwives of Hitler’s
political career’.

By 1921 Hitler greatly overshadowed the Party’s first
leader (and co-founder) Anton Drexler. A clash was un-
avoidable, and was prompted by moves to amalgamate with
rival branches of the vilkisch movement. Hitler rejected such
notions out of hand. He no doubt feared that a merger would
weaken his own hold over the Party and undermine the task
he already envisaged for himself — fortified by the impact
of his demagogy — as the propagandist ‘drummer’ of the
nationalist Right. When Drexler entered into moves to bring
about a merger durmg his absence, Hitler resigned in rage
from the Party, causing a major crisis resolved only when
Eckart negotiated the return of the ‘prima donna’ speaker
under conditions which gave him absolute power within the
Movement.

(Everything indicates that Hitler’s actions in the crisis arose
from a heated, spontaneous reaction to circumstances he
could not control, rather than from a premeditated strategy
to acquire dictatorial power. But his indispensability as a
propagandist meant that his inflexibility and refusal to con-
template compromise were turned into an advantage which
greatly strengthened his own position within the Party)

The Party continued to expand rapidly. By the end of
1922 there were around 20,000 and by the time of the Putsch
about 55,000 members, mainly in Bavaria and of predomi-
nantly petty-bourgeois background. From 1921 the Party
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also had its own paramilitary organisation, the Sturmabteilung
(SA). Even so, down to the Putsch the Nazi Movement
remained far from the largest component in the ensemble of
‘patriotic’ extreme-right Bavarian paramilitary organisations.
The continued growth of the Party was in good measure
still attributable to Hitler’s talent as an agitator and scourge
of the Weimar system, as hyper-inflation, Ruhr occupation
and governmental instability seemed to point to democracy’s
imminent overthrow.

To those already predisposed to the appeal of the message,
Hitler’s speeches were electrifying. One of his early admirers,
Kurt Liidecke, recalling his reactions on hearing Hitler speak
in 1922, wrote of his critical faculties being swept away, of
being held ‘under a hypnotic spell by the sheer force of
his conviction’, of ‘the intense will of the man, the passion
of his sincerity’ which ‘seemed to flow from him into me’,
and of an experience he could liken only to that of a
religious conversion.?> Such accounts of Hitler’s speeches are
not uncommon. But although, in the conditions of Bavaria
in the early 1920s, Hitler’'s demagoguery continued to draw
crowds from the wvilkisch clientele, without external support
and influential contacts he would have remained no more
than a beerhall rabble-rouser.

Early well-to-do converts such as Liidecke and Putzi Hanf-
staengl, a Harvard graduate and scion of a well-regarded
family of Munich art dealers, helped to provide an entrée
into the salon respectability of Munich’s upper bourgeoi-
sie. The publishers Julius Lehmann (already long a Party
sympathiser) and Hugo Bruckmann, and the piano manufac-
turer Carl Bechstein were among those offering patronage to
the somewhat unlikely guest at their salon soirées. Field Mar-
shal Ludendorff, the most prestigious figure on the extreme
Right, also used his influence to recommend Hitler in social
circles which would otherwise have been closed to him.

Even more important was the protection Hitler and his
Movement received from the Bavarian authorities. The Nazis
were able to utilise the nationalist sympathies of the Bavar-
ian police, judiciary and army leadership in a state which
saw itself as a bastion of the patriotic Right against ram-
pant socialism in Prussia, Saxony, Thuringia and elsewhere)
And as the connection with Ludendorff and with the other
paramilitary organisations in Bavaria expanded, with R6hm
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playing an important brokerage role, the Nazi Movement was
able to profit from the financial contributions flowing to the
‘patriotic’ Right in its fight against the ‘red peril’. In addition,
Rohm’s access to munitions collected by the Reichswehr from
dissolved counter-revolutionary home guard units was vital
in enabling him to supply the SA with arms, vehicles and
other equipment in 1923. It was Réhm, too, who in Sep-
tember 1923 engineered Hitler’s leadership of the Deutscher
Kampfbund — the merged triad of NSDAP, Bund Oberland and
Reichsflagge which formed the most radical and aggressive of
the paramilitary organisations in Bavaria.

Without the patronage, protection and support of the
Munich bourgeoisie and political and military authorities,
Hitler’s passage into a position of prominence in the Bavar-
ian radical Right could scarcely have been made. And though
this phase in the Party’s history culminated in the débacle of
the Biirgerbriukeller in November 1923, Hitler's/upstaging
of Ludendorff during his trlaZ/m February and March 1924
meant that he had now clain to be regarded as the new
figurehead of the vilkisch movement — even if it seemed, at
this juncture, to be a movement with the best of its future
behind it. It was fitting that the clincher to his predominance
came from yet another virtuoso piece of agitation before his
sympathetic judges in Munich.

The disintegration of the banned Nazi Movement during
Hitler’s imprisonment confirmed the indispensability of his
leadership. And the splintered Nazi groups, whatever their
differences, shared a veneration of the jailed former leader.
Moreover, his performance at the trial had boosted Hitler’s
reputation among adherents of the radical Right outside
Bavaria. Though the factional in- ﬁghtmg was to continue
with notable bitterness and enmity for a year or more
after his release from prison and the refoundation of the
Party in February 1925, Hitler’s position had become greatly
strengthened through his own enhanced status and through
the post-putsch collapse of the Movement. When a crisis blew
up by February 1926 over Party aims and strategy, he was
sufficiently powerful through his control of the key Munich
nerve-centre of the Party to be able to head it off.

The crisis arose partly over personality clashes dating back
to the bitter in-fighting of the post-putsch Party split and the
unpopularity of some of the dominant forces in the Party
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in its Bavarian heartlands, notably the then propaganda
chief Hermann Esser and Julius Streicher, the Nazi boss in
Nuremberg. But more significantly, the crisis was provoked
by the disenchantment expressed by some leading Party
members in northern and western Germany (most promi-
nently Gregor Strasser, who had joined a northern faction at
the break-up of the old Party in 1924) at the vagueness of the
Party’s 1920 programme, the neglect of its ‘socialist’ claims in
the Munich intonation of policy, and at the political strategy
which had been adopted. Questions of whether to partici-
pate in elections, following Hitler’s post-putsch strategy of
winning power through the ballot-box, not insurrection,
whether to support a left-wing referendum to expropriate
the property of the former royal houses, and whether future
foreign policy lay in siding with Russia agamst the west or
in conquering it for German ‘living space’ were all issues
in the dispute. But the decisive factor, which forced Hitler
to act, was the demand for a new Party programme. The
adoption of a new programme would have meant not only
the continuing negotiability of Party ‘doctrine’, but — and
this point was crucial — an acceptance that the leader himself
was bound by the Party programme. Hitler’s power within
the Party, deriving not from the programme but from the
embodiment of the ‘idea’ in his ‘mission’, would have been
fundamentally undermined. The ‘charismatic’ essence of the
Party would have been replaced by a paper programme.

Until early 1926, Hitler had been inactive. His character-
istic indolence with regard to day-to-day administration had
left the Party’s management wholly in the hands of others,
allowing him time to concentrate on writing the second
volume of Mein Kampf. He kept aloof from the looming crisis.
The actions of the northern Party leaders, who by this time
had formed themselves, with Hitler’s express permission,
into a ‘working group’, did not amount to a rebellion against
Hiter himself. But by early 1926 it was plain that the crisis
did amount to a challenge to the basis of his authority as
leader.

As usual, Hitler acted only when compelled to do so. At
a conference of Party leaders called for 14 February 1926
in Bamberg, his spcech ended the prospects of the reform
‘faction’ (which, in any case, had been divided within itself
from the beginning). He reasserted the Party’s mission to
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smash ‘Jewish Bolshevism’ (a point which had not appeared
in the 1920 programme), with Italy and Britain as Germany’s
natural allies, rather than work towards an entente with
Russia, and he rejected the expropriation of the princes.5
Most crucially, however, he identified himself utterly with
the existing Party programme. The 1920 programme, he
proclaimed, ‘was the foundation of our religion, our ideol-
ogy’, and to tamper with it would amount to ‘treason to
those who died believing in our Idea’.” Rejection of the
programme, it was made plain, amounted to rejection of
Hitler, the ‘idea’, and the memory of the Party’s ‘martyrs’
of the 1923 Putsch.

The appeal to loyalty was triumphant. The ‘opposition’,
which had never as such rejected Hitler or the ‘idea’ but
had arisen from the very vagueness of the ‘idea’ itself,
evaporated. Central Party organisation was tightened. The
northern leaders accepted defeat and came back into the
fold. Goebbels, dismayed after the Bamberg meeting, was
invited to Munich, lionised, and subjected to the Hitler
charm treatment. He capitulated. ‘Hitler is great,” he wrote
in his diary. ‘He shakes us all warmly by the hand. Let
bygones be bygones! ... I bow to the greater man, the
political genius.’® Shortly afterwards, in May 1926, the first
Party congress since the Putsch, held in Weimar, provided a
public show of loyalty to Hitler in person, and declared the
1920 programme immutable. The crisis was over. Notions
of inner-party democracy were banished. All power over
decisions relating to ideological and organisational matters,
it was accepted, resided in the person of Hitler. The way to
the fully fledged ‘Fiihrer Party’ was paved.

All of this seemed at the time of little relevance within
the overall context of German politics. Democracy had come
through its baptism by fire in the post-war crisis. Three years
after the hyper-inflation of 1923, the currency was stable, the
economy picking up, the ‘golden years’ of Weimar culture
were in full swing, the political scene was more settled than
at any time since 1918, and the extreme Right were reduced
to a tiny rump of electoral support. The future looked
promising. And without the onset of the world economic
crisis from 1929 it might have remained so.

Precisely this period when the Nazi Party was in the
political wilderness in the later 1920s, however, saw the
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creation of the organisational framework which enabled the
NSDAP to exploit the subsequent Depression crisis far more
effectively than the multifarious radical Right movements
had handled the inflation crisis of 1922-23. A number
of lingering wvdilkisch movements gave up their autonomy
and were swallowed up by the Nazi Movement. Though
its voter potential before 1929 was puny, the activist base
of the NSDAP was greatly strengthened, so that when the
crisis broke, the Party had over 100,000 members.

And in this period, the Fihrer cult attached to Hitler
became fully institutionalised within the Movement and es-
tablished the base of the transmission of the cult in the early
1930s to a wider electorate. A significant outward symbol of
Hitler’s supremacy was the introduction of the ‘Heil Hitler’
greeting as a compulsory form of address among Party
members. Gregor Strasser, the most prominent figure in
the 1925-26 ‘reform’ group, now placed himself openly
behind the Hitler idolatry, writing in a Party publication
of ‘an utter devotion to the idea of National Socialism’ being
combined with ‘a deep love of the person of our leader who
1s the shining hero of the new freedom-fighters’.? Goebbels,
whose belief in Hitler had for a short time been shaken in
1926, was now effusive in his repeated elaboration of the
Fihrer cult in his newspaper, Der Angriff.

What Hitler had striven for was reality: the Party’s pro-
gramme was now wholly subsumed within his own person.
This ‘programme’ did not, however, amount to a number of
clearly defined political objectives neatly laid out in a Party
manifesto. Nor, except indirectly, did the ‘programme’ which
was cementing the still innately fractious Party together mean
the considered acceptance of every aspect of the personalised
ideology of Hitler, as expounded in Mein Kampf.

Hitler himself had never believed that the homogeneity of
the Movement could be sustained through a hard and fast
programme. What was required was an unconditional act of
faith in a number of loosely defined but rigidly inflexible
tenets of doctrine embodied in the person of Hitler: the
world as a struggle between weak and strong races, selection
of the fittest, the need to make Germany powerful again,
get rid of the Jews, strive for ‘living space’. Divisive points
were played down wherever possible. Hitler combined the
fixity of basic points of dogma with maximum pragmatism
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in political manoeuvring, keeping wherever possible out of
internal disputes. And he retained his distance from the
more socially radical forces within the Movement who were
more likely to alienate rather than win over the support
needed to attain the goal which was the prerequisite for all
else: control over the power of the state.

Partly through their own conviction of Hitler’s greatness
and belief in his ‘mission’, partly through recognition that
their own careerist ambitions depended on Hitler, and partly
though acceptance of a degree of dominance of the supreme
leader because this excluded all alternative candidates for
leadership, the second-rank Nazi bosses — divided among
themselves — outdid each other in devotion to the Fuhrer
and avowals of faith and loyalty. Personality clashes and
disputes over strategy were unavoidable — all the more so
as long as political success was evasive. But they invariably
ended in a show of loyalty and subservience to Hitler.

A bitter dispute between Goebbels and Gregor Strasser in
1927, for example, brought a public demonstration of unity
‘bolstered by the common belief in a lofty, holy mission and
by the feeling of loyalty binding them to the common idea
and also to the common leader in the person of Adolf Hitler’.
The two premisses of the ‘coming victory in ideal unity’ for
Party members were described as ‘the authority of the idea
and the authority of the Fiihrer’, which had ‘become one in
the person of Adolf Hitler’.10

Beneath the apparent unity of the Party, conflict — and
sometimes rebellion — continued down to the end of 1932.
But Hitler’s position was by now far stronger than it had been
at the time of the factional dispute of 1925-26. When Otto
Strasser challenged his authority in 1930 by positing once
again the supremacy of the ‘idea’ over the ‘leader’, he was
forced out of the Party without repercussions. When trouble
brewed in the SA in 1930 and serious revolt broke out in
spring 1931, Hitler triumphed through appeals to loyalty
to his own person. Finally, in the most serious crisis of all,
in December 1932, when the second most powerful man in
the Party, Gregor Strasser, resigned following a fundamental
split over strategy, he took no one with him, no factional
break-off or challenge to Hitler’s position ensued, and the
appeal to personal loyalty proved once more triumphant.
After a meeting where Hitler denounced Strasser, ‘those
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present’ — the senior Gauleiter — ‘once more sealed their
old bond with him with a handshake’.!! In the following
weeks, declarations of loyalty showered in from all parts of
Germany.

The strength of Hitler’s position within the Party dates
back in the main to the ‘wilderness’ years of 1925-28. By
the time Nazism’s electoral surge began in autumn 1929,
the nature of the NSDAP as a ‘Fiihrer Party’, with idea
and organisation inseparable from its leader, was firmly
established. Not for nothing was it generally known as ‘the
Hitler Movement’. Hitler’s authority within the NSDAP was
absolute. The bonds of the wider ‘charismatic community’,
the chief transmission belt of the ‘Fiihrer cult’ to wider
sectors of the electorate who were as yet by no means
convinced Hitler supporters, had been forged.

THE MASSES

The mass appeal of a ‘charismatic’ leader has only an indirect
relation to that leader’s actual personality and character
attributes. Perceptions are more important than reality. Few
of the thirteen million Germans who voted for Hitler by 1932
had met him. The Hitler they had heard about, read about
in the press, or seen at election meetings and mass rallies
matched an image created and embellished by propaganda.
The ‘marketing’ of the image was vital. But so was the
initial predisposition to accept such an image. Most Nazi
supporters were probably at least half-converted before they
ever encountered Hitler in the flesh or otherwise succumbed
to his ‘charisma’. Probably for the majority of those coming to
vote Nazi (in the absence of opinion polls, we can never know
for certain), prosaic ‘bread and butter’ issues, local concerns,
rational considerations of self-interest, or even essentially
negative feelings that Hitler could do no worse than the rest
and might as well be given a chance, predominated over ideo-
logical fervour and impassioned commitment to a ‘missionary
idea’. In villages and small towns especially, it was often the
case that people followed the example of pillars of the
community — local worthies and respected members of social
clubs and associations — in finding their way to support
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the Nazis. After 1929-30, the panoply of interest groups
which operated within the Nazi Movement — affiliated or-
ganisations to tap the interest of practically every section of
society from youth and women, through blue-collar workers,
to farmers, traders, students, doctors, lawyers, civil servants,
teachers and university lecturers — related the umbrella ‘idea’
of Nazism to more specific group and material concerns. It
was for a whole variety of self-interested reasons, therefore,
and not simply or even mainly through Hitler, that people
found Nazism an attractive proposition. Nevertheless, once
exposed to Nazism, all potential supporters inevitably also
became exposed to Hitler’s ‘charismatic’ image.

Not only that, but the Hitler cult, as the embodiment of the
whole amalgam of disparate strands of the Nazi ‘idea’, served
as an independent drawing card of the first importance in
the variety of motivating causes attracting people to Nazism.
In a sample of the main ideological themes preoccupying
rank-and-file Nazi members — impressionistically significant,
despite the fact that it can make no claim to be statistically
representative — the Hitler cult alone predominated in almost
a fifth (18.1 per cent) of the 739 cases.!2

As we have seen, even in the upper echelons of the Party,
the ‘idea’ contained many of its virtues in its very vagueness
— the fanatical devotion to a utopian vision of a distant future
rather than to specific points of a laid-out programme of
action. Hitler was more able than anyone sharing similar
views to excite in those who encountered him — and were
in some way predisposed to the message — a vision of a
heroic future for a regenerated German nation arising from
the ashes of the total destruction of the old order. Hitler
inspired the millions attracted to him by the conviction that
he and he alone, backed by his Party, could end the current
misery and lead Germany to new greatness. The vision of
the future held the promise of great benefits for all — as
long as they were ‘racially fit' — while those enemies of the
people who had hitherto held them in thrall would be not
only banished, but completely extirpated.

For general appeal, variations on this broad central twin
theme of national regeneration and elimination of the en-
emies of the nation sufficed. ‘Enemies of the nation’ for most
Nazi supporters in the early 1930s meant primarily Marxists.
Though in Hitler’s own world-view Jews and Marxists were
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synonymous, his public vilification of Marxism predominated
during the rise to power. Even Nazi members at this time, let
alone more casual ballot-box supporters, tended to be first
and foremost anti-Marxists — though, of course, this could
often subsume (as it did with Hitler himself), or coexist
with, violent anti-Semitism. Measured by their chief objects
of hostility, close on two-thirds of the respondents in the
sample of rank-and-file Party members mentioned earlier
were above all anti-Marxists of one variety or another.!3 The
most dominant ideological themes of the members in the
sample reflected the vague ‘positive’ side of the Nazi appeal
— expectations of a unified, solidaristic ‘national community’
(31.7 per cent of the 739 responses) and the supernation-
alism (22.5 per cent) associated with a strong, expansionist
Germany. Anti-Semitism, pronounced or incidental, pre-
dominated in only 13.6 per cent of the responses.!14

There was nothing specifically Nazi, let alone Hitlerian,
about the general thrust of such vague imperatives. They
had been a commonplace on the extreme Right before the
Nazi Party came to corner the vilkisch nationalist market. In
the building of mass support, it was less an intrinsic Nazi
doctrine than the style of articulation and presentation of
fears, phobias, and nebulous expectations far more gener-
ally prevalent than among the traditional core support for
the wvilkisch Right that was decisive. And when it came to
presentation, Hitler was peerless.

In the full-scale crisis of the state which the Depression
ushered in, with the economy in turmoil and political author-
ity in complete disarray, Hitler’s brand of rhetoric came into
its own. He was more adept than any other Nazi leader —
even Goebbels — at giving voice to grass-roots anger and
popular prejudice in the most down-to-earth black and
white colours. The force of his expression, the simplicity
of the alternatives he posed, the strength and certainty of
his convictions, and the grandiose future vision he held
out — all combined to provide a compelling message for
the already half-persuaded who wanted to hear it. The
cold text of his speeches reveals them as a catalogue of
banalities and platitudes. But the atmosphere, the staged
setting, the mystical aura of messianic greatness which Nazi
propaganda had by now wrapped around Hitler — all these
made his words electrifying to the mass audiences whose

50




GETTING POWER

emotions had already been prepared by a build-up and
razzmatazz resembling a religious revivalist rally more than
a conventional political meeting.

Some key passages in Mein Kampf had been about propa-
ganda. Hitler noted that he had regarded the management
of propaganda as by far the most important task in the infant
Nazi Party.!> The task of propaganda, he wrote, was ‘to see
that an idea wins supporters’; it ‘tries to force a doctrine on
the whole people’ ‘Orgamsatlon on the other hand, had
its function in winning members — the active advocates of
the cause who ‘really make possible the victory of the move-
ment’.!6 He attached the greater significance in leadership
to agitation rather than to a theoretical programme. The
great theoretician, he wrote, seldom made a great leader.
Leadership qualities were more often to be found in the
agitator. ‘For leading means: being able to move masses.’17

Hitler’s contempt for theoretical concern with narrow
points of ideological doctrine in winning the masses was
made categorically plain in a private speech in 1926 to the
select audience of the Hamburger Nationalklub. ‘Above all,’
stated Hitler, ‘one has to make short shrift of the attitude
that the masses can be satisfied with ideological concepts.
Comprehension is a shaky platform for the masses. The only
stable emotion is hate.” He added that the masses felt strength
more than all else, and that the individual in a mass crowd
stood ‘like an insignificant worm’, feeling only the strength
and righteousness of the movement, seeing ‘200,000 people
all of whom fight for an ideal, which he himself cannot
even understand, which he does not necessarily have to
understand. He has a faith, and this faith is daily reinforced
by its visible power.’18

As a contemporary commentator, writing in 1931, noted:

All propaganda, according to Hitler, has to limit its
intellectual level to the understanding of the most stu-
pid among his audience. Banal ‘Black against White!’
rather than intricate thoughts .... The theme must
be explosive .... No wisdom from the council table.
Stir up anger and passion and stoke the fire until the
crowd goes berserk.!?

One early convert to Nazism, a German—Russian aristo-
crat, recalled that at the end of the first Hitler speech

I
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he heard, in Mecklenburg in 1926, ‘There were tears in
my eyes, my throat was all tight from crying. A liberating
scream of the purest enthusiasm discharged the unbear-
able tension as the auditorium rocked with applause.’20
This type of emotional experience was far from unusual
among those ideologically open to the image and the mes-
sage.

Hitler's propaganda techniques for winning the masses
could achieve little success, however, without the external
conditions which exposed an electoral ‘market’ to the Nazi
political alternative. Without the Depression, the worsening
crisis of government and state, and the disintegration of
the bourgeois liberal-conservative parties, this mass ‘market’
would not have become available and Hitler would have
continued to have been an insignificant minority taste on
the lunatic fringes of the political system.

Even in the Depression, as we hinted earlier, the ‘masses’
were won to Nazism usually by more prosaic routes than
being swept off their feet at a Hitler rally. For the most part,
Hitler was preaching to the converted or half-converted in
such rallies. Among the non-committed and merely curious
who attended, the impact was often far from charismatic.
‘What sort of an impression did he make? Always a crack-
pot, with his haircut and little moustache,” recalled a then
middle-aged housewife, while a sixteen-year-old youth told
his parents, after his curiosity had led him into a Munich
beer-tent where Hitler was speaking in 1932, that they had
no need to worry: ‘Nobody will vote for him; such ranting
can’t convince anybody.’?!

Support for Hitler was stronger in the predominantly Prot-
estant north and east of Germany than in the mainly Catholic
south and west, in the countryside and small towns (except
in Catholic regions) than in the big cities, and within the
cities in the middle-class suburbs than the proletarian slum
districts. The self-employed, farmers, white-collar workers
and civil servants were disproportionately inclined to back
the NSDAP. But despite the propaganda that he was their
‘last hope’, most of the unemployed did not turn to Hitler.
The Nazi Movement was more ‘youthful’ than any other
political party except the Communist Party. But although
the ‘macho’ image of an overwhelmingly male ‘fighting
movement’, coupled with an emotive idealism, had distinct
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appeal to many young Germans, the Hitler Youth remained
down to 1933 dwarfed by the size of the socialist, Catholic
and bourgeois youth organisations. The Nazis were more
successful than any of their rivals in drawing from all classes
of society and building a socially heterogeneous following.
But there were nevertheless significant deviations in the
pattern of support and limitations in penetration.

Above all, of course, the socialist and communist Left and
political Catholicism remained relatively immune to Hitler’s
appeal down to 1933 and beyond. Before 1933, something
like two-thirds of the German electorate found Hitler an
unattractive proposition. His full conquest of the masses
came only after the Nazis had silenced oppositional opinion
and had acquired total control of the media.

Nevertheless, the winning of the support of a third of the
voting population between 1929 and 1932 was an extraordi-
nary achievement of political mobilisation. As the bandwagon
picked up from autumn 1929, rolled through the summer of
1930, and went into full gear after the remarkable triumph
in the September election in 1930, the wave of new activist
recruits enabled further extensive mobilisation, with success
feeding success. Greatly swollen in numbers, the Party faith-
ful could now unleash an extraordinary level of agitation
which, through ceaseless meetings, rallies, marches, and not
least through the battle for control of the streets in the
towns and cities, put the ‘Hitler Movement’ repeatedly in
the headlines, projecting an image of vitality and action.

With the Party propaganda machine centralised in the
hands of Goebbels since April 1930, the image was shaped
with increasing skill and direction. Campaign slogans, themes,
speakers and publicity were centrally orchestrated, but with
attention to local or regional emphases. New, striking tech-
niques were deployed, as in the second presidential campaign
in spring 1932 when an aeroplane was chartered to carry
Hitler to his election rallies under the slogan ‘the Fihrer
over Germany’. The image was suggestive of a modern,
technological world, though one in which true German
values would be restored and would dominate. Above all,
the image that Nazi propaganda ceaselessly portrayed was
that of power, strength, dynamism and youth — an inexorable
march to triumph, a future to be won by belief in the
Fiihrer.
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By summer 1932 the bandwagon seemed more like an
unstoppable juggernaut. By 1932 Hitler stood at the head
of a massive Movement of some 800,000 Party members
and approaching half a million stormtroopers, far from all
of whom were Party members. And by 1932, thirteen million
voters were to a greater or lesser extent prepared to place
their trust in Hitler.

The mass base for the subsequent ‘deification’ of Hitler
was laid. The acclamatory power at his disposal was to
function throughout the Third Reich as the most important
bonding agent in the Nazi state. But for now, it provided
Hitler with a key to unlocking the door to power: no other
Party leader on the Right could offer the conservative elites
anything remotely comparable to Hitler’s command of the
masses.

However, Hitler’'s mass support was alone insufficient
to bring him to power. By the end of July 1932, two
presidential campaigns, a set of provincial elections, and
then a Reichstag election had brought Hitler his peak level
of electoral support, before the ‘seizure of power’, of 37.3
per cent of the vote. As the leader of by far the largest
party in the Reichstag, with 230 seats, Hitler demanded the
Chancellorship. At an audience on 13 August 1932, Reich
President Hindenburg refused point blank to appoint him.
The consequence, during the remaining months of 1932, was
a deepening crisis of confidence within the Nazi Movement.
Some Party members had had enough and quit. Voters, too,
were for the first time turning away from the Party; the
November election brought a drop of two million votes for
the NSDAP, with a loss of thirty-four seats in the Reichstag.
Goebbels had noted in his diary as early as the previous
April: ‘We must come to power in the foreseeable future.
Otherwise, we'll win ourselves to death in elections.>? By
the end of 1932, with finances at rock bottom and Strasser’s
departure bringing morale to an all-time low, the future for
the Nazi Party did not look rosy. Hitler’s gamble of staking
all or nothing on the Chancellorship seemed a failure. The
Party appeared to be in danger of breaking up. Hitler’s
mastery over his Party and control of the masses had proved
insufficient to gain him power. Help had to come from
outside. And at the direst point in the Party’s fortunes, help
was at hand.
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THE ELITES

The handover of power to Hitler on 30 January 1933 was the
worst possible outcome to the irrecoverable crisis of Weimar
democracy. It did not have to happen. It was at no stage
a foregone conclusion. Electoral success alone could not
bring it about. Under the Weimar constitution, there was
no compulsion upon the Reich President to appoint as head
of government the leader of the party which had won most
seats in a general election. As we noted, Hindenburg refused
Hitler the Chancellorship in August 1932 with the Nazis
on the crest of a wave. Five months later he changed
his mind with the Party in crisis following the electoral
setback of November 1932 and the Strasser affair. Hitler’s
appointment was technically constitutional. But the spirit of
constitutionality was long since dead.

After Briining had become Chancellor in March 1930,
parliamentary government had increasingly and deliberately
been by-passed and replaced by presidential government,
with the Reich Chancellor ruling by the issue of ‘emer-
gency decrees’ under the signature of the Reich President
and authorised by Article 48 of the Weimar Constitution.
Whereas under the first Reich President, Friedrich Ebert,
Article 48 had been used to defend democracy against anti-
democratic forces of Right and Left, it was now used under
Hindenburg to undermine democracy. With the neutering
of the Reichstag, which since the electoral gains of the
Communists alongside those of the Nazis in the 1930 election
had become increasingly unworkable, the position of the
Reich President was pivotal. Access to Hindenburg was
the key to power. Accordingly, the presidential palace be-
came the focal point of intrigues of power-brokers who,
freed from institutional constraints, conspired with guile and
initiative in private wheeler-dealings to further their own
power ambitions. And behind the maverick power-brokers
stood the lobbying of important elite groups, anxious to
attain a political solution of the crisis favourable to their
interests.

Out of a labyrinth of power struggles, Hitler emerged the
victor. Few of the non-Nazi power-brokers or elite groups
in industry, commerce, finance, agriculture, the civil service
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and the army had Hiter down as their first choice. But
by January 1933, with other options apparently exhausted,
most — with the big landowners to the fore — were prepared
to entertain a Hitler government. Had they opposed it, a
Hitler Chancellorship would have been inconceivable. Hitler
needed the elites to attain power. But by January 1933, they
in turn needed Hitler since he alone could deliver the mass
support required to impose a tenable authoritarian solution
to Germany’s crisis of capitalism and crisis of the state. This
was the basis of the deal which brought Hitler to power on
30 January 1933.

Before Nazism acquired its huge mass base and became a
force in electoral bargaining which could not be ignored, its
relevance to elite interests had been tangential. Certainly, as
we saw earlier, Hitler could not have become the ‘drummer’
of the Right in pre-putsch Bavaria without the patronage and
protection of the Munich upper-crust. But, not unnaturally,
in Weimar’s ‘good years’ following the currency stabilisation,
‘captains of industry’, the landholding gentry, and the top
brass of the military had little cause to show more than
marginal interest in Hitler’s party on the outer fringes of
the political scene.

There can, of course, be no doubting the authoritar-
ian tendencies and increasingly anti-democratic stance of
prominent elite groups even in Weimar’s short-lived heyday.
And the Nazis did not cease to tout for their backing.
Hitler addressed, or met privately with, industrialists on a
number of occasions, seeking political and financial support.
A few complied. But for the time being they remained
exceptions. Quite apart from the off-putting anti-capitalist
rhetoric of the NSDAP, there seemed for most leaders of
the economy little point in putting their support behind a
Party which had no influence and scant chances of power.
Most probably shared the view put forward in a confidential
report by the Reich Ministry of the Interior in 1927 which
spoke of the NSDAP as ‘a party that isn’t going anywhere’,
an ‘insignificant radical, revolutionary splinter group that
is incapable of exerting any noticeable influence on the
great mass of the population or on the course of political
developments’.23 It was no wonder, then, that most ‘captains
of industry’ and big landholders put their backing behind
the bourgeois liberal and conservative parties.
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This continued to be the main pattern even during the
Depression crisis. The Nazi Party benefited only on a rela-
tively minor scale from ‘big business’ funding, which still
poured largely into the coffers of its electoral rivals on
the conservative Right. The NSDAP’s funds came in the
main less spectacularly from membership dues, collections at
rallies and the like.24 The bigger the Party became, therefore,
the more funding from such sources was obtained. But the fi-
nances always remained in a parlous state. Though the Party
did have friends and backers who provided financial and
other material help (such as the usufruct of their property
as SA ‘hostels’, or the loan of vehicles to ferry stormtroopers
around), it did not figure prominently in the power plans
of the most dominant sectors of the elites as long as more
congenial alternative scenarios were imaginable.

From 1929 onwards, however, the ‘Hitler Movement’ be-
gan to play a more notable role in their political calculations,
even if most retained their reservations. The campaign to
reject the Young Plan revision of reparations payments in
1929 provided a first opportunity for the Party to link
forces with the other nationalist organisations, and to benefit
above all from the publicity which they now received in
the publications of media magnate Alfred Hugenberg, the
leader of the DNVP. The path was now smoothed, too, in
furthering contacts with prominent figures in industry and
business. A number of local elections held in the autumn
showed the NSDAP already substantially increasing their
vote, especially in rural areas suffering from mounting dif-
ficulties in agriculture. Following the Wall Street Crash in
October 1929, the rapid deepening of economic crisis in
1930, and the Nazi electoral triumph of September 1930 —
the scale of which took even the Nazi leadership by surprise
— the writing was on the wall for the Weimar Republic. By
the time of the bank crash of July 1931, democracy was dead

and buried. By 1932, reparations were effectively written off

and a major shackle of Versailles was removed.

All this time, the deeply anti-democratic German elites had
been looking for an authoritarian replacement of the Wei-
mar Republic. Under Briining there was talk of a restoration
of the monarchy and a Bismarck-style system of government.
When landowning interests persuaded Hindenburg to dis-
miss Briining, von Papen, their own favourite, who would
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also have suited many other sectors in the business world,
contemplated even risking civil war by deploying the police
and military to suppress political parties and impose a new
authoritarian constitution. Clear note of his intentions was
given in the deposition of the elected Prussian government
in July 1932 — a move of the utmost significance since Prussia,
by far the largest of the German states and forming almost
two-thirds of the Reich, was still controlled by a coalition of
Social Democrats and the Centre Party. After intrigues had
also brought down von Papen, his successor General von
Schleicher tried to find a mass base of support by incor-
porating the trades unions and the Nazi Movement under
Gregor Strasser as his Vice-Chancellor. When this move fell
through with Strasser’s defeat by Hitler and resignation, von
Schleicher’s days, too, were numbered.

Hitler’s contacts with leaders of business, industry and
agriculture had meanwhile deepened without most of them
being persuaded that the solution needed was a Nazi dicta-
torship. In 1931 the links with Hugenberg had been renewed
in the ‘Harzburg Front’, named after a meeting of nationalist
organisations at Bad Harzburg in Lower Saxony. Hjalmar
Schacht had been one of those from the business world
present, though he was by no means a mainstream figure
and his enthusiasm for Hitler was unrepresentative of busi-
ness circles in general. In January 1932 Hitler addressed
the influential Diisseldorfer Industrieklub, winning some
support but leaving many still unconvinced that he was
their man. Through Schacht and Wilhelm Keppler (who
had been in the chemicals business and now functioned
as Hitler’s link man with businessmen) much lobbying was
done. Even more important, close ties developed between
the Nazi leadership and east German landowners who had
the ear of the Reich President, both through von Papen
and as a result of Hindenburg’s own vested interests as
an estate owner. Military contacts, too, had been extended.
The attractiveness of a commitment to massive rearmament
coupled with the ending of political polarisation by the
crushing of the Left without army involvement in a possible
civil war was not lost on some of the Reichswehr officer corps.
However, as this scenario made evident, the demolition of
the Left and the provision of a mass base on the Right
was the prerequisite of any form of lasting authoritarian
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regime. By January 1933, the prospects of von Schleicher
providing the mass base which Briining and von Papen had
lacked had disappeared. Only Hitler had the masses on the
political Right at his disposal.

In November 1932 Schacht had been the first signa-
tory of a petition of a group of businessmen to President
Hindenburg, requesting him to appoint Hitler to the Chan-
cellorship.2> Hindenburg still refused to do so. Since the
elections had brought an increased communist vote alongside
the fall in support for the Nazis, the prospect of interminable
domestic strife seemed a real one in such circles. In the
weeks that followed, von Schleicher’s favouring of state-run
work creation schemes and his attempt to involve the trades
unions in his brand of authoritarianism deeply worried many
leaders of big business, especially in heavy industry, while his
plans to resettle farm labourers on the bankrupted estates
of eastern Germany fatally alienated the agrarian lobby of
the landowners. It was in this context, in January 1933, that
the ambitious and self-seeking von Papen was able to act
as the key intermediary and power-broker, liaising between
the big business group around Schacht (still by no means
representative of all the divided industrial and commercial
interests), the Nazi leadership, and the camarilla around
the Reich President, with its close links with the military
and the Prussian landowning caste. Von Papen was now
ready to accept a Hitler Chancellorship, though the price he
demanded was a heavily nationalist—conservative, non-Nazi
cabinet, with himself as Vice-Chancellor, and with only two
Nazis apart from Hiter (Frick as Reich Minister of the
Interior and Goring as Reich Minister without Portfolio
and acting Prussian Minister of the Interior). On this agreed
basis, von Papen, still Hindenburg’s favourite, was now
finally able to persuade the Reich President that Hitler
should be made Chancellor.

The fatal miscalculation of the conservative Right was to
imagine that Hitler would be ‘tamed’ by participation in
government so that the Nazi bubble would burst. When
worries about Hitler’s intentions were voiced, they were
assuaged by Hugenberg’s claim that nothing could happen
because ‘we’re boxmg Hitler in’, and by von Papen’s laconic
comment that ‘we’ve hired him’.26 In such a fashion, after
the conservative elites had worked successfully to undermine
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Weimar democracy, but when they had proved incapable of
providing the authoritarian system with a basis of mass sup-
port, they were prepared to lever into the top governmental 4
office in the land a rank outsider to conventional power
circles. The assumption was that Hitler would serve their
interests for a while. The thought that he might be able
to do more than a job for them was one they had not

committee but not, as he claimed (MK, p. 244), of the
Party itself. His membership number was 555 (since
membership numbers, for ‘image’ reasons, began with
no. 501). See Maser, Hitler, pp. 173, 553, n. 225.

3. Cit. Dirk Stegmann, ‘Zwischen Repression und Manipula-
tion. Konservative Machteliten und Arbeiter- und Anges-
telltenbewegung 1910-1918’, Archiv fiir Sozialgeschichte,
12 (1972), p. 413.

4. Hellmuth Auerbach, ‘Hitlers politische Lehrjahre und
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Chapter 3
REPRESSION AND POWER

Portrayals of Hitler’s rule in the years following the demise
of the Nazi regime focused heavily upon extreme terror and
repression as its chief characteristics. From within Germany,
the claim was frequently heard that any opposition was futile
in such a repressive totalitarian state. And from those who
had grievously suffered under Nazism and those who had
barely escaped the clutches of the regime through emigration
there were depictions in graphic and moving terms of the
exposure of the individual to brutal terror. A further strand
of the same emphasis was added by scholarly analyses of
totalitarianism produced under the impact of the Cold War
and of revelations about the brutalities of Stalinism as well
as of the Nazi regime. Hitler's power, from contrasting
perspectives, apparently needed no further explanation than
that of the coercive force of the totalitarian police state.

Post-war generations which mercifully have not had to
suffer such barbarities as occurred under Hitler need a
due sense of humility in attempting to qualify such an
emphasis. Indeed, any explanation of the character and
extent of Hitler's power which did not lay stress upon
Nazi coercion and repression would be seriously flawed.
Nevertheless, some points of qualification are necessary at
the outset, which will at the same time help to define the
contours of our enquiry.

To suggest that Hitler’s power rested on ‘totalitarian terror’
—leaving aside difficulties with the concept of ‘totalitarianism’
— is to state only a partial truth. If we confine our attention
to Germany itself and bracket out of consideration here the
untrammelled terror unleashed in the wartime occupied
territories (especially in Poland and the Soviet Union), terror
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and repression were highly selective in their application.
Workers associated with left-wing parties were thrown into
concentration camps in their thousands, especially during the
initial onslaught of the new regime in 1933. Industrialists,
landowners (apart from those suspected of implication in
the 1944 bomb plot) and bankers were left untouched.
Jews, an unloved tiny minority, were terrorised. Gypsies,
homosexuals, beggars and other ‘anti-social elements’ also
fell under the lash of Nazi oppression. But no German
Catholic bishop, despite the ‘church struggle’, found himself
incarcerated in a concentration camp. Police harassment was
far more prevalent in working-class than middle-class areas
of big cities. There was no assault on the farming and small
property-holding population of the countryside. There was
no army purge other than the actions connected with the
removal of Blomberg and Fritsch in 1938 and the vengeful
acts against those involved in the 1944 bomb plot. Most of
the ‘intelligentsia’, apart from the minority of intellectuals
forced into emigration, needed no terror to make them
fall in line with Nazi ‘Gleichschaltung’ (or ‘coordination’).
Indeed, ‘self-coordination’ applied to many sections of society
which willingly cooperated in the early Nazification of their
professional and representative bodies.

Generally, then, repression was aimed at the powerless
and unpopular sections of society. Little or nothing was
done against the ‘big battalions’, especially in the early years
of the regime. Nor was repression a constant over time.
After the early ‘settling of scores’ as tens of thousands of the
political enemies of the Nazis were subjected to the frenzied
retaliation of the Nazi hordes, there was a decline for some
years in the levels of repression, reflected in the drop in
the number of cases brought before the newly instituted
‘special courts’ (set up to deal speedily with relatively minor
political ‘offences’) and in the falling numbers of inmates in
concentration camps. The numbers started to rise again in
the two years leading up to the outbreak of the war. The
beginning of the war was accompanied by an extended
range of offences and draconian punishment against anyone
seeming to undermine or threaten the war effort. But the
worst of the repression within Germany was now borne
above all by racial ‘undesirables’ — especially Jews (before
their deportation) and the swelling numbers of ‘foreign
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workers’ sustaining the war economy. When the war turned
sour, repression soared to new heights as the regime struck
out wildly at all forms of real or presumed oppositional
behaviour. Outside Germany, Nazi terror had by this time
blown into a whirlwind of annihilation.

As these remarks have already intimated, the coercive
force which lay behind Hitler’s power is inseparable from
the consensus in broad swathes of German society with
much of what was happening in Hitler's name. Coercion
and consent were two sides of the same coin — twin props
of Hitler’s power.

Still, it is important even so not to lose sight of the fact that
Hitler’s power after 1933 rested first and foremost upon his
control of the instruments of domination and coercive appa-
_ratus of the-state:"In modern, stable capltallst democracies
“the power of the state might be said to reside in the capac1t)
of the state to penetrate intermediary organisations of civil
society and thereby implement political decisions through
this mediated cooperation and consent. Where this capacity
is so weakened that pluralist structures break down and
democracy collapses, the resort is to what might be called
‘despotic power’ — actions of the state leadership carried out
less by negotiation with intermediary groups in civil society
than by force directed from above.!

This stage had certainly been reached in Germany by
1933. The collapse of Weimar democracy since 1930 — the
fragmentation then polarisation of civil society leading to
circumstances approaching those which bring about civil
war, and the ensuing vacuum of central state power —
provided the framework within which the power of the
German state was reconstituted on ‘despotic’ lines. The
extreme levels of conflict in civil society prompted extreme
levels of coercion under the new Nazi regime — coupled,
of course, with unprecedented attempts by propaganda to
‘manufacture’ the consensus which had been so patently
missing before 1933.

The organisational structures of the instruments of domi-
nation have been thoroughly analysed and require no further
examination here. The emphasis in what follows is rather
upon the ways in which the atomisation of opposition and
the erosion of legality through police executive action con-
tributed to Hitler’s accumulation of power. This process had
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less to do with Hitler’s own actions than with the forces in the
state, in the Nazi Movement and in German society which
were, from whatever motives, objectively ‘working towards
the Fuhrer’.

THE ATOMISATION OF OPPOSITION

It took Mussolini around three years to establish fully-
fledged dictatorial rule in Italy. In some ways the process
of fascist monopolisation of power in Italy was never fully
completed. In Germany, organisational forms of political
opposition were destroyed within six months. Within another
six months, lingering remnants of regional autonomy —
already effectively smashed within weeks of Hitler becoming
Chancellor — had gone. And in the third period of six
months the potential threat looming from within Hitler’s
own Movement was brutally eliminated.

Meanwhile, the only major societal institutions other than
the army which had not been ‘coordinated’ (or Nazified) —
the Christian churches — had been pushed on to the defen-
sive, adopting reactive and inward-looking stances in which
political compromise went hand in hand with a tenacious
struggle to fend off Nazi inroads where church praCthCS
and institutions were concerned.

Already by mid 1934 a perceptive report from the exiled
social democratic organisation was pointing out that ‘the
weakness of the opposition is the strength of the regime’.
Nazi opponents were ideologically and organisationally weak,
the analysis continued — ‘ideologically weak because the
great mass are only discontented, merely grumblers’, and
‘organisationally weak because it is of the essence of a
fascist system that it does not allow its opponents to organise
collectively’.?

The complete demolition of political opposition within
such a short time scarcely seemed likely in January 1933.
Its attainment owed more to the dynamic forces unleashed
by the total discrediting of parliamentary democratic forms
of rule since 1930, to the inherent weakness of opposition on
all sides of the political spectrum, and to Hitler’s readiness to
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exploit to the full and with utter ruthlessness any opportunity
which arose, than it did to any Nazi blueprints for stages of
take-over and consolidation of power.

Though only two Nazis (Goring and Frick) sat alongside
Hitler in a cabinet dominated by conservatives, the key
position besides that of Hitler was unquestionably Goring’s,
who as Commissary Prussian Minister of the Interior was
placed in control of the police in Germany’s biggest and
most important state. Moreover, Hitler held the aces from
the outset in his relations with his conservative partners.
They were united in the aim of destroying Marxism once
and for all; but only Hitler presided over the mass political
army which could ensure control of the streets. With the
huge, if potentially unstable, Nazi Movement at his bidding,
and with the important added personal bonus of never
having sullied his hands with participation in the Weimar
system, Hitler’s position on assuming power was, if seemingly
precarious, actually, therefore, one of considerable strength
in the Nazi—Nationalist coalition.

The coalition partners were agreed on 30 January 1933 on
two essentials: the need to put an end to parliamentarianism
in Germany, and the need to wipe out Marxism for good. On
how to attain these ends opinion was divided. Hugenberg,
the new Minister of Economics, wanted an immediate ban
on the Communist Party. Hitler demurred. This could spur
a Communist rising and bring the Reichswehr into a civil war
— something which the army leadership were most anxious
to avoid, and which the new War Minister von Blomberg
had already regarded as best prevented by giving the Nazis
a free hand politically in return for benefits to the army
through massive rearmament. Papen suggested going for
an enabling act. But an immediate move for an enabling act
would have made the coalition dependent upon the support
of the Catholic Centre Party. Hitler preferred first to push
for new elections.? This amounted to practically his only
opening gambit.

All that was at stake in such elections from the point of view
of the governing parties was plebiscitary backing, since Hitler
gave the assurance that these would be the last elections for a
very long time, and that the composition of the cabinet would
be unchanged whatever the outcome. This was sufficient to
persuade the conservative members of the cabinet to concur
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in an immediate dissolution of the Reichstag and setting of
new elections.

In the campaign which followed, the conservative anxiety
to smash the Left again played wholly into Hitler’s hands
by supportmg the legal framework within which violent
repression could take place. In the weeks precedmg and
then following the election of 5 March 1933, this inor-
dinately strengthened the position of the Nazi Movement
at the expense of the remaining non-Nazi parties. The
smashing of the Left at the behest not simply of the Nazi
leadership but also of conservative elites was the first stage of
a two-fold process of the atomisation of opposition in 1933,
culminating in the dissolution of the bourgeois parties and
the establishment of one-party rule by 14 July 1933.

The existing machinery of the presidential decree sufficed
to provide, on 4 February 1933, for a ban on newspapers
and public meetings attacking the new state. Such provisions
had in fact been drafted by civil servants before Hitler took
power. Full use was made of these powers, particularly
against the Communists, in the 1933 election campaign.
In mid February Goéring ordered the Prussian police to
support the Nazi paramilitary forces and invited, with his
full backing, the ready use of firearms to crush ‘subversive
organisations’.* The licence for an orgy of violence from
stormtroopers against Communists and Socialists was given
further sanction when 50,000 men from the ‘national asso-
ciations’ of SA, SS and Stahlhelm were officially deployed as
auxiliary police in Prussia. In response to appeals from the
Centre Party to Hindenburg, to put an end to ‘the unbeliev-
able conditions’, Hitler and Goéring called for discipline.?

Hitler was careful in these weeks to do nothing to disturb
the cooperation with his conservative partners. But the burn-
ing down of the Reichstag on the night of 27 February 1933
now gave him the opportunity to weaken their position still
further and significantly tighten his own hold on power.
Believing the Reichstag Fire — started by a young former
Dutch Communist Marinus van der Lubbe as his own form
of protest against the capitalist system and the government
of ‘national concentration’ — to be the signal for the expected
Communist uprising, Hitler and Goring reacted with near
hysterical fury. Hitler apparently demanded the hanging of
every Communist deputy that very night.% Though matters
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did not quite go that far, Goring issued a string of breathless
orders for mass arrests of Communists.

By the time the cabinet met the following day, Hitler
had calmed down. He explained that the ‘psychologically
correct moment for the showdown [with the KPD] had
arrived’, a struggle which must not be constrained by juridi-
cal considerations.” The last item on the agenda was an
emergency decree rapidly drafted by Frick, using Article
48 of the Weimar Constitution, to suspend indefinitely all
personal rights and freedoms, including freedom of speech,
of association and of the press. Under its provisions, political
prisoners could now be held for unlimited periods without
having to be brought before a court.8 By April there were
around 25,000 of them in ‘protective custody’ in Prussia
alone.? The Reichstag Fire Decree inaugurated, therefore,
a‘state of emergencyx'hldl in_practice fasted-asdongas the
Hitler regime itself- It was a crucial prop in the consotidation
of Hitler’s power— e 1o

The next weeks were decisive in the elimination of organ-
ised left-wing opposition and the submission of remaining
non-Nazi political organisations. Following the election of 5
March 1933 (in which the NSDAP gained 43.9 per cent of
the vote and its Nationalist partners a further 8 per cent),
the Nazi seizure of power in the Linder brought a drastic
escalation of violence in the states which had not previously
been under Nazi control. Tortures, beatings and murders of
countless political opponents took place in hastily devised
prisons and camps run by the SA. Though, to appease
conservative sentiment at home and abroad, Hitler publicly
appealed to the SA to end the molesting of individuals and
disturbance of business life, he still openly encouraged the
‘extermination of Marxism’, and behind the scenes reacted
to weak conservative protests at the violence with scorn and
anger.10

On 20 March the Munich Police President Himmler an-
nounced the establishment of the first concentration camp
near Dachau. Similar camps sprang up in numerous parts
of Germany for the detention of political prisoners — for
the most part Communists and Socialists. By the time of
the Reichstag assembly on 23 March at which, with—the
support of the Catholic Centre Party and with only the SPD
offering courageous opposition, Hitler was duly given-his

68




REPRESSION AND POWER

Enabling Act (allowing the government to pass legislation
without consulting the Reichstag and without the necessity

of “obtaining decrees from the Reich President), Communist

deputies were all interned or had fled, and the KPD had
been forced into_underground opposition. No law formally
banning the Communist Party was ever passed; it would have
been irrelevant—— it T

The KPD had grossly underestimated Hitler and the Nazis
from the beginning. Notions of open defiance of the new
regime through a general strike rapidly proved futile. And,
despite preparations for underground resistance, the party
was caught completely off guard by the speed and ferocity
of Nazi repression following the Reichstag Fire. Though the
courage and commitment of those involved in resistance
work saw to it that, despite brutal repression, underground
opposition was never totally eradicated, as a political force
and genuine threat to Nazi power the Communist Party was
effectively destroyed in February and March 1933.

Meanwhile, despite its brave last flourish of resistance to
the passing of the Enabling Act, the once-mighty SPD was
also finished. The SPD, the massive Reichsbanner (its para-
military arm) and the trades unions had acted with extreme
caution during the first weeks of Hitler’s Chancellorship in
order to offer no provocation. But it was all to no avail
The Reichsbanner was forced into dissolution during March
and April. The trades unions, despite announcing in March
their willingness to break the bonds with the SPD and to
work loyally with the new government, were dissolved on
2 May. The SPD itself lasted officially untl a ban imposed
on 22 June 1933. But for many members the game was
already up in March and April. Party branches closed down,
leaders of the Party went into exile, many activists were
arrested, countless others sought to keep a low profile.
Fear, confusion, dismay and deep disillusionment with social
democracy dominated.

As with the Communists, underground work never ceased,
though the main concern was less to challenge the might
of the regime through continued agitation than to retain
and bolster solidarity among socialist comrades. Visions of
illegality had largely been preshaped by the experience of
the ban under Bismarck’s anti-socialist legislation. But as one
former SPD functionary pointed out in 1935, compared with
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Hitler’s, Bismarck’s Reich had been a ‘heaven of freedom’.1!

With the destruction of the Left, a common aim uniting
the Nazis with the conservative Right had been achieved. But
in the process, far from ‘boxing in’ Hitler, the conservatives
had found themselves increasingly outflanked, their politi-
cal organisations exposed to a triumphant Nazi Movement
swelling daily through the influx of new members, predomi-
nantly from the middle classes, determined to jump on the
bandwagon. Towards the ‘bourgeois’ parties, relatively little
Nazi coercion was needed. Certainly, the seizure of power in
the Lander had seen scores settled with political opponents
not just from left-wing parties. But the main effect of the
terror of the early months had been to point up the futility
of organised resistance — unthinkable in any case from the
small ‘bourgeois’ parties which far from disapproved of all
of the political objectives of the Nazis.

The former liberal parties (DDP/Staatspartet and DVP)
dissolved themselves in late June. The Nationalist coalition
partners, increasingly under pressure since the March elec-
tion, gave up their independent organisation around the
same time. The Catholic Centre Party and its Bavarian wing,
the BVP, held out until early July. By the end of June they
had lost their links with the clergy since the Vatican, in
its Concordat negotiations, had agreed that Catholic clergy
must take part in no political activities. Short-term arrests
of Party functionaries in late June provided the final touch.
The Catholic parties, the last autonomous political entities,
dissolved themselves. Little more than a week later, on 14
July 1933, the NSDAP was officially declared to be the only
legal political party in Germany.

Hitler’s authorlty was by now unchallenggable by any
organised opposition external to the regime itself. Interest
groups, professional bodies, guilds, clubs, associations of
the most harmless kind had in the meantime Nazified their
forms and leadership personnel. The civil service had been
purged of all adherents of the former. left-wing par tles
as well as of Jews (except those with a war record).”
local government, mayors and other representative ﬁgures
not sympathetic to the regime had been displaced. Outside
Prussia, which had already come under Reich control at the
time of the Papen coup of 20 July 1932, the problem of
potential opposition to Reich directives had been effectively
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solved by the Nazi takeover of state governments in March
and by the imposition of Reich Governors (in most cases
Gauleiter of the Nazi Party) to ensure adherence to the Ber-
lin line. Legal sovereignty of the states was finally abolished
in January 1934, leaving Linder administrations in place,
though deprived of any independent power. A further act
the same month confirmed the subordination of workers to
bosses and established the legal framework for the reordered
industrial relations, dominated now, in the absence of trades
unions and workers’ political parties, by triumphantly aggres-
sive management backed by state coercion.

By mid 1933, the ‘organisational space’ which any effective
political opposition needs had been removed. Despite Nazi
myths of a ‘legal revolution’, this had been done with a level
of force, repression and brutality which had far exceeded
the measures undertaken in consolidating Mussolini’s rule
in fascist ltaly. The violence had destroyed the Left, and
had impressed the ruthlessness of the new regime on the
rest of society. It had been carried out with Hitler’s sanction,
but without any need for close direction of the cascades of
vengeful terror actions unleashed by the Nazi hordes. As
long as these were aimed at the Left and helpless minorities
such as Jews, there was little opposition — and that only
feeble.

The Christian churches retained some independent ‘or-
ganisational space’. Attempts to ‘coordinate’ the fragmented
Protestant Church — an amalgam of state churches with
varying doctrinal emphases and organisational structures,
some intensely jealous of their traditional autonomy — were
eventually abandoned. Not even an attempt was made to de-
stroy the organisational framework of the Catholic Church,
however much the Nazis tried to break down and interfere
with the institutional hold over the Catholic population
through youth groups, schools, festivals and symbols. Both
Churches were reluctantly brought into conflict with the
Nazi state. But both Churches confined their opposition as
institutions largely to fending off attacks on Christian beliefs
and their organisational forms.

The most powerful institution which remained intact was
the army. No purge, no assault, no interference was at-
tempted here in 1933. This was an institution of which
Hitler had to be wary, particularly as long as Reich President
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Hindenburg posed a possible alternative source of army
loyalty. Some form of army take-over and establishment
of a military dictatorship, or even of a restoration of the
monarchy, could not be ruled out. Hitler needed the army’s
backing more than that of any other body in the state. It is
not surprising, therefore, that, when the military leadership
began to be worried about the possible subordination of the
army to a future dominant militia formed by the SA (by early
1934 some 2,500,000 men strong), Hitler showed himself
prepared in June 1934 to act with utter ruthlessness against
a part of his own Movement.

A showdown with the SA leadership had been brewing
for some considerable time before the ‘Night of the Long
Knives’ on 30 June 1934. Some type of clash was practically
inevitable. At times, the SA had been difficult to hold in
check even before 1933. But the nearing target of attaining
power just about kept the stormtroopers in line. They had
most strongly represented the ‘putschist’ approach within
the Nazi Movement before 1933, and in the ‘seizure of
power’ phase their style of open terroristic violence had
been decisive in establishing Nazi rule so quickly. But the
crudity of their ‘politics’ became counter-productive as soon
as the target shifted from the ‘enemies of the state’ to the
very pillars of state power — the civil service bureaucracy,
the police executive and the army.

The SA leaders had no clear alternative vision of the
future to offer. But as soon as the dust began to settle
on the Nazi revolution, they found that it had been only
half a revolution, and that the ‘old guard’ still controlled
the real avenues of power, while few ‘jobs for the boys’ (or,
perhaps better, ‘jobs for the yobs’) had opened up. The wild
utterances of Ernst Rohm about a ‘second revolution” and
the arbitrary interference of SA bosses in local government
stirred up fear as well as enormous antagonism among
conservatives — and among outright Nazis — who wanted
an ordered authoritarian state, not the disruptive ‘political
hooliganism’12 of the SA.

By June 1934 the seriousness of the disquiet now being
openly voiced in conservative circles and the tension between
the army and the SA was such that Hitler's own position
could easily have become endangered, particularly after the
death — to be expected within the near future — of the
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ailing Reich President Hindenburg. Once, from within the
top Nazi leadership and for power-political reasons of their
own, Goring and Himmler had shown themselves prepared
to act together to remove R6hm, deploying the SS for the
purpgse . thoyfpte of the SA leaders was sealed. Hitler was
now WM / ,anction the move against the SA. In a
swiff strike on 30 June, numerous SA leaders
— o1 LJ . at they were involved in the preparation
of a coup . the government — were arrested by the
Gestapo and SS and immediately shot. Hitler himself flew
to Bavaria and personally supervised the arrest of Ernst
Réhm, who was subsequently shot in prison in Munich. The
opportunity was also taken to settle scores with some old
enemies, among them Gregor Strasser and General von
Schleicher. The ‘Night of the Long Knives’ claimed in all
around eighty-five victims.

The bloody repression of part of his own Movement was
a critical moment in the consolidation of Hitler’s power.
In the first instance, it removed the one force within the
regime potentially capable of offering serious opposition
from within or, more likely, of prompting opposition from
other sources (especially the army) which could have toppled
Hitler. After 30 June 1934, the SA amounted to no more
than a useful but wholly loyal activist agency which, as in the
1938 pogrom, expended its violent energies in attacks on
helpless minorities rather than tackling the wielders of state
power. From the SA’s loss of power, the main profit went to
the SS — Hitler’s pretorian guard, and unlike his mass army,
an utterly loyal force. The power-shift within the regime had,
in other words, notably enhanced Hitler’'s own position.

This was further consolidated in that the elimination of
the detested and troublesome SA leadership bound the
conservative power-groups more tightly to Hider, and to the
concept of the ‘Fiihrer state’. The mutual dependence of the
traditional elites and the Nazi leader was reinforced. The
conservative Justice Minister, Giirtner, gave retrospective
legal sanctions to the murderous actions as extraordinary
measures necessary to protect the interests of state. And
despite anger within the officer corps at the news that two
former generals (von Bredow and von Schleicher) were
among the SS’s victims, Blomberg ensured that the army
publicly thanked Hitler for his action.!3 A few weeks later,
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following Hindenburg’s death, all soldiers swore a solemn
oath of loyalty to Hitler-personally. Given the code of ethics
in the German armed forces, the significance of this oath
can scarcely“bc:()yeresgmated A \ similar_oath_of loyalt

the person of the Fiihrer (and not to Hitler in his capac1ty
as head of stat}g)_yg_as,swombya&emﬂ se,LV_;i,m.s"ﬂ'”"\

The acclamation and massive popular esteem gained
through his destruction of the generally hated SA was a further
boost to Hitler’'s power. Hindenburg’s own vote of thanks
to Hitler for having ‘saved the German nation’ provided
legitimation from the head of state.!> The Chancellor’s
popular standing had never been higher.

Last, but not least, the episode showed once more to all
would-be opponents that the regime would be absolutely ruth-
less in its use of force whenever its interests were threatened.

The unrestrained brutality with which Hitler disposed of a
part of his own Movement at the end of June 1934 provides
a further pointer to the truth in Mao’s dictum that ‘political
power grows out of the barrel of a gun’. Faced with such
unscrupulous deployment of the might of the state, it was
scarcely surprising if most individuals, deprived by now of
any alternative forms of political organisation, felt a sense of
helplessness. From 1934 onwards, the effective possibilities
of removing Hitler from within were confined to those with
direct access to the arsenals and coercive capacities of the
Nazi state: the army and the SS.

Both had already benefited greatly from the establishment
of the Nazi regime before they joined forces to crush the
SA. Both continued to be favoured disproportionately by
the advances of the regime throughout the 1930s. Though
some army leaders, worried at the dangers of the accelerating
course of German aggression, were by 1938 engaging in the
embryonic thoughts of resistance which would culminate in
the attempted putsch of 1944, the great majority of the gen-
erals were more than ready to offer their full collaboration
to the Nazi regime. A coup from such quarters was unlikely
as long as the going was good. This was even truer of the
SS, pillar of the regime, an organisation imbued with Nazi
doctrine, and the executive agency of Hitler’s ideology.

Outside these key coercive forces, hopes of overthrowing
Hitler from within were futile. Resistance from groups hos-
tile to the regime never ceased. Thousands of ordinary
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citizens from all walks of life suffered persecution, incar-
ceration, and not infrequently death, for defying the regime.
The Communist Party membership in particular suffered
grievously, with an estimated 150,000 persons — roughly
half of its membership on the eve of Nazi rule — subjected
to imprisonment or worse during the Third Reich. Some
12,000 Germans were convicted of high treason between
1933 and 1939. And during the war, when the number
of offences punishable by death rose from three to forty-
six, German civilian courts handed out about 15,000 death
sentences.!6

Resistance was inevitably, however, fragmented, atomised
and isolated from any possibility of growing mass support.
This was ensured by the scale and intensity of repression
after 1933, though the ground had been prepared by divi-
sions, distrust and lack of common purpose before the Nazi
take-over of power. An analysis in 1939 by the exiled Social
Democrat leadership, based on regular reports from the
underground resistance in Germany, aptly summarised the
impact of Nazi repression: “Those who used to think, still
think today, and those who did not then think, think now
even less. Only that the thinkers are today no longer able to
lead the non-thinkers.’!7 This is another way of indicating
that the massive extension of Hitler’s power was possible in
the first instance because opposition — real and potential —
was crushed, broken, cowed and neutralised through the
unprecedented and unmitigated level of repression by the
Nazi state.

A high degree of repression of former political opponents
is a normal feature of authoritarian regimes in the ‘take-over’
phase of power. But frequently such repression settles down
after the initial blood-letting into an unattractive but largely
negative control upon those groups regarded as capable of
posing a serious challenge to the regime. Even in fascist or
quasi-fascist regimes such as those of Mussolini or Franco
this was the pattern. Though the early violence was far more
draconian in the upheaval in Germany in 1933-34, here too
there was some apparent ‘settling down’. While almost 27,000
persons had been taken into ‘protective custody’ by 31 July
1933, the number in concentration camps by the winter of
1936-37 had fallen to around 7,500 inmates — the lowest
total throughout the Third Reich.!® But already there were
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plans for an extension of the camps, and for new categories
of prisoner.

As this suggests, in Nazi Germany repression was not static,
but dynamic. A key to this process of dynamic radicalisation
is to be found in the inexorable erosion of legality under
the pressure of a police state, in which the conventional
repressive character of political policing was blended with
the ideological drive of the Party’s elite organisation, the SS.
Since, in turn, this organisation was the one which was closest
in ethos to Hitler’s own ideological imperatives and saw itself
as providing the executive implementation of the Fiihrer’s
‘idea’, the growth of the power of the SS, merging the state
repressive apparatus and Party ideological dynamism in an
agency committed more than any other to ‘working towards
the Fuihrer’, provides a central part of the explanation of the
character and expansion of Hitler’'s power. We need at this
stage briefly to consider the unfolding of this process.

THE SUBJUGATION OF LEGALITY IN THE FUHRER
SAVAVEIE

Though Germany in 1933 had only a short, chequered
history of democracy behind it, the tradition of constitutional
rule based upon positivist legal principles was a far stronger
one. It was a tradition which, in stages but inexorably, was
broken in the Nazi state. It was not that Hitler’s regime
replaced one code of law by a new, Nazified code. A new
penal code, it is true, was in an advanced stage of preparation
by 1935, based upon the principle of punishment for the
intention to commit a crime. But even this was felt to
place restrictions upon the demands of the regime, and the
proposal was aborted.

The Party Programme of 1920 had spoken of the need to
base society on the foundations of Germanic law. But any
such hopes cherished by legal pundits within the Movement
such as the Party’s leading lawyer, Hans Frank, were soon
to be proved illusory. The regime’s approach to the law was,
in fact, wholly characteristic. Few changes were made to civil
law. The key area was criminal law. And here the regime
was ruthlessly exploitative, opportunistic and unprincipled.
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Where legal norms suited the purposes of the leadership,
they were deployed. Where they provided obstacles, they
were by-passed, ignored or simply dumped.

As has long been recognised, Nazi Germany provided the
terrain for a conflict between legal norms and arbitrary
executive police action. It was from the start an uneven-
contest. And as the climate in which a semblance of legality
could be retained sharply deteriorated during the war, the
erosion of legal norms turned into a complete capitulation
by the exponents of the judicial system to the demands of
police executive power.

Most German judges and lawyers had been hostile to the
Weimar Republic, which they had seen as threatening their
judicial independence and damaging their material interests
and social standing. They tended to be national—conservative
rather than outrightly Nazi in their political preference, but
generally welcomed the new regime in 1933 for its promise
of a restoration of an authoritarian state, bringing with it an
enhanced authority of those responsible for upholding ‘law
and order’.

A prime example of such views could be found in the Reich
Justice Minister himself, Franz Giirtner, a conservative not
a Nazi, but anxious to establish stable authoritarian rule
supported by a legal system which rejected the fundamental
liberal tenet of law — protection of the individual against the
state. Gurtner was prepared to sanction the blatant illegalities
perpetrated in the ‘take-over’ phase in 1933-34 as necessary
in extraordinary (and thus ‘extra-legal’) circumstances. He
accepted the retrospective imposition of the death penalty
on van der Lubbe for setting fire to the Reichstag, even
though the death penalty for arson had not existed at the
time of the offence. And following the massacre of the SA
leadership in June 1934, he gave legal sanction to the action
on the grounds ‘that measures of self-defence taken before
the imminent occurrence of a treasonable action should be
considered not only legal but the duty of a statesman’.!?
Giirtner was concerned to uphold the legal system and
to keep separate the roles of judiciary and police. But
his philosophy and his actions demonstrated how open his
position was to exploitation by those forces in the regime —
starting with Hitler — which were wholly unscrupulous n
their approach to principles of legal rectitude.
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The hopelessness of the legalists’ position resided ulti-
mately in their willing acceptance of the unique nature and
unlimited power of the Fiihrer — a principle which in essence
contradicted entirely the premiss of rule on the basis of legal
norms.

According to the head of the Nazi Lawyers’ Association,
Hans Frank, constitutional law in the Third Reich repre-
sented no more than ‘the legal formulation of the historic
will of the Fiihrer’.2% Such sentiments amounted, using Max
Weber’s terminology, to the subjugation of legal-rational
authority to charismatic authority. ‘Will’, based on ‘outstand-
ing achievements’, had replaced abstract and impersonal
legal precepts as the fundamental premiss of the law.

Such a view was formulated not only by a high Nazi like
Hans Frank, but also by the most prominent authorities
on legal theory in Germany, who tortuously attempted to
square the circle by rationalising Hitler’s authority in le-
gal terms. The leading constitutional expert, Ernst Rudolf
Huber, for example, spoke of the law as ‘nothing other than
the expression of the communal order in which the people
live and which derives from the Fiihrer’. It was consequently
‘impossible to measure the laws of the Fiihrer against a
higher concept of law because every Fiihrer law is a direct
expression of this vélkisch concept of the law’.2!

Explaining that the office of Fiihrer was in origin not a
state office, but one which had grown out of the Move-
ment, Huber deduced that it was correct to speak not of
‘state power’ but of ‘Fiihrer power’, which was personalised
political power ‘given to the Fiihrer as the executor of the
nation’s common will’. In his understanding, ‘Fiithrer power’
was ‘comprehensive and total’, unrestricted by any controls,
‘free and independent, exclusive and unlimited’.22

Such interpretations by highly regarded legal theorists
were of inestimable value in legitimating a form of domi-
nation which, whatever the muystical theorising, effectively
undermined the rule of law in favour of arbitrary exercise
of political will.

The willingness of lawyers and judges to accommodate
themselves to the most draconian demands of the regime
in the vain attempt to preserve their own authority and
monopoly of dispensation of ‘justice’ was not matched by
any recognition on the part of the Nazi leadership of their
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service to the Nazi state. On the contrary, the more ar-
dently the judges tried to serve their Nazi masters, the
greater, it seemed, was the contempt and abuse which they
encountered.

Hitler’s own contempt was unbridled. His view was that
‘every jurist was defective by nature, or would become so in
time’.23 It was not merely a matter of personal vituperation.
He hated the ‘artificial notion of law’,2¢ whose function it was
merely to use whatever means were necessary to maintain
public order, but which was not an end in itself.25 Law
could by definition never provide the ‘will’ which was a
Nazi prerequisite for action. It was reactive, not active.
It categorised, provided regulations, and was thereby an
unacceptable constraint. However harsh, it could never fully
reflect the ‘healthy sentiments of the people’. Above all, the
prospect of any limitation in theory or in practice on the
exercise of Fiithrer power was unthinkable.

The law was consequently something which could never be
more than partially satisfactory from a Nazi viewpoint, some-
thing to be used and exploited, but ignored if it hindered the
greater needs of the state, the Movement, the ‘idea’, and the
Flihrer. The clash between ‘legal’ authority and ‘charismatic’
Flihrer power was, therefore, intrinsic to the very essence of
Nazism.

Both through an increasing number of personal, arbitrary
interventions in the legal process and through his support
for police executive autonomy at the expense of judicial con-
trol, Hitler himself shaped the framework for the complete
erosion of legality in the Third Reich. However hard the
lawyers ‘worked towards the Fiihrer’, the instrument for the
implementation of the Fuhrer’s will could not be confined
by legal norms, but had to enjoy full autonomy from the
law. The corollary to the decline in the conventional force
of law was, therefore, the massive expansion in the power
of the merged police and SS — the main executive agent of
Fiihrer power.

During the winter of 1933-34, the head of the SS, Heinrich
Himmler, together with his sidekick Reinhard Heydrich, who
ran the Party’s intelligence service (the SD), had secured
control over the political p()li(‘c in all the states outside the
biggest one, that of Prussia. Though Goring, in his capacity
as Minister President of Prussia, attempted to retain his hold
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on the Prussian Gestapo, he was unable to head off the
growing challenge of Himmler. In April 1934 Himmler was
made ‘Inspector of the Gestapo’, nominally under Goring as
Minister President, with Heydrich as Chief of the Prussian
Secret Police Office in Berlin. Himmler’s pressure became
irresistible after the decisive role which his SS played in
the massacre of the SA leadership in june 1934, and by
the autumn Goéring, unable to retain any practical control
in Gestapo affairs, conceded all effective powers to the SS
leader.

One area in which Himmler had been able to build an
expanding arena of power outside the normal judicial con-
trols and with unrestricted autonomy was in the domain
of the concentration camps. By spring 1934, most of the
‘wild” concentration camps which had marked the ‘seizure
of power’ phase had been disbanded. And following the
crushing of the SA, undisputed control over all the camps
passed to the SS, with the organisation of the first camp,
Dachau, as the model. The legal basis for the extension
of power through the concentration camp build-up had
been provided by the Reichstag Fire decree of 28 February
1933, which allowed for police ‘protective custody’ without
any judicial sentence. The camps were thus technically the
province of the state police, though given the successful
take-over of the police by Himmler and Heydrich, they were
run by a Party affiliation, the SS.

Despite the attempts by the justice authorities and by Reich
Minister of the Interior Frick to curtail or even end the
‘protective custody’ system which functioned outside their
control, the autonomy of the SS—Gestapo in the sphere of
the camps and ‘protective custody’ was reaffirmed rather
than diminished, and this was achieved with Hitler’s express
support.

Though in April 1934 Frick had produced guidelines
on the limited scope of ‘protective custody’, which Hitler
had publicly endorsed after the ‘Réhm affair’, Himmler’s
police could in practice reckon with Hitler’s backing in
the frequent cases where serious infringements of Frick’s
regulations took place. Thus, when the Reich Minister of
Justice made Ieplesenmtl()ns to Himmler in 1935 about
the number of deaths occurring in the concentration camps
and requested the presence of lawyers when persons were
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taken into ‘protective custody’, Himmler took the issues to
Hitler and came back with the support he had wanted: ‘In
view of the conscientious direction of the camps, special
measures are not considered necessary’; and ‘The Fiihrer
has prohibited the consultation of lawyers.’26

The Reich Ministry of the Interior, still vainly hoping
to gain control over policing, protested at the abuses of
‘protective custody’ and the ensuing ‘lack of legal security’
in a lengthy memorandum written in 1935.27 But Frick’s
hopes of success against the expanding Gestapo—SS machine
under Himmler, and backed in all essential matters by Hitler,
were faint. Nominal concessions were made by Himmler in
a new Prussian Gestapo Law of 10 February 1936, though
ambiguity in the wording could not conceal the fact that the
autonomy of the Gestapo was left intact. In the Gestapo’s
own interpretation, the law sealed the distinction between
the Gestapo, which operated ‘according to special principles’,
and the administration, with its ‘general and regularly legal-
ised rules’.28

With Hitler’s decree of 17 June 1936, creating a new state
office of Chief of the German Police but amalgamating this
with the Party post of Reichsfithrer of the SS, Himmler’s
victory over Frick was complete. Though still, as Chief of
Police, nominally subordinate to Frick, as head of the SS
Himmler was personally subordinate only to Hitler. Little
more than a week later, the merging of the political and
criminal police in a new entity, the ‘security police’ under
Heydrlchs command, rounded off the process of creation
of a massive sphere of autonomy, influence and policy for-
mulation. With this step, conventional ‘criminal’ actions too
were brought under the aegis of the political police, now an
immensely powerful apparatus functioning outside orthodox
governmental control as the direct executive organ of the
‘Fiihrer’s will'. A further notable step was the amalgamation
of the Security Police with the Party’s Security Service (the
SD) in 1939, to form the Reich Security Head Office (RSHA).
Compared with the magnitude of the changes of 1936,
however, this was an organisational reshuffle rather than
a shift of substance.

The changes in the relationship of the law and the police
which took place between 1933 and 1936 — further shifts
during the remainder of the Third Reich were in essence
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a consequence of this early transformation — were of fun-
damental importance to the character and extent of Hitler’s
power. Hitler had supported on all significant occasions the
extra-legal power of the police. By 1936 the police was insti-
tutionally amalgamated with the most ideologically dynamic
Party affiliation, the SS. The judicial authorities were in every
respect on the defensive. They accepted Hitler’s supreme
power in and over the law, and that this power had origins
lying outside those of conventional state office. They com-
promised on illegalities. They could not penetrate the police
domain of ‘protective custody’ and the concentration camps.
In a grotesque parody of legality, defence lawyers sometimes
felt compelled, by the later 1930s, to demand unduly stiff
sentences for their clients in the hope that they would at least
be confined in state prisons and not in concentration camps.
This did not prevent prisoners on release being taken into
police custody, nor the removal into ‘protective custody’ of
persons whose sentences were regarded by the police as too
lenient or even those found not guilty by the courts.

When, a week after the outbreak of the war, the Reich
Justice Minister Giirtner enquired with astonishment at the
authority behind Himmler’s press announcement that he had
ordered the execution of a number of persons for offences
for which they had not stood trial, he was informed that
Hitler had personally authorised the shootings.2? Hitler’s
personal arbitrary interventions in judicial proceedings in-
creased in number during the war. And once the arch-Nazi
Thierack was appointed as Giirtner’s successor in 1942, the
total capitulation of the judiciary to police executive power
was rapidly completed. By then, the last ever assembly of
the Reichstag, meeting on 26 April 1942, had formally
acknowledged Hitler’s position as supreme head of justice
bound by no formal law.30

It is not necessary here to detail the vast expansion of
the SS—police domain which occurred during the war. It
needs only to be noted that with that expansion came the
pinnacle of Hitler’s personal power and the implementation
of the ideological goals which in general rather than specific
terms he had held to since the early 1920s. With the erosion
of law and the build-up of a political police imbued with
the cthos of Nazi ideology, the climate was provided and
the instrument forged for the full enhancement of Hitler’s
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power and with that the realisation of the central facets of
his Weltanschauung.

On the day of his appointment as Chief of German Police,
Himmler had announced his aim as being to ‘build up the
police, welded into the SS order, as a force for the internal de-
fence of the people’ in ‘one of the great struggles of human his-
tory’ against ‘the universally destructive force of Bolshevism’.31

In the same year, 1936, Heydrich’s deputy in the Secret State
Police Office, Dr Werner Best, described the task of the political
police as supervising the ‘political health’ of the nation and
rooting out all symptoms of disease and germs of destruction.
For this task, the police needed ‘an authority which is derived
solely from the new conception of the State and one which
requires no special legal legitimation’. Hence, a new concept
of the political police had developed, that of a ‘unique body
for the protection of the State whose members . . . regarded
themselves as belonging to a fighting formation’.32

Infused with this doctrine, and given the autonomy with
which to develop it, the political police were able to expand
their activities in precisely those areas which ‘worked towards
the Fiihrer’ by persecuting those almost unlimited ‘enemies
of State and people’ — Jews, Communists (and other Marx-
ists), Freemasons, ‘politically active’ church representatives,
Jehovah’s Witnesses, homosexuals, gypsies, ‘anti-socials’, ‘ha-
bitual criminals’ — who formed target groups in Hitler’s
personal ideology. The screw of discrimination was thus
kept turning. ]

The creation of a repressive organisation with a dynamic
ideological aim closely tied to the ‘charismatic’ mission of the
Fiihrer is of decisive importance for the exercise of Hitler’s
power. We began this chapter, however, by pointing out how
mistaken it would be to dissociate repression from consensus,
and to presuppose a population subjugated against its will
to the might and tyranny of the Gestapo. Although in the
final stages of the war, with consensus undermined, the
escalating level of repression was crucial in preventing an
internal collapse as had taken place in 1917-18, for much
of the Third Reich not only Hitler personally but also the
police apparatus which provided such a crucial prop to his
power had widespread support.

In fact, without such support within the population, the
repressive capacity of the political police, which in its early
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stages after 1933 was far from massive in numbers or com-
prehensive in its surveillance possibilities, would have been
greatly diminished. As late as 1937, there were only 126
Gestapo officers in Diisseldorf for a population of around
half a million, 43 in Essen for a population of 650,000, and 22
in Wiirzburg to cover the whole population of Lower Franconia
of 840,000 persons.33 The greatest single proportion of cases
dealt with by the Gestapo followed denunciations by ordinary
members of the population.

The ‘Malicious Practices Act’ of 21 March 1933, banning
offensive or subversive remarks about the state and its lead-
ership, opened the door to a massive wave of denunciations
which often combined political with personal motives. Social
‘outsiders’ were particular targets for denunciation, often in
the workplace, the tenement block or the pub. The result was
usually that the denounced person was taken into ‘protective
custody’ or came before the ‘Special Courts’ which had been
set up in 1933 for speedy judgement in political cases.

The surviving files of the Munich ‘Special Court’ number
about 10,000 cases between 1933 and 1945 and there is
nothing to suggest that Munich was unusual among German
judicial districts, each of which was provided with a ‘Special
Court’. The extant files of the Gestapo itself, for its office in
Wiirzburg, total some 19,000 individual cases, most involving
‘protective custody’ and heavily reliant for their information
on denunciations from the public.34 The personal files which
survive from the Gestapo office in Diisseldorf (reckoned to
be about 70 per cent of the original total) come to a stag-
gering 72,000 cases.35 Without the ‘snoopers’and denouncers,
prepared to do their usually self-serving part in ‘working
towards the Fiihrer’ by handing over fellow citizens from
whatever motives to the tender mercies of the Gestapo, such
a system based upon an all-pervasive fear and anxiety could
not remotely have functioned with such efficiency.
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Chapter 4
PLEBISCITARY POWER

Nazism in power revealed a dynamism which distinguished
it markedly from other right-wing authoritarian regimes in
existence at the time, whether fascist or partially fascist.
The restless energy, the acceleration of momentum, the
‘cumulative radicalisation’! of the Hitler regime were not
remotely matched even by Mussolini’s Italy, let alone in
Franco’s authoritarian state with fascist trappings in Spain.
At no stage did the Hitler state lose its. driving force and
‘settle down’ to_‘mere’ repressive conservative-reactionary
authoritarianism.

This took many contemporaries by surprise. Whether
on the Left or on the Right, inside or outside Germany,
the most frequent assumption on Hitler’s accession to the
Chancellorship was that the initial revolutionary impulses
would subside and that the traditional ruling elites would
then regather the reins of power. The gross underestimation
of Hitler’s ability to consolidate and extend power was com-
pounded by continuing notions — epitomised in the sphere of
foreign relations in British and French appeasement policy
— that below the surface, below the level of propaganda and
mobilisation, conventional power structures and traditional
political aims would prevail in Germany. This overlooked
the extent to which, by the later 1930s, the traditional elites’
had been displaced in vital areas of decision-making by those
forces allied to the increasingly absolutist power of Hitler.

The expansion of his power and — part cause and part
effect of this — the progressive radicalisation and ceascless
dynamic of the regime cannot, however, be attributed sim-
ply to Hitler’s personality and idecological intentions. This
chapter suggests they are inextricably bound up with the
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motivation of Nazism’s mass following. The wide variety of
social expectations invested in the regime, resting upon an
extensive underlying consensus, had a common denominator
in the image of the Fiihrer. This in turn engendered a
level of acclamation and plebiscitary support which could
repeatedly be tapped, thus reinforcing Hitler’s increasingly
deified position as leader, and contributing thereby to the
growth of ‘Fiihrer absolutism’ and the relatively high level
of autonomy from the traditional ruling elites which Hitler
was able to attain by the later 1930s. The drive of the
regime, once power had been attained, was to this extent
rooted in the pressures for radical change which found
expression during the crisis of late Weimar in the utopian
hopes and expectations lodged in the prospect of national
regeneration.

Hitler embodied these hopes of a ‘new deal’ for the
thirteen million who voted for him in 1932, and for the
additional millions who were prepared to place their trust
in him after 1933. The mass following, as we have already
commented, was not for the most part drawn to Hitler
because they shared his specific ideological obsessions or
his particular way of viewing the world, but because he
came to voice more plainly than anyone else their hopes of
national rebirth and the destruction of the nation’s enemies.
This partial identity of motivation between Hitler and his
mass support sufficed, however, to provide a plebiscitary
basis of legitimation for the power of the Fiihrer. Indeed,
in a certain sense, the need, which Hitler plainly felt, to
sustain this plebiscitary backing, to uphold his popularity,
and to retain his prestige, formed a significant condition of
his exercise of power.

THE UNDERLYING CONSENSUS

As a ‘catchall party of protest’,2 the NSDAP had succeeded,
already prior to 1933, in superficially uniting widely dispar-
ate sections of society by its mélange of hate propaganda
and evocation of German renewal through creation of a
‘people’s’ or ‘national community’ (Volksgemeinschaft). After a
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fashion, the Nazi Movement acted as a type of ‘super interest
group’, linking quite different, sometimes even incompatible,
social demands to a unifying vision of national regeneration.-
The spread of its organisational framework from 1929-30
onwards made the NSDAP far more capable than any other
contemporary political party of appealing to a wide range of
the population, above all but not merely in the fragmented
middle classes, by incorporating their material anxieties and
expectations into the psychological, idealistic belief that the
problems could be resolved by the national rebirth which
Nazism alone, under Hitler, was able to bring about.

As long as a pluralist system remained in operation the
Nazi Party remained only one of a number of competing
political organisations. Adherents of the working-class and
Catholic parties in particular remained hostile and singularly
unimpressed by Nazi agitation. Even in the last pluralist
election of March 1933, with Hitler already Chancellor and
communist and socialist opponents exposed to intimidation,
violence and persecution, the Nazis could not win the sup-
port of even half of the electorate.

Even so, not all of those who continued to support other
political parties in March 1933 rejected everything which
the Nazis claimed to stand for. In the next few years,
many of them would find something, often even a great
deal, to admire in the Third Reich. The ‘majority of the
majority’® who did not vote for Hitler in 1933 became at
least in some respects converts by 1939. This was, of course,
in part because those who would have continued to oppose
Nazism openly were after 1933 no longer able to do so,
having been repressed into silence or incarcerated. Naturally,
too, after 1933, with monopoly control of the mass media at
the disposal of the Nazis, propaganda had altogether new
opportunities to distort reality and manipulate opinion.

However, even Goebbels’ full bag of tricks could not turn
black into white. The successes of propaganda depended
heavily upon the ability to build upon, exploit and ‘interpret’
existing social and political values.

The strains of political culture which Nazi propaganda
could play upon had been forged by the expectations and
disappointments of the recently unified German empire,
and even more intensely by the traumas of war, defeat
and revolution and profound antipathy to the experience
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of a crisis-torn democracy. Weimar Germany was riven
by upheaval and crisis. Class, region and religion pro-
vided powerful sub-loyalties challenging allegiance to the
nation-state which itself, far from acting as an integrating
or unifying focus of political identity, was utterly divisive.
But outside the counter-ideologies of socialism and com-
munism, a number of prevailing attitudes and values lent
themselves to ready exploitation by Nazi propaganda.

All the currents of opinion which Goebbels was able to
tap, articulate and reinforce flowed together in the feeling
that there must be a new start for Germany, a national
rebirth. The very depths of division nurtured the longing for
unity which found resonance in Nazi slogans of a ‘national
community’.(The politicians’ bickerings in a weak and frag-
mented democracy heightened belief in the virtues of strong,
authoritarian, ‘law and order’ governmentﬂ"he visceral fears
of Marxism widely prevalent among the German middle and
upper classes, and given concrete shape after 1917 in the
perceived horrors of the Soviet Bolshevik state, offered the
prospect of instant approval for any government which could
remove such fears once and for all. The national humiliation
and fury — which extended into sections of the Left — at the
post-war treatment of Germany by the victorious Allies, and
anxiety about the nation’s future, surrounded as it seemed
to be by a ring of hostile countries, fostered the readiness to |
acclaim a bold foreign policy asserting Germany’s rights from |
a position of military strength. Not least, any government
which could rescue Germany from the depths of economic
collapse and offer the hope of new and lasting prosperity
could reckon with support which transcended party-political
boundaries.

In addition, widely held prejudices and resentments fuelled
by the social strains of war, hyper-inflation, then depres-
sion, offered the basis of a consensus extending beyond
the immediate Nazi following. Hostility to trade unionism
and the new status and bargaining power won by organised
labour during the Weimar Republic — sentiments particularly
prevalent in the middle classes and among the farming
community — frequently went hand in hand with a populist
anti- (dplldllsm which denounced the e\p101nuon of the ‘little
man’ by big business but which, unlike the anti-capitalism of
the Left, was concerned to sanctify rather than undermine
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private property — as long as it was ‘useful’ to the ‘national
community’.

Such ‘gut reactions’ formed part of a social outlook which
turned away from any prospect of attempting a mere resto-
ration of the class-bound hierarchies of imperial Germany,
In sweeping away the egalitarianism of the Left, they also
favoured uprooting the elitism deriving from birthright and
money. Instead, a new elite of ‘achievers’ — the best, strong-
est, most able who had been given equality of opportunity
and struggled to the top by dint of their own qualities —
should enjoy their rightful place.(A state showing ruthless
determination not only to destroy the Marxist threat to prop-
erty, but also to ‘weed out’ and eliminate social weaknesses —
‘parasites’, ‘wasters’, ‘harmful’ and ‘undesirable elements’ —
could reckon, therefore, with much support.\Social envy and
resentment at the position of Jews — regarded as somehow
‘different’ despite (or because of) all their efforts to assimilate
— easily fitted into such ‘gut feelings’. The notion that Jews
were not only different but a negative influence deepened
sharply under the impact of Nazi propaganda. But here, too,
rabid Jew-haters could operate in a climate of opinion in
which latent anti-Semitism had been a traditional component.

The same type of outlook rejected what was seen as
state interference by Weimar governments — for instance
in social welfare or worker protection — while welcoming the
intervention of an authoritarian state which, it was imagined,
aimed at enhancing the opportunities, status and wealth of
the deserving by promoting the ‘national interest’ and by
destroying those forces ‘harmful to the people’ and ‘alien to
the community’. While the democratic state had, in such a
view, been dominated by sectional interests, specially those
of labour and big capital, the authoritarian state of national
regeneration, it was naively presumed, would be ‘their’ state,
the state of the ‘little man’, whose talent and ability would
at last find proper support and recognition. It amounted
to a search for a return to a mythical ‘normality’ in which
the ‘rightfully deserving’ would receive what was ‘rightfully’
theirs. That many cherishing such hopes were to be sadly
disillusioned during the course of the Third Reich ought not
to lead to an underestimation of the potential extent of the
underlying consensus which could be exploited by the Nazi
idea of the ‘national community’.
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Among Germany’s upper crust — the social elites which
had traditionally produced the country’s leaders — there was
little direct identification with the NSDAP or the crudity
of its ideology. Contempt for social upstarts muscling their
way into the corridors of power, distaste for the vulgarity
of mob politics, and anxieties about the strain of populist
anti-capitalism in the Nazi Party’s pot pourri of an_ideol-
ogy mingled to prevent any wholehearted embrace of the
Hitler Movement. Significant partial ideological affinities
with Nazism nevertheless existed. The termination of the
hated experiment in democracy, the destruction of Marxism,
the restoration of authority to those who had traditionally
exercised it, and — externally — the revision of the post-
war territorial settlement, were attractive propositions to all
sections of the traditional elites. Senior figures in state ad-
ministration, landowners, industrialists, financiers and army
leaders all found, for different reasons, distinct appeal in the
idea of a renewed authoritarian state.)Such a state, it was
presumed, would once more rest on the shoulders of civil
service experts, would restore the primacy of support for
agriculture, would uphold the free hand of economic leaders
in unshackling industry from the fetters of trade unionism,
and would offer new prospects to army professionals ham-
strung by the restrictions of Versailles.{The identification of
such groups with Nazism seldom became complete,) and in
some cases the waxing disenchantment led in the direction
of total rejection. But, in general, the affinities were strong
enough to signify that a broad, multi-layered consensus
underpinned relations between the Nazi leadership, the
social ‘establishment’ and the traditional power groups. Such
a partial consensus continued in good measure to exist until
the later phases of the war, when the looming defeat of
Germany and the increasing irrationality of the Nazi regime
could patently no longer be regarded as compatible with the
self-interest and self-preservation of the traditional pillars of
society.

In the transmission of social values, a key role continued
to be played, even during the Third Reich, by the two major
Christian denominations. The Protestant (or Evangelical)
and the Catholic Churches enjoyed between them in 1933 at
least the nominal allegiance of more than 90 per cent of the
German people. Neither Church hid its dislike of the Weimar
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Republic. In both cases there were strong preferences for an
authoritarian system of government — though this for the
most part did not mean a preference for a Nazi take-over,
and areas of friction with Nazism already present before
1933 (especially in the Catholic Church) were of course to
be greatly magnified in the Third Reich itself.

The departure of the Kaiser and the end of the tradi-
tional authoritarian state broke, for most Protestant Church
leaders, links between Church and state which had been
embedded in Reformation theology. A decline in church-
going was seen in connection with the rise of godless atheism
and the triumph of Marxist materialism} By the end of the
Weimar Republic, the more radical elements in the Church
were openly supportive of vilkisch nationalism of the Nazi
variety as the vehicle to producing a unity of Christian
and political revivalism among the German people. ‘The
swastika on_our breasts, and the Cross in our hearts’ ran
the slogan of the ‘German Christians’ — the Nazified wing
of the Protestant Church.# The more mainstream sections
of Protestantism avoided such excesses of association. But
they, too, even where they took some aspects of Nazism
to be disagreeable or worrying, saw in the ‘national up-
rising’ which was proclaimed at the ‘seizure of power’ the
hope of the moral renewal which national rebirth would
bring about. Enthusiasm for the new regime was seldom
muted at first and, though disillusionment was to set in
within a short time, the ideological common ground between
the Protestant Church and the Nazi regime was to remain
considerable. Nationalist chauvinism, fervent anti-Marxism,
emphatic authoritarianism and belief in the Fiihrer were
among the factors attaching the Protestant Church to the
Hitler regime, despite serious conflicts on Church policy and
the ultimately total alienation of a minority of Church leaders
increasingly unable to reconcile Nazism with the theological
principles of Reformation Christianity.

The Catholic Church shared with German Protestantism
the antipathy towards Weimar democracy. One of its out-
standing leaders, Cardinal Fauthaber, the Archbishop of
Munich and Freising, had even refused to have church bells
rung in his diocese at the burial in 1925 of Friedrich Ebert,
the first Reich President of a Republic which Faulhaber
regarded as founded on treason and rebellion. The members
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of the hierarchy were in the main products of the Wilhelmine
era. Both their social background — many of them coming
from aristocratic families — and their traditional Catholicism
led them to favour a renewal of authoritarianism, though one
less antagonistic towards Catholicism (which had in reality
flourished under Weimar democracy) than had been the
Bismarckian and Wilhelmine Reich. The brand of authori-
tarianism which appealed to them was, however, distinctly
not of the Nazi variety.

Relations between the Catholic Church and the Nazi Party
remained chequered throughout the period of the rise to
power. The evident anti-Christian strain in Nazi doctrine,
epitomised above all in Rosenberg’s writings, evoked strin-
gent condemnation from the Catholic hierarchy. Prohib-
itions, warnings and admonitions about Nazism on the part
of the Catholic clergy were numerous. Hitler’s own concerted
efforts to deny the slur that he headed an anti- rellglous
Movement were far from convincing to Catholic opinion-
leaders. Despite its origins in Munich, the Party’s bastions
of support even in its early years had lain mainly in the
Protestant stretches of northern Bavaria, and in Franconia,
rather than in the overwhelmingly Catholic south. Even after
1929, the Catholic ‘sub-culture’ and support for the Catholic
political parties (Centre Party and Bavarian People’s Party),
stayed relatively impermeable to Nazi penetration. The Nazi
vote remained, therefore, low in Catholic areas, whereas the
big Nazi breakthrough occurred in Protestant regions. But
heavy gains were made among Catholic voters at the election
of March 1933. This may have been among the factors which
helped persuade the bishops, following Hitler’s promises in
his speech to the Reichstag on 23 March 1933 justifying the
introduction of an Enabling Act, to uphold the rights of the
Catholic Church, to lift all prohibitions and loyally endorse
the new regime.>

Despite the high expectations placed in the Concordat with
the Papacy, ratified in summer 1933, it soon became obvious
that the fears about the anti-Church thrust of Nazi ideology
and policy were well founded. The ‘Church struggle’, a war
of attrition reaching peaks in 1936-37 and again in 1941,
alienated much support for the regime in the Catholic
sub-culture which the Nazis had always found relatively
difficult to penetrate.
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Tenacious though the Church was in defending its insti-
tutions, practices and beliefs, there were nevertheless here
too significant strains of consensus — outside the domain
directly concerning the Church — in central aspects of Nazi
policy and ideology. The assault on ‘godless’ Marxism-was
above all an area_in_which the regime could count upon
the ‘approval of the Church:. Blshops whose aversion to
Nazism was beyond question could, therefore, view the
invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941 as a ‘crusade’ against
Bolshevism. The building of an authoritarian state (though
not, of course, one which would attack the fundamentals
of Christianity), an assertive foreign policy to uphold the
rights of the German nation, and a willingness to detach
the person of Hitler himself from the evils of the system
provided further components of a partial consensus with
the regime.

We have glanced here at prevailing attitudes towards
Nazism among the mass of ‘ordinary’ people, of whom only
a minority were organised in one or other affiliations of the
Nazi Movement; among the upper classes, who for the most
part favoured a different style of authoritarian solution to
Weimar’s crisis than that offered by the Nazis; and among
the leaders of the institutions which possessed the greatest
independent influence upon the formation of opinion in
wide sectors of the population once the pluralist political
system had been ended in 1933 (and which in different
ways experienced great conflict with the regime). In each
case, important facets of an underlying consensus behind
the Hitler state existed at the outset of the Third Reich. It
was a consensus which, whatever the mounting reservations
on many sides, was to hold in all essentials until the middle
of the war.

Excluded from the consensus were, of course, those groups
terrorised into submission — remaining adherents of the
beliefs associated primarily with the banned worker parties,
persecuted racial minorities, social ‘outsiders’ and others
who could not be accommodated in the ‘community’ of
‘national comrades’. Nor, as we have emphasised, did the
consensus usually amount to an unqualified identity with
Nazism. It meant a partial congruence of interest which
by no means excluded significant spheres of dissent. But
the underlying consensus did provide the basis for wide
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support and approval for the Nazi regime after 1933, in con-
ditions where oppositional voices were forced underground
and where public opinion formation was a Nazi monopoly.
Before assessing the implications for Hitler’s power, we must
briefly consider the mobilisation potential of this underlying
consensus.

AGENCIES OF ACCLAMATION

It was plain from the beginning that the regime would
attach a high priority to the steering of opinion. One of
the first steps taken following the election of 5 March
1933 was the creation, eight days later, of a Ministry of
People’s Enlightenment and Propaganda under the control
of Joseph Goebbels who, since 1929, had been in charge of
Party propaganda.

In his first speech to representatives of the press, two days
after taking office, Goebbels outlined the ambitious aims of
his ministry, emphasising the dynamic, not passive, role of
propaganda. It was not enough, he declared, to terrorise
non-supporters into submission, or to be satisfied with their
tacit acceptance or neutral attitude. The objective must be
‘to work on people until they have capitulated to us’. The
intention was, therefore, no less than to win over the entire
people to the idea of Nazism. The aim of his ministry,
Goebbels asserted, was none other than ‘to unite the nation
behind the ideal of the national revolution’.6 It set itself the
‘task of achieving a mobilisation' of spirit in Germany’, and
Goebbels significantly drew the comparison with the First
World War, when defeat — in Nazi eyes — had allegedly
been the product not of a lack of mobilisation in material
terms, but because Germany had not been mobilised in
spirit.” As these comments intimated, the ultimate goal, once
people had been won for Nazi ideals, was already envisaged:
the psychological preparation of the German people for
the inevitable war to establish supremacy — whenever it
might come.

The press, the rapidly expanding radio and film media,
literature, music, the visual arts were all quickly brought
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into line in order to leave no channel of public expression
untouched in the attempt to mould opinion behind the
political philosophy and policies of the leadership, and to
stir enthusiastic acclamation for the achievements of the
regime. With a near monopoly of media control at his
disposal, it was not difficult for Goebbels to build upon
the varying strands of the underlying consensus in order
to expand the plebiscitary backing for the regime. Nazi
‘philosophising’, such as Rosenberg was given to, would have
been counter- productlve Under Goebbels, the message had
to be couched in simple black and white terms. But the Nazi
doctrine was left open-ended and vague. A ‘positive’ appeal
to national unity and the subjugation of all sub-loyalties to
class, region, religion or political party to the supreme good
of the united ‘national community’, with its claim to total,
unquestioning loyalty and self-sacrifice, had its counterpoint
in the exhortations to suppression of any humanitarian feel-
ings towards internal ‘enemies of the people’ and stimulation
of chauvinist nationalism and sense of German superiority in
dealings with other peoples.

The grandiose ambitions of Goebbels’ propaganda min-
istry could, of course, never be fully realised in practice.
Beneath the surface uniformity trumpeted by propaganda,
many of the earlier antagonisms and divisions within Ger-
man society remained barely concealed. Despite appeals
to the idealism of the harmonious ‘national community’,
attitudes and behaviour continued to be strongly influenced
by material self-interest. Particularly among the older gen-
eration of industrial workers, schooled in the thinking of
social democracy, class-based attitudes and class loyalties
could not easily be swept away by Nazi chauvinism. Among
hard-nosed farmers, the slogan of placing ‘community good
before individual good’ continued to be turned on its head,
as political idealism was subordinated to private benefit. Even
the middle-class groups which had formed the backbone of
Nazi support never ceased to find something to complain
about in the policies and practice of Nazism. And when
the Christian churches came under fire, the result was to
alienate church-goers and, if anything, to strengthen their
allegiance to their faith. But behind the daily dissent lay
areas where there was little disagreement with what the
regime was doing. Most of these found their representation
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in the image of Hitler. They offered a fruitful terrain for
the one-sided barrage of channelled information provided
by the Propaganda Ministry after 1933.

One such area upon which propaganda could firmly build
was a widely prevalent acceptance of ‘strong’ authoritar-
1an leadership which pre-dated Nazism. Extreme nationalist
belief, long before Hitler, had been that Germany’s salvation
could be attained only through a ‘great leader’. And the
‘market’ for such notions became greatly enlarged during
Weimar’s crisis. The extension of the Fuhrer cult after
1933 as a pillar of the new state rested heavily upon this
predisposition, which was far from confined to members of
the Nazi Movement.

Goebbels, both genuine believer and propaganda techni-
cian, had a firm grasp of the importance of unquestioning
faith in the supreme leader. The Hitler cult became the pivot
of the propaganda effort; and Goebbels was proud of his
achievement in the construction of the ‘Fiihrer myth’. What
was required was unthinking belief that the Fihrer would
always do what was right for his people, and unthiiking
obedience which followed from that faith. The ‘idea’ of
Nazism, it was suggested, however vaguely, was symbolised
by the Fiihrer. The achievements of Nazism were those of
the Fithrer. The final ‘goal’, which was never defined, could
be reached only by blindly following the Fiihrer. In this
sense, propaganda sought to convey the notion that ‘working
towards the Fithrer’ was the duty of every German.

Addicts of the full excrescence of the Fiihrer cult were
doubtless a minority. For level-headed citizens, the excesses
of Fiihrer-worship were ludicrous. But there can be little
doubt that Hitler’s popularity was massive in the years after
1933, and extended into groups of society which other-
wise found much to criticise in Nazism. The smashing of
Marxism, the restoration of ‘order’, the removal of the
scourge of mass unemployment, the economic revival, the
renewed strength of German arms, and — not least — the
run of spectacular foreign-policy triumphs which upturned
the detested Versailles settlement and reawakened national
pride: all these, in the trumpetings of Nazi propaganda (and
there were no voices left within Germany publicly to contest
the interpretation), had been made possible only by the
Fihrer. The brutality, injustice, persecution, repression and
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international tension which underlay these ‘achievements’
naturally found no disapproval among Hitler’s uncritical
supporters. But among a broader swathe of the popula-
tion, too, such ‘negative’ aspects were at least taken on
board, were frequently blamed upon others than Hitler,
or were regarded as regrettable but inevitable by-products
of the otherwise healthy national regeneration which was
being carried out in Hitler’s name. Those who found ‘his’
‘achievements’ unconvincing or abhorrent were naturally for
the most part careful to keep their feelings to themselves.

The Fiihrer cult permeated in some fashion or other all
sides of public life in the Third Reich. Civil servants were
required from July 1933 onwards to make an outward sign of
the Nazi Movement since 1926. Physical disability offered no
escape. Where the right arm was incapacitated, the left arm
had to be raised!8 Teachers began their classes with the same
greeting as schools came under heavy Nazi influence after
1933. Writers, performers, artists and intellectuals — those
not persecuted or forced into exile — were often quick to
ingratiate themselves with the new rulers of Germany by
offering unstinted admiration for the work of the Fiihrer.
Leaders of both major Christian denominations were ready,
in public at least, to exonerate Hitler from the opprobrium
they attached to Party radicals for attacks on the churches.
There was as good as no form of organised or institutional
life which did not offer a further vehicle for public acclaim
of the Fithrer. Above all, the Party affiliations and the Hitler
Youth movement — which from 1936 became the state youth
organisation — provided a vast source of fanatical backing
which could be tapped whenever needed.

The numerical and organisational expansion of the Nazi
Movement after 1933 meant that it was omnipresent in
German society. Opportunists swarming on to the band-
wagon after the ‘seizure of power’ brought a swift rise in
the membership of the Party from 850,000 to around two
and a half million by 1935, increasing to over five million
by the outbreak of war. Further rises during the war led to
a peak membership of around eight million by 1943.9 The
membership of the SA (which overlapped with but was by
no means synonymous with Party membership) also swelled
rapidly in size from around 450,000 in early 1933 to almost
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three million by the time of the ‘R6hm purge’ in June 1934,
though it fell back thereafter to only 1.2 million by 1938.10
The Hitler Youth expanded after 1933 to embrace almost
four million young Germans (almost half of the nation’s
youth) by the end of 1935. As the monopoly state youth
organisation from 1936, it grew to well over seven million
by early 1939.11 Though these were the most significant
agitatory mass organisations, the extension of the Party
affiliation through a panoply of sub-organisations covering
practically all avenues of social or professional activity meant
that it was as good as impossible to avoid some exposure to
propaganda.

Before 1933 the Nazi Movement’s united aim had been to
attain power. Once that had been achieved, the task was a
more diffuse one of social control together with propaganda
and indoctrination directed at leading the people to the goals
associated with the Fiihrer’s great vision. These goals were,
of course, never spelled out. Even for the most devoted and
fanatical Hitler believer, the goals to be worked towards had
no more precision than a visionary, long-term, hazy utopia —
a brave new world, with Germany on top of it. Meanwhile,
on the road to that goal, the activists were motivated not
only by Nazi idealism. For hundreds of thousands of Nazi
followers, jobs, status and material benefits depended upon
their commitment to the Party and bound them closely to
the regime.

In 1934 Hitler defined the role of the Party as ‘to make
the people receptive for the measures intended by the Gov-
ernment; to help to carry out the measures which have been
ordered by the Government in the nation at large; and to
support the Government in every way’.}2 While government
policies were to be directed at the implementation of the will
of the Fiihrer, the Party’s role was par excellence to ‘work
towards the Fihrer’ in making what was interpreted as his
will acceptable to the population at large. Party members
were ‘always and everywhere to regard themselves as car-
riers of the Fiithrer’s word’ and to demonstrate visibly their
subordination to the will of the Fithrer.13 Propaganda was to
be carried down to the very grass roots of society, through
the personal contact of the local Nazi Block Leader with
those living in his tenement block. Compulsion and control
were never far removed from techniques of mobilisation.
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The ‘Heil Hitler’ greeting, a visible gesture of support for
the Fiuhrer, committed even the half-hearted to an often
reluctant sign of identity with the regime. To refuse it,
particularly in a rally or mass meeting, demanded courage.
The Party’s propaganda was.all-encompassing. According
to one description, drawing on propaganda themes in the
Munich area in 1936, ‘the Party had an answer or opinion for
every subject: art, peace, equality, churches, Sunday walks,
farming, and, of course, Jews’.14 And underlying all themes
was the ubiquitous acclaim for the Fiihrer, his ‘achievements’,
and his future goals.

FUHRER ACCLAMATION AND REGIME DYNAMISM

In the years after 1933, then, the organisational framework
was developed for translating the underlying consensus of
the Third Reich into acclamatory backing. Such backing was
never anything like total. But it provided none the less exten-
sive and seemingly irresistible plebiscitary legitimation for
Hitler’s actions. The state propaganda machine determined
the parameters of acceptable public opinion. The Party and
its affiliations supplied a huge and fanatical activist base,
the essential vehicle of agitation and mobilisation. Both were
vital instruments of power. Both were totally committed to
the fulfilment of the ‘idea’, which they interpreted as being
indistinguishable from the ‘will of the Fiihrer’. The effective
deification of Hitler by the state propaganda machine and
by the Nazi Movement into a leader of supradimensional
qualities, the embodiment of a historical ‘mission’, constituted
a vital element in the power structure of the Third Reich.
As a consequence of the all-embracing, ‘charismatic’ Fiihrer
authority which stood beyond criticism or question, the ‘mode
of discourse’ in Nazi Germany was heavily determined by the
perception of Hitler’s ideological precepts. It was not that
Hitler laid down plain directions for action in a stream of
commands from above. In practice, his normal method was,
in fact, to avoid wherever possible difficult decisions which
involved a choice between options proposed by two or more
ofhis trusted followers. But this was no hindrance to the
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furtherance of policies which pushed in the direction of the
realisation of his ideological ‘vision’. The practical operation
of ‘charismatic rule’ usually ran along more indirect paths.
It was, for instance, impossible to advance an argument, let
alone propose a policy, which ran diametrically counter to
what was regarded as a central feature of Hitler’s thinking. In
fact, an important tactic in taking an initiative was to empha-
sise its importance to the fulfilment of the Fiihrer’s goals.
And to ensure Hitler’s imprimatur for such an initiative was
usually (though there were exceptions) the key to success.

For Hitler’s own actions, his central obsessions with ‘Leb-
ensraum’, ridding Germany of Jews, and the coming show-
down with ‘Jewish Bolshevism’ were real enough motivating
factors (even if the weight of emphasis attached to them
could vary over time and in accordance with tactical or
strategic considerations). But for his mass following, such
ideological precepts simply shaped the parameters of action
in the form of distant goals to be aimed at.!5 In this way, a
degree of self-selection went on, in which ‘working towards
the Fiihrer’ pushed towards the promotion of those elements
of ideology closest to Hitler’s presumed wishes, while prun-
ing or excluding those possibilities which ran counter to or
could not be accommodated to the ‘idea’ of the Fiihrer.

In internal affairs, the radicalisation of different strands
of racial policy provides an obvious example. The aim of
creating a homogeneous ‘national community’ was predicated
upon the exclusion of various socially or racially ‘tainted’
groups. In fact, only through the negative definition of
excluded groups could the nebulous ‘national community’
acquire its practical identity. In this way, to work actively
towards the vague ‘positive’ ideal of a ‘national’ community —
an ideal which unquestionably had powerful suggestive force,
and not only among ardent Nazis — explicitly necessitated dis-
crimination against groups whose identity was far from vague
and could be determined with some precision. Moreover,
the psychological adhesive binding this ‘national community’
together comprised not only the ‘positive’ nebulous quest for
German greatness but the ‘negative’ and concrete quest to
root out apparently ever more numerous and seemingly ever
more powerful forces ‘alien’ to the community. But since only
a relentless purge, aiming finally at total elimination of such
groups from German society, could be envisaged in order
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to bring about the ultimately perfectable society, the task
implied an inbuilt dynamic of discrimination rather than a
superficial ‘reckoning’ with the ‘people’s enemies’.

With the figure of the Jew as the symbolic antlthesm to
the German virtues embodied in the ‘people’s community’,
anti-Semitism offered the possibility of a wide range of
actions in which ideological principle could easily inter-
marry with material forms of social motivation. ‘Working
towards the Fihrer’ through discrimination against Jews
could, therefore, mean ousting a business rival, removing
an undesirable neighbour, acquiring a piece of property at
a kp_g;li"aown price, or simply letting off steam as release
from a variety of life’s frustrations. Given the centrality of
the Jewish hate-figure to the Nazi Movement, therefore,
Hitler needed to do remarkably little to channel existent
pressures from below into an intensifying radicalisation of
discriminatory policy. It was enough for him to give the
green light or merely to offer tacit approval in order to ratify
a further wave of anti-Semitic violence. The momentum of
such waves — as in spring 1933, spring and early summer
1935, and summer and autumn 1938 — was more than suffi-
cient to pressurise the civil service into legislative initiatives or
to encourage the police to develop more ‘rational’ executive
strategies. Whichever paths the anti-Jewish initiatives took,
there was no reversing the spiral of discrimination.

In other spheres of racial policy, a not dissimilar process
of radicalisation was at work. In a variety of ways, the
barriers to permissible forms of behaviour towards disliked
or ‘dubious’ marginal groups in society were progressively
seen to fall after 1933. Not only Nazi thugs, but also modern
professional experts in a range of fields could take advantage
of this, justifying their inhumanity through recourse to the
‘wishes’, ‘intentions’ or ‘aims’ of the Fihrer, the interests or
needs of the ‘national community’ and ‘racial health’. Thus,
for example, the removal of restrictions on the compulsory

sterilisation of those with hereditary mental or physical

defects, or other social or racial ‘undesirables’, opened the
door for enthusiastic cooperation by doctors and psychiatrists
to work in collaboration with police and local government
authorities through the so-called Hereditary Health Courts.
More than 400,000 individuals suffered at their hands.!¢ The
logical culmination of the emphasis upon eugenic purity,
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racial health and national virility was the programme to
liquidate ‘useless life’ which was begun in 1939.17

Since, then, in striving for the completion of the task of
national rebirth, the achievement of the ‘positive’ side of
the equation — the creation of the harmonious ‘people’s
community’ — was an open-ended objective, it was scarcely
just by chance that the ‘negative’ side — the elimination of
‘unacceptable’ and ‘undesirable’ elements — attained priority
as a mobilising agent, gaining increasing ascendancy as a
more realistic and tangible goal. The presumed wishes of
the Fiihrer served thereby to bind together disparate and
fragmented forces within the regime, to galvanise them into
action, and to justify the consequences of their activism.
‘Working towards the Fiihrer’ in this way pushed policy
along, without close direction from above but operating in a
mutually reinforcing fashion with the interests of the policy-
makers and wholly eliminating the possibility of any contrary
lines of policy development. The plebiscitary support for
the Fiihrer, implicit in good measure in the underlying
consensus and activated by the agencies of acclamation,
constituted, therefore, a crucial strand in the radicalising
dynamic of the Third Reich, and in the growing autonomy
of Hitler’s power.

The acclaim which Hitler won through his triumphant ex-
ploitation of western diplomatic weakness between 1933 and
spring 1939 also contributed notably to the strengthening of
his position, particularly vis a vis the military leadership and
the other traditional ruling elites.

Hitler himself was well aware of the value of the plebiscitary
support which he gained through his immense personal
popularity. If Hermann Rauschning can be believed, Hitler
justified his first major snub of the western democracies —
the withdrawal from the League of Nations in October 1933
— chiefly in terms of its domestic significance in binding the
German people closer to him, claiming that he had felt
compelled to take the step on the grounds that whatever
foreign policy difficulties ensued would be compensated for
by the trust which he would win among the German people
through this action.!8 Looking back, in the middle of the war
Hider recalled that he had seen to it that plebiscites were
staged after his major coups because of their impact ‘both
externally and internally’.1?
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Only one of the four general plebiscites to take place
during the Third Reich — that on 19 August 1934 to approve
Hitler’s assumption of the position of head of state after the
death of Reich President Hindenburg — did not follow a ma-
jor foreign-policy triumph. The withdrawal from the League
of Nations in 1933, the reoccupation of the Rhineland in
1936, and the AnschluBl of Austria in 1938 — the occasions
for the other plebiscites — were hugely popular, whatever
the palpably absurd official plebiscite results (particularly
in 1936 and 1938). Such triumphs in unifying ‘national’
questions rather than in potentially divisive issues close to
the heart of the specifically Nazi creed were guaranteed to
tap the maximum possible consensus, and to send the signal
both to doubters in Germany and to the world outside that
Hitler had the mass of the German people behind him.

The march into the Rhineland on 7 March 1936 — when
German troops, in breach of the Versailles and Locarno
treaties, reoccupied the former demilitarised zone — of-
fers the clearest indication of how a foreign-policy coup
could, temporarily at least, deflect attention from genuine
internal difficulties and help the regime regain the momen-
tum at home as well as abroad. Though diplomatic gains
were doubtless uppermost in Hitler’s mind, it was in fact
thought in some high places in the government that the
reasons for the timing of the coup were in fact solely
domestic — the need to stir up the masses again, to renew
enthusiasm in the Party, to win back confidence after the
serious crisis of food provisions during the previous winter,
and to overshadow the mounting conflict with the Catholic
Church.20

Indeed, the plebiscite on 29 March did provide an excel-
lent opportunity to revamp the flagging morale of the Party
by engaging activists in a massive propaganda operation in
the weeks before the ‘vote’. The optimal 99 per cent ‘yes’ vote
was this time attained. Even taking account of some ‘creative
vote-counting’, as well as the deployment of indirect and less
subtle forms of coercion, which had gone into producing
the result, it was one which could not be altogether ignored,
either inside Germany or outside. Externally, the western Al-
lies had not merely missed an opportunity of h: ting German
expansion; they lmd been forced to witness the enormous
popularity boost which such a move had given Hitler.
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And for those isolated groups within Germany working
towards the downfall of the regime in endangered illegal
organisations, the inaction of the west and the plebiscitary
support for Hitler further took the wind out of their sails,
after signs the previous winter that even Hitler’s own popu-
larity was beginning to suffer in the wake of the growing
difficulties of coping with food shortages. An observer from
the exiled SPD caught the relationship of the plebiscitary
acclamation for Hitler’s actions and the shaping of Nazi
policy when he noted that Hitler could ‘no longer escape
from his policy’. Through the undoubted overwhelming
endorsement of his action which the announced plebiscite
on 29 March would bring, ‘the Dictator lets himself be bound
by the people to the policy he wanted!’2!

If Hitler’s popular support among the masses was a source
of great strength to him, the potential loss of such support
could only mark a weakness. Hence, he was sharply allergic
to anything which might damage his pogﬁmﬁn_d'lﬁg~ or
undermine his prestige. He expressed more than once his
dark fears in the event of a serious drop in his popularity.22
And since he accepted that ‘the grey daily routine’ was a
constant threat to political ‘enthusiasm’3, he recognised the
need for repeated success to bind the masses to him and to
produce the necessary recurrent psychological mobilisation.
Otherwise, in his view, ‘sterility’ would set in, ‘and in its train
disorders of a social character must arise’.24 In this way, the
legitimation through plebiscitary support could be ensured
only by recurrent success — a classical hallmark of ‘charismatic
rule’ in Max Weber’s conceptualisation. Refusal to let the
momentum sag was in this respect, therefore, intrinsic to
the very essence of Hitler’s ‘charismatic’ power.
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Chapter 5
EXPANSION OF POWER

There was no sweeping away of the existing forms of
government and replacement by the Nazi Party during
the ‘seizure of power’. Only a minority of the important
offices of state in the Reich government down to the end of
1937 were held by Nazis. The Ministries of Foreign Affairs,
War, Economics, Finance, Labour, Justice and Transport
remained to that date (some of them beyond) occupied
by national-conservatives.! Within the Party there were
frequent signs of disappointment and frustration in these
years at the limits of influence and control over state policy
and administration.

The period between the ‘Rohm crisis’ of 1934 and the
‘Blomberg—Fritsch crisis’ of 1938 appeared to offer some
indications that the turbulence following the ‘seizure of
power’ might now be subsiding into a relatively stable authori-
tarianism. In reality, the radicalism of the Nazi Movement
was never halted, let alone reversed, by the conservative
forces — which, despite their aversion to some of its mani-
festations, had their uses for Nazi ‘actionism’. Nevertheless,
the emasculation of the SA, the decline in the scale of
political arrests, and the replacement of the anti-Jewish
agitation of Party fanatics after the frenetic summer of 1935
by ‘legal’ (and therefore seemingly ‘regulated’ discrimination)
appeared to offer hints that a stabilisation and ‘systemati-
sation’ of Nazi rule might be possible. The calm imposed
by the need to impress foreign visitors to Germany during
the Olympic year of 1936 helped to sustain the illusion. In
external affairs, too, there was little in these years to suggest
that the regime’s foreign policy, under the conservative
Baron von Neurath, would go beyond ‘revisionism’ and the
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liquidation of the Versailles and Locarno settlements.

The mid 1930s were years in which the dramatic radicali-
sation of Nazi policies which set in on a whole number
of fronts from 1938 onwards could scarcely be accurately
foreseen even by the most perceptive observer. They were
years when Hitler had to tread somewhat carefully in his
relations with the traditional elites, when the more extreme
demands and dynamic drive of the Nazi Movement were
kept under relative restraint.

The regime in this period comprised in effect a set of
differing power entities — the Nazi Movement, the state
administration, the army, big business, the police — with
separate but interlocking interests which found a common
unifying factor in the authority of the Fiihrer. The different
entities in this ‘power cartel’ did not remain static, however,
but fluctuated in their relationship to each other, and to the
authorlty of the Fiihrer. Hitler’s power, in turn, derived from
his position as the fulcrum, linchpin arﬁ'medlatmg element
of the differing interests. But the very centrality of his unique
position in the overall power constellation allowed his own
authority to expand and develop an increasing autonomy
relative to the other spheres of power. And as it did so, the
‘power cartel’ itself shifted in its base, with those spheres
closest to Hitler expanding in importance at the expense of
those with a more distant relationship to the Fiihrer. Beneath
the signs of seeming ‘normalisation’ of Nazi rule in the years
1934-37, therefore, the process of expansion of Hitler’s
power was taking place. And accompanying it, part as cause,
part as result, the underlying radical dynamic of Nazism,
far from subsiding towards stagnant authoritarianism, was
gathering pace.

How and why did the autonomy of Hitler’s power position
expand so significantly during this period? A part of the
answer has already been provided by our consideration
of the growth of the police—SS organisation and of the
plebiscitary acclaim for Hitler’s actions. But we need now
to extend our examination to the changing structure of
government in the Third Reich and to the ways in which
Hitler could gain through the weakness and compliance of
the traditional ruling classes within Germany and through
the acquiescence and feebleness of the leaders of the western
democracies.
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THE EROSION OF COLLECTIVE GOVERNMENT

Government in the Third Reich was increasingly an attempt
to reconcile the irreconcilable: to accommodate bureaucratic
structures of governmental administration to the will of a
leader whose authority derived from his ‘charismatic’ claims
and not from a formal position. The consequence was a
progressive overlayering of the bureaucratic structures of
the state by arbitrary Fiihrer power, resulting in a gradual
undermining and corrosion of formal patterns of govern-
ment_and administration — a process reaching its apogee
only during the war years.

Initially, Hitler’s ‘charismatic’ claims counted for little in
the practice of government. His authority resided in the
fact that he had been appointed head of government like
the Chancellors who had preceded him. And like them,
he had to work within the framework of a complex and
sophlstlcated governmental system and bureaucracy. Unlike
his predecessors, he had no governmental experience and —
something which was to become a distinctive feature of his
style of government — had a pronounced distaste for bureau-
cratic procedures and conventional administrative work rou-
tines. On the other hand, he could depend upon the backing
of a huge mass movement. And his entry into government
had been celebrated — not solely by Nazi fanatics — less as
a change of administration than as the dawning of'a new
epoch for Germany. The seal was symbolically set upon a
rebirth supposedly building on the most glorious and ‘true’
German tradition (in which Weimar democracy was seen as
a treacherous interlude) at the ‘Day of Potsdam’ on 21 March
1933, when President Hindenburg and Chancellor Hitler —
the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ images of Germany — joined hands
before the tomb of Frederick the Great at the ceremonial
opening of the recently elected Reichstag.

Despite his inexperience in office, Hitler’s mass following
and the atmosphere of ‘national uprising’ which embraced
the beginning of his Chancellorship offered him from the
outset an advantage denied to other Chancellors. Moreover,
Hitler rapidly demonstrated how fatally flawed was the
condescension with which established politicians and many
in the upper classes and intelligentsia viewed this ‘vulgar
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upstart’. Far from revealing a naiveté and an incapacity
which would have made him putty in the hands of the
traditional power groups and would rapidly have rendered
him dispensable, he showed a quick and sharp appreciation
of the realities of governmental power.

Though Hitler was initially careful not to provoke conflict
within a coalition cabinet in which the Nazi members were in
a minority, both the status of the Chancellor’s position and
the role of the cabinet and its members in the promulgation
of legislation rapidly changed sharply and decisively. From
the very beginning there was no voting of any kind in the
Hitler cabinet. And following the passing of the Enabling
empowered to promulgate and execute laws which had been
agreed upon by the cabinet. The Reich President’s signature
was no longer necessary. In any case, Hindenburg saw no
need to involve himself in the procedure. The important
difference between laws (which had passed through parlia-
ment) and executive decrees was thereby effectively removed
at a single stroke.? And with it, the actual power of Hitler in
the Reich cabinet increased significantly. By April, Goebbels
could note with satisfaction that the authority of the Fuhrer
was now fully established in the cabinet.3

Though in the first months the cabinet continued to meet
frequently, once his regime had become established in power
Hitler neither liked nor had use for cabinet meetings. The
number of meetings declined sharply: whereas the cabinet
met on seventy-two occasions in 1933, by 1935 ministers
came together only twelve times, in 1937 six times, and in
1938 on one final occasion.* Nor were all meetings held un-
der Hitler’s chairmanship. The end of collective government
(though there were faint-hearted attempts to revive it at the
start of the war) could hardly be more plainly illustrated.

Already in the summer of 1933 a novel procedure for
the promulgation of legislation was introduced, whereby it
was no longer necessary for there to be verbal discussion
among ministers. Such a procedure gradually took over.
Ministers prepared legislative drafts on their own initiative,
sent these round to other ministers with relevant interests,
and redrafted until there was general agreement. Only at
this stage was Hitler interested in seeing the draft legislation
before, providing he agreed with it, appending his signature
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and turning it into formal law. Hitler thereby retained the
power to reject or confirm the legislation; but its preparation
scarcely concerned him.

Central government thus fragmented into a number of
separate offices of state, each preparing legislation in quasi-
autonomous fashion, without any coordinating hand, and
in any contentious issues striving to uphold its policy and
strengthen its departmental standing against opposition from
other departments of state. It was scarcely a recipe for
rational decision-making.

As the only link between individual ministers, and be-
tween any minister and the Fiithrer himself, stood the newly
appointed head of the Reich Chancellory, Hans-Heinrich
Lammers (who from November 1937 also enjoyed the status
of a Reich Minister). Any minister wishing to address Hitler
had to go through Lammers. Memoranda sent in to the
Reich Chancellor landed on Lammers’ desk. Communication
between Hitler and a minister (unless, like Goebbels, he
happened to be a favoured minister with close and frequent
personal access to the Fiihrer) was again via Lammers.

Lammers’ own role as the intermediary between the Fiihrer
and the ministers became vitally important. He could influ-
ence Hitler’s opinion on a matter decisively by the way he
chose to present it. He could, of course, decide that the
Flihrer was too preoccupied with weighty affairs of state
to have to consider a particular piece of draft legislation or
an ‘urgent’ memorandum from a minister. The upshot was
then that such legislation was shelved — sometimes more or
less indefinitely.

Hitler was thus paradoxically the indispensable linchpin
of the governmental apparatus, but at the same time largely
detached from and scarcely involved in its deliberations. The
distance he preserved from the daily business of government
was both a strategic necessity — to avoid being sucked into
factional in-fighting and thereby to enhance his aura of
untouchability — and a reflection of his own character make-
up: his impatience with bureaucratic routine, his reluctance
to deal with petty detail, his instinctive ‘Darwinism’ of letting
opponents slug it out before a winner emerged, his reliance
on the ‘loyalty’ of chosen favourites — his tried and tested
‘old comrades’ — rather than government ministers and their
state secretaries.
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While Reich President Hindenburg was still alive, Hitler
complied with more or less regular office hours and a
largely conventional style of government. Once he had been
confirmed as head of state, with the sworn support of army
and civil service as well as the popular acclaim provided by
the plebiscite of August 1934, Hitler’s working style as head
of government changed. Increasingly, now, he reverted to
the irregular, non-bureaucratic style which had characterised
his Party leadership prior to 1933. His temperament and
personal indolence inclined him more towards the ‘genial’
idea on the spur of the moment and a premium upon
public display and maintaining appearances than to poring
over lengthy memoranda and complex government papers.
According to a former adjutant, ‘he took the view that many
things sorted themselves out on their own if one did not
interfere’.> Access to Hitler was increasingly difficult for
all but the most favoured ministers, impossible for some.
Pinning him down to a clear, reasoned decision in disputes,
especially on sensitive issues, was far from easy. Important
matters could be shelved for months before a decision could
be extracted from him. When they came, his ‘decisions’
were often arbitrary, even casual utterances in an informal
setting.

They were, however, regarded by those who took them
away to use in defence of some policy initiative as anything
other than loose recommendations. Where, on occasion,
such an initiative, apparently backed by Hitler, met with
such hostility that it proved unworkable, it was not revoked
— which would have been incompatible with the Fiihrer’s
prestige — but simply left as a dead letter, or remained
‘pending’ indefinitely.

Hitler’s non-bureaucratic style was a recipe for general
structural governmental disorder. That it was the product
of a well-conceived Machiavellian strategy to ‘divide and rule’
is scarcely likely, even though Hitler had exuemeh sharp
antennae towards any move to impair his authority. Rather,
it was the practical application of the principle of letting the
stronger in a dispute arise through a process of struggle. Even
more so, it was the inevitable consequence of a heavy depend-
ence upon the need to uphold prestige and preserve image.

Given the vague and open-ended nature of the mandate
to restructure and ‘re-educate’ German society in line with
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Nazi philosophy, there were bound to be clashes and conflicts
in formulating policy. Unclear lines of authority intensified
personal rivalries and enmities immeasurably. Struggles to
establish supremacy in policy-making were time-consuming
and energy-sapping. Hitler’s authority as the last instance
of appeal in any contentious issue was unquestioned. But
he was notoriously unwilling to come down unequivocally
on one side or the other, where the issue had not in effect
already resolved itself.
This was particularly the case in internal affairs and in
the broad arena of ‘social policy’, where decision-making
often stumbled its way along without coherent or consistent
' indications of the ‘will of the Fuhrer. But Hitler’s limited
interventionism in policy-making enhanced rather than re-
stricted his power as Fiihrer at the same time as it distanced
it from the conventional agencies of government. Despite
clashes in the shaping of specific policies, there was little or
nothing that was irreconcilable with the broad imperative to
prepare society materially and psychologically for the coming
great war or with the utopian dream of the German paradise
once that war had ended in victory.
In foreign affairs, to which we will return, Hitler did
intervene more frequently and directly in the formation
o_ppllcy There seems no doubt that he took the crucial
decisions which set the ‘diplomatic revolution™ in train,
sometimes acting against the thrust of policy from his own
Foreign Ministry.
In race policy, on the other hand, Hitler’s generdl stance
during the 1930s — for tactical and prestige reasons — was
to remain aloof as far as possible. The initatives tended
to come from others, certain of course in the knowledge
that they were ‘working towards the Fiihrer’. But where a
matter seemed of importance to him, Hitler could inter-
- vene decisively. As early as 1933, for example, he overrode
| opposition from his own Vice-Chancellor, von Papen, in

cabinet to ensure the passage of the sterilisation law.” In
‘ anti-Jewish policy, Hitler’s primary role at this date was

to endorse the conditions within which at times conflicting
‘ policy initiatives unfolded, rather than to provide clear and

consistent direction. He intervened more frequently than
[ used to be imagined, at times taking an interest in even
| relatively minor details.8 Usually, however, at least before
|
]
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the war, his interventions followed requests to resolve some
contentious issue. His decisions, when they came, even in this
policy area were not always consistent. And sometimes here,
too, he avoided making any decision at all.

Hitler’s style of rule ensured that free rein was given to
every form of competitive urge, leading less to directed
government than to predatory opportunism and arbitrary,
uncoordinated initiatives. But the key factor was that such
initiatives could be taken only within the parameters of what
were perceived to be Hitler’s ideological intentions. The ‘ris-
ing stars’ in the Nazi constellation were those who accurately
‘second-guessed’ such intentions and the opportune moment
to ‘work towards’ them, and those whose drive, energy and
ruthlessness in political in-fighting were most visible in areas
proximate to Hitler’s own interest.

The erosion of collective government under Hitler meant,
then, that instead of a central body deliberating and formu-
lating a relatively coherent and consistent set of policies,
there was — below the position of the Fiihrer himself —
a fragmentation and proliferation of rival and often con-
flicting agents of power, each agent finding justification
only by recourse to the implementation of the ‘will of the
Fuhrer'. Power relations in the Third Reich, it has been
suggestively argued, were those of a latier-day feudal system,
built upon personal loyalties rewarded by private fiefdoms.?
If the full enormity of this collapse of regulated government
was reserved for the war years, its process of development
can none the less be located in the earliest phase of the
Third Reich.

Outside the ministries of state, the Party itself claimed
an input into policy formulation on every front. This was
articulated at the centre by Rudolf Hess, head of the Party
administration, with a seat in the cabinet and a veto right
on legislation. In practice, however, ‘Party policy’ itself was
seldom defined in clear terms. At the provincial level, re-
lations between Party and state were, if anything, even less
clearly defined than they were at the centre. The Party’s
provincial chieftains, the Gauleiter, frequently enjoyed a
high degree of independence from control both by the
central Party office and by central and regional agencies
of the state administration. Attempts by Reich Minister
of the Interior Frick to create a unified and systematic
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structure of authoritarian rule were vitiated by Hitler himself
— unable to contemplate any institutionalised restrictions on
his own freedom of action, and welcoming therefore the
unclarity of overlapping and competing agencies of Party
and state. Rather than providing a systematic involvement
in government, the Party tended to act more as a populist
stimulant forcing legislative action (as in the case of the
anti-Semitic leglvlatlon of spring 1933 -and September 1935),
thereby preventing radical dynamism from subsiding into
stagnant authoritarianism.

More important than the unresolved Party-state dualism
was the creation of new institutions, usually straddling Party
and-state-though belonging as such to neither; and owing
their very existence and their power to their position as
direct executive agencies of the ‘Fiihrer will’. They were an
expression of the fact that from the very outset the ‘Fiihrer
will’ formed a separable — theoretically all-encompassing and
in practice increasingly dominant — category of power to
that of the apparatus of state government and administra-
tion itself. “The State’, which in German political thought
since Hegel had enjoyed such an elevated status, was, as a
structured apparatus of ‘rational’ government and admin-
istration, for Hitler no more than a means to an end — to
be exploited where possible, but to be discarded where the
end could be better achieved without it. Hence, in policy
areas which Hitler regarded as of especial importance, new
instruments of executive implementation were established.
The Todt Organisation for administering public building
and works programmes, the Hitler Youth organisation under
von Schirach, the huge Four Year Plan apparatus run by
Goring, and, above all, the combined SS—pollce empire
under Himmler and Heydrich constituted immense loci of
power derived specifically from their position, subordinate to
neither Party nor state but only to the will of the Fihrer.

Through the erosion of central government, the accom-
panying proliferation of agencies of policy-making and ad-
ministration, and the creation of new hybrid executive or-
ganisations, the autonomy of the ‘Fithrer will’ could expand
dramatically, freed of any constitutional or institutional re-
straints. Even Hitler’s official title suggested the change
which was taking place: in 1933 he was officially ‘Reich Chan-
cellor’; after Hindenburg’s death this was altered to ‘Fiihrer
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and Reich Chancellor’; and after 1939, in accordance with
Hitler’s own wish, this was reduced to simply ‘Fiihrer’.10

The detachment of Hitler from the conventional appa-
ratus of government and administration was by no means
complete by the beginning of 1938. But the development
which during the war led to the complete fragmentation
of government into a set of competing power fiefdoms
was already well advanced by that date. With the gradual
undermining of the ‘state’ itself and the legitimation of all
action by the ‘Fiihrer’s will’, the potential scope for more cool
and ‘rational’ considerations to put the brakes on ‘dangerous’
initiatives and to contain the more radical forces in the
regime diminished. Correspondingly, the uncoordinated but
dynamic impulses in the regime working in different ways
‘towards the Filihrer’ and the implementation of his vaguely
formulated ideological aims gradually gathered impetus.
And with them, without the need for careful central di-
rection, Hitler’s own ideological ‘vision’ increasingly came
into focus as a realisable objective.

THE SEIZURE OF OPPORTUNITY

As this last remark intimates, the immense — in theory
wholly unconstrained — power of the Fiithrer as it had
developed by the later 1930s was by no means a product
of a pre-conceived and consistently executéd-ptan on Hitler’s
part. The expansion of Hitler’s power was in good measure
the mirror reflection of the weakness of both the domestic
and the intérnational order in the 1930s. The crisis of
Weimar had gone so deep that Hitler only had to touch
the remaining structures for them to fall apart. And the
post-war international order remained so fragile that it
fractured irredeemably in the face of a new, determined
German revisionism. Hitler’s advantage in this context lay
in no small measure in his gambler’s instinct — a supreme
opportunist’s knack of seizing the precise moment to exploit
the weakness of others. This opportunism, though one which
was anchored in the absolute certainty that the future would
bring the fulfilment of his own world philosophy, was Hitler’s
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own vital contribution to the inflation of his power. This can
most clearly be witnessed in the course of foreign policy.

Hider had no ready-made programme for proceeding, no
blueprint_for action. The general thrust of policy was to
appear conciliatory, tread warily, but rearm with all speed in
order to be ready to seize the main chance when it presented
itself. Germany’s military weakness and diplomatic isolation
offered in any case little alternative to such a strategy. There
was as good as nothing in Hitler’s early foreign policy which
was specifically Nazi in intonation. It was broadly consonant
with the wishes of the armed forces’ leadership, the Foreign
Ministry, and other dominant revisionist forces. A similar
line in foreign policy would presumably have been adopted
by any nationalist German government at the time.

Hitler’s hallmark in the early years was less the nature of
the foreign policy itself than his capacity to perceive the
weakest point of opposition and to push diplomatic relations
into completely new terrain through a bold forward move.
This can already be seen in the conditions accompanying
the withdrawal of Germany from the League of Nations in
October 1933, and in the conclusion of the non-aggression
pact with Poland-in-January 1934.

Germany’s position seemed less than promising in early
1933. The public shows of brutality which had accompanied
the ‘seizure of power’ had done little to enhance the new
regime’s international acceptability. But the divisions be-
tween the major western powers — France worried about
the militarist tone already rampant in its eastern neighbour,
Britain unhappy about refusing Germany the parity accepted
in principle by the disarmament conference of the League
of Nations which had been meeting in Geneva since 1932
— offered Hitler the opportunity for his first foreign-policy
coup and for a major fillip to his prestige at home.

Hitler’s first major foreign-policy speech, on 17 May 1933,
had been a passionate avowal of his desire for peace and at
the same time a protest at the Allies’ unfair treatment of
Germany in the disarmament question.!! The speech was
favourably received in London and Washington, though the
French continued to block any recognition of Germany’s
. claims to equality. When French pressure cventually per-
f suaded the British to go along with a continued limitation
in German armaments (though not in their own), Hitler, in
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a dramatic step on 14 October 1933, took Germany both out
of the Disarmament Conference and out of the League of
Nations itself.

Little other than the timing and the propaganda exploi-
tation were the specific contribution of Hitler. Much of the
running, and the adoption of a hard line, had been the
work of Foreign Minister von Neurath and the military
leadership. But Hitler knew how to make the most of such
an opportunity. He immediately dissolved the Reichstag,
called a new ‘election’, and combined it with a plebiscitary
vote of confiderice in his action. Nazi propaganda brilliantly
exploited the mood of the people. The three-week-long
campaign culminating in the ‘election’ of a new Reichstag
and a plebiscitary vote of confidence in Hitler provided the
first orgasm of national euphoria. The 95 per cent vote in
favour of Hitler, even given the pressure to conform, was
without doubt a statement of massive popular acclaim for the
Reich Chancellor. The British Ambassador noted: ‘One thing
1s, however, certain. Herr Hitler’s position is unassailable,
even in circles which do not approve altogether of National
Socialism.’!?

A second significant foreign-policy coup followed only
a few months later, with the signing of a ten-year non-
aggression pact with Poland. Here, too, Hitler showed him-
self a master of seized opportunities.

The initiative came not from Hitler himself, but from the
Polish head of state Pilsudski, reflecting anxiety in Poland
about Germany’s intentions following the departure from
the League of Nations. Hitler responded with an offer
of a non-aggression treaty which, in its apparent generos-
ity, both took the Poles by surprise and had to overcome
the hostility of a traditionally anti-Polish German Foreign
Ministry. It indicated a shrewd ability to appreciate the
fragility of Poland’s alliance with France and at the same
time to exploit his ‘statesmanship’ and apparently peaceful
intentions to probe for better relations with Britain and drive
a further wedge between the western democracies.

After the gathering internal crisis of 1934 had been ter-
minated by the destruction of the SA and the take-over
of headship of state — events cumulatively amounting to a
second ‘scizure of power’ — Hitler's domination moved on
to a new plane in the course of the following two years.
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Above all, the series of remarkable triumphs in foreign
policy in 1935-36 formed the basis for the further significant
strengthening of his position vis a vis the old power elites.
They also led to Hitler being swallowed by the all-embracing
cult of Fiithrer worship which increasingly enveloped him.

Hitler’s aloofness, his presumption of his own Olympian
greatness and sense of his own infallibility became notably
magnified in the years 1935-36. He was apparently increas-
ingly allergic to the slightest sign of criticism, surrounding
himself more and more with a court of flattering cronies.
The growing feeling of confidence, that he himself could
single-handedly determine events, the mounting contempt
for critics and opponents within and without Germany,
amounted to a deepening hubris of power, the early stages
of what was to develop into catastrophic folie de grandeur and
detachment from reality.

At the beginning of 1935 the foreign political situation did
not appear rosy for Germany. The assassination of Austrian
Chancellor Dollfuss by Nazis in July 1934, though a ‘local
initiative’ and not carried out on orders from Berlin, had
again brought the opprobrium of the world on the German
government. The initiative was restored to Hitler by chance
circumstances. According to the Versailles Treaty, which
had separated the Saar territory from Germany as from
January 1920, a plebiscite was to be held after fifteen years
to determine whether the inhabitants wished to return to
Germany, to retain the status quo, or to become, part of
France. The plebiscite fell on 13 January 1935. Though
Nazi propaganda was intensive, the vote itself was a free
one, and in a largely Catholic and heavily industrialised area
where the Nazis before 1933 had received only minuscule
support. The result was an overwhelming vote of 90.9 per
cent for a return to Germany. In terms of prestige at home
and abroad, it meant a massive and much-needed boost for
Hitler.

This was followed up in March by the announcement of
the reintroduction-of military service to the new German
Wehrmacht — another clear breach of Versailles. Again,
Hitler accurately gambled on the weakness of the west-
ern Allies — especially the uncertainty of Britain — and
proved without equal in the propaganda game. He used
the British announcement of rearmament plans (made in
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response to the increase in German armament, which it
was now impossible to hide) and the French announce-
ment shortly afterwards of the extension of military service
as a provocation warranting the declaration of a German
airforce, a peacetime army size of 550,000 men, or thirty-six
divisions (which had been requested by the army leadership),
and general conscription. All of this flouted the Versailles
Treaty. But Hitler’s gamble came off: the British response,
other than a token protest, was restricted to a request that
the visit of the British Foreign Secretary, which Hitler had
a few days earlier called off at short notice, be reinstated.
The accommodating attitude of the British delegation during
the discussions which followed indicated once more, not
only to Hitler himself but also to the military and to the
Foreign Ministry in Germany, that a gambler’s ‘fait accompli
policy’ paid greater dividends than careful negotiation. This
was noted by Hitler’s interpreter Schmidt, who commented
on the receptivity of the British to Hitler’s claim for full
military parity, whereas two years earlier ‘the heavens would
have fallen in if German representatives had posed such
demands’.!3

The popular mood in Germany was one of exhilaration.
And for the non-Nazi national-conservative elites, especially
the army leadership, Hitler had again demonstrated his
ability to deliver.

Hitler drew great advantage in diplomacy from his wholly
amoral position. He regarded treaties as simply temporary
devices, means to an end. The end was the destruction of
Versailles and the preparation as rapidly as possible for the
coming great war which he saw as inevitable. The immediate
future meant all-out German rearmament. But for the time
being he could afford to show generosity in weakness to
allow time to build strength, after which — one of his core
beliefs — force alone would determine. The Polish treaty
had been one example. The naval agreement with Britain
was another. Britain’s benevolence was central to Germany’s
future strategy as he saw it. Hitler was prepared to do more
or less anything to secure it.

Hitler’s determination to reach a naval agreement with
Britain overrode the objections of the navy that he was
conceding too much in offering a ratio of 35: 100 (compared
with the navy’s preference for a 50 per cent weighting).
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First feelers for a naval treaty had been made in No-
vember 1934. A date was set for negotiations when the
British foreign delegation went to Berlin shortly after the
breach of the Versailles Treaty in March. Now, in June
1935, Britain itself was party to another major nail in Ver-
sailles’ coffin, not to mention the effective destruction of
the Stresa Front (the united declaration in April 1935 of
France, Italy and Britain, in response to the German an-
nouncement of remilitarisation, of their readiness to protect
the integrity of Austria). Hitler described the signing of
the naval treaty on 18 June 1935 as ‘the happiest day of
his life’.14 The keystone alliance with Britain now seemed
within reach. i

When, in mid August, the Abyssinian crisis arose, Hitler,
delighted at the new turmoil in Europe, spoke to Goebbels
and others in his inner circle of his expectations of the
foreign-policy development. He regarded the alliance with
Britain as ‘eternal’, indicated expansion to the east as the
goal, and foresaw opportunities arising through Britain’s
entanglement in the Abyssinian conflict, and Russia becom-
ing embroiled within a few years in a struggle with Japan.
‘Then our great historical hour will arrive. We must then
be ready.” A ‘grandiose vision. We are all deeply moved,
commented Goebbels.15

During 1936 external events continued to play into Hitler’s
hand. Against the backcloth of the continuing diplomatic
disarray of the western democracies caused by the Abyssinian
conflict, and using the pretext of the ratification in Paris on
4 March 1936 of the 1935 mutual assistance pact between
France and the Soviet Union, Hitler pulled off his greatest
coup to date: the reoccupation of the Rhineland, thus tearing
up the Locarno settlement of 1925.

Hitler’s decision to reoccupy the Rhineland on 7 March
1936 followed weeks of anxious deliberation. The Foreign
Ministry was advising caution. The army, too, was nervous
about the consequences. Hitler himself considered pulling
back at the very last minute. Again, however, he was ulu-
mately prepared to gamble. And on the gambler’s principle
of ‘nothing ventured, nothing gained’,'® Hitler was ready
to back his instinct on the divisions and weaknesses of
Britain and France and take the risk. Goebbels noted Hitler’s
unbounded jubilation once it rapidly became clear that the
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gamble had paid off: “The Fiihrer beaming. England remains
passive. France takes no action on its own, Italy is disap-
pointed, and America uninterested. We have sovereignty
over our own country again.’!7

The remilitarisation of the Rhineland was important in
the context of rearmament; it matched the revisionist expec-
tations of the traditional conservative—nationalist elites; and
it was hugely popular among the masses of the population
— even In circles otherwise distinctly cool about the Nazi
regime. As the re-establishment of German sovereignty over
territory which no one disputed was Germany, it would have
been on the agenda of any nationalist German government.
And given the well-known divisions between Britain and
France in their stance towards Germany, it was an issue
which more than most stood a likely chance of success. But
precisely the manner in which Hitler achieved his notable
triumph was guaranteed to give a massive boost to his
leadership position. He had been proved right again, in the
teeth of Foreign Office hesitancy and military anxiety. And
his popularity among the masses, who were mobilised anew
by the dissolution of the Reichstag and ‘election’ campaign
in March 1936, had never been higher.

In foreign affairs, opportunities for great steps forward
presented themselves readily in the early years of the Third
Reich. Versailles would have been a tottering system even
without Hider. But as the western democracies dithered
and the post-war settlement crumbled, Hitler was able —
with some tactical adroitness as well as the gambler’s bluff
— to exploit the opportunities beyond anyone’s expectations
to undermine further the international order, to weaken his
opponents abroad and at home, and thereby to enhance
immeasurably his power base.

Foreign policy, already Hitler’s main preoccupation (other
than his passion for architecture), was ideally suited for the
technique of the bold leap forward — the surprise effect
of the coup and the fait accompli — which characterised his
approach. Internal developments, especially in economic
and social affairs, lent themselves less easily to bold coups.
Here, Hitler showed a distinctly less sure touch. In fact,
with no patent solutions to offer to Germany’s underlying
economic problems, he refrained as far as possible from
direct involvement, remaining for months aloof in 1935-36
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as Germany’s economy plunged into a new raw materials
and foreign currency crisis which threatened to overturn all
rearmament plans.

Mounting problems in 1934 had been temporarily over-
come through the appointment of Hjalmar Schacht as Min-
ister of Economics with quasi-dictatorial powers over the
economy, and through the ‘New Plan’ which Schacht intro-
duced that summer. But economic difficulties gripped Ger-
many even more tightly towards the end of 1935. At their
root was the impossibility, given Germany’s limited reserves
of foreign exchange and deteriorating terms of trade, of
financing the necessary scale of imports both-of foodstuffs
and of raw materials necessary for rearmament. Inefficiency
in the Reich Food Estate compounded the difficulties in food
supplles so that by winter 1935-36 a first-rate provmons
crisis’ was raging, bringing in its wake significant signs of
serious social unrest.

Conservatives — prominent among them Reich Price Com-
missar Goerdeler and Economics Minister Schacht, who had
supported rearmament so far — now advocated reining back
on armaments spending in order to build up the consumer
economy, a prospect which was, of course, ideologically
anathema to Hitler. Even so, an indication of how worrying
the situation had become was that spending on rearmament
did indeed temporarily have to take a back seat to the
provision of foodstuffs.

Raw materials dwindled by spring 1936 to a level where
there were only two months’ supplies left. By now the
choices, with Hitler as good as wholly inactive, had reduced
themselves effectively to two: gradual reversal of the trend
towards autarky in favour of reintegration in international
trade (the policy favoured by Goerdeler); or the bold leap
forward to a policy of maximum autarky within the shortest
time.

Only the second alternative was, of course, acceptable. But
with it would come, inevitably, economic strains sustainable
only over a relatively short period of time. In these circum-
stances, reached in the spring and summer of 1936, Hitler

. was faced with a decision in which he essentially had no
. choice. His own power in effect stood or fell by a course
l of action which could be upheld only by an all-out autarky
t policy. The forward move had to be taken.
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The opposition of the Economics Ministry together with
the export-geared industries forced Hitler in August 1936 to
take what was for him the highly unusual step of composing
a written memorandum, justifying the Four Year Plan. It
began with the unalterable premiss that a showdown with
Bolshevism was unavoidable and concluded that Germany’s
armed forces and economy had to be ready to wage war
within four years.!® An indication of Hitler’s authority was
that oppositional voices could no longer be heard on the
matter. Goerdeler’s memorandum putting forward a differ-
ent line was dispatched by Goring at the subsequent cabinet
meeting as ‘absolutely useless’.19

Hitler’s authority was in this instance, however, in effect
confirming an economic shift in course not only made ines-
capable by the irreconcilability of the economic problems
with rearmament priorities but also favoured by the group-
ing which had by spring 1936 come to establish a dominance
in economic planning: the powerful combined lobby of
the giant chemicals combine 1G-Farben, and the Luftwaffe
(headed by Goring). In the face of this mighty faction —
whose own interests in autarkic policy and synthetic fuel
production closely matched, therefore, the thrust of Nazi
ideological aims — the economic conservatives fronted by
Schacht and Goerdeler, supported by the export-orientated
sections of industry, had little hope of success. It was no
more than a logical consequence when Goring, who in
April had been put in charge of the allocation of raw
materials, was appointed by Hitler as plenipotentiary for
the new Four Year Plan announced at the Party Rally in
September 1936.

The year 1936 was in a number of ways a highly significant
one for the unfolding of Hitler’s power. At the beginning of
the year, the regime faced a crisis over economic policy, prog-
nostications about a further likely rise in unemployment, a
worrying decline in popularity on account of the difficulties
in food supplies, an increase in the activity of the communist
underground opposition, a slump in Party morale, and — on
the foreign political front — Germany’s relative isolation with
no firm allies or friends.

The ‘break-out’ was achieved through the Rhineland spec-
tacular and the decisive lurch into all-out autarky with the
Four Year Plan. Internally, as we have seen, the same period
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witnessed the renewed crushing of internal opposition and
the triumph in internal security affairs of Himmler and
Heydrich and their combined and centralised Gestapo—SS
apparatus.

By the end of the year, with the German-Italian axis
secured (reversing the cool relations which had prevailed
between 1934 and 1936), the creation of the anti-Comintern
pact with Japan, the Spanish Civil War providing renewed
evidence of the passivity and uncertainty of the western
democracies, and the German economy committed full tilt
to preparation for war, the contours of growing international
tension and an escalating arms race in the latter 1930s were
set. And out of the various interwoven crises of 1936,
Hitler’s own power position had emerged buttressed and
reinforced.

After 1936 the options for changing course diminished
sharply. The economic pressures from the accelerated re-
armament programme began to mount visibly and could
not be contained indefinitely. Militarily, too, time was not in
Germany’s favour. Other nations would begin to catch up,
and Germany would within a few years be at a disadvantage.

As regards international support, Britain’s coolness was
leading to a reappraisal of the old alliance notion. Far
greater weight was now attached, under Ribbentrop’s in-
fluence, to the axis with Italy and the anti-Comintern pact.
With the Spanish Civil War, Hitler began, too, to concern
himself more and more with the coming final struggle
with Bolshevism. In other words, economic, strategic and
ideological considerations were coming increasingly to be
intermingled and to reinforce each other. The dynamic
which had been set in train, partly by Hitler’s own actions
but in good measure also by events outside his control, was,
therefore, pushing heavily in the direction of continued,
even accelerated, high-risk policy. In these circumstances,
with such oppositional voices as existed within the regime
scarcely able to make themselves heard, the Hitlerian argu-
ment for the forward push in the face of an unthinkable
alternative of stagnation and ultimate decline could carry
the day.

The argument was put most forcefully in Hitler’s address
to the leaders of the armed forces on 5 November 1937,
noted and summarised by his military adjutant Colonel
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Hossbach.2 The meeting had been called in response to
Admiral Raeder’s request for the Fiihrer to act on the acute
shortage of raw materials for the navy.

Hitler took the opportunity to outline at length his stra-
tegic thinking to the military top brass and his Foreign
Minister. He began by asserting that the subject of the
meeting was too important for a cabinet meeting. Germany’s
problem of ‘living space’, he stated, could be solved only
by the use of force. Germany would be _properly prepared
for war only in the mid 1940s but under no circumstances
could wait any longer than that. However, a chance might
present itself for expansion before that date, and could not
be missed. The first objective would be the overthrowing of
Austria and Czechoslovakia — a-geal which Hitler referred
to on a number of occasions around this time. In contrast
to his high hopes after the signing of the naval pact in
1935, Hitler now regarded Britain as hostile, though too

preoccupied with the problems of its weakened empire to

oppose German expansion.

The seriousness of Hitler’s intentions was not lost on his
listeners. And action followed: within weeks of the meeting,
the army had worked out a strategic plan for an offensive
against Czechoslovakia.2!

While a sense of urgency was increasingly preoccupying
Hitler (whose ill-health around this time prompted him to
believe that he might not-have long to live), it was precisely
the pace of events which was beginning to cause anxiety in
sections of the military leadership and Foreign Office. At
the meeting on 5 November, Hitler’s lengthy monologue
had prompted heated rejoinders from War Minister von
Blomberg and Werner Fritsch, the head of the army. Fritsch
voiced his anxiety about the implications of precipitate Ger-
man military action again a few days later, as, in January
1938, did Foreign Minister von Neurath.?2 On the other
hand, Hitler was receiving more accommoddtmg advice from
Ribbentrop — who had long served as an alternative source of
advice in foreign affairs. When a chance opportunity arose,
then, in February 1938 to change the personnel at the very
top of the military and Foreign Office establishment, Hitler
was not slow to take it.

Nothing suggests that the ‘Blomberg—Fritsch crisis’ of Janu-
ary—February 1938 was a premeditated move on Hitler’s part.

128




EXPANSION OF POWER

War Minister Blomberg had, with the Fiihrer’s permission,
married on 12 January 1938. Hitler and Goring had been
the chief witnesses. Within ten days it transpired that the past
of Blomberg’s bride had been a colourful one. The German
War Minister -had;—in—fact, married a former prostitute;
and the Fihrer had been ‘best man’. Hitler had known
nothing of this until told by Géring on return from a stay
at his house in the Bavarian Alps. He was visibly shaken
at the news, but agreed that Blomberg would have to go.
The ex-War Minister and his bride departed for a lengthy
sojourn abroad — sweetened by a ‘golden handshake’ of
50,000 marks.23

Meanwhile, an old scandal concerning Werner Fritsch, the
supreme commander of the army, had been resurrected by
the Gestapo. The story of his homosexual activities had first
come to the fore some two years earlier, but Hitler had then
refused to act upon it. This time, too, he was, it seems,
initially inclined to take the side of Fritsch, whose name
had been mentioned as a possible successor to Blomberg.
But Goéring, who had pretensions to Blomberg’s position (for
which Hitler thought him wholly unsuited), and Himmler,
keen as ever to embarrass the Wehrmacht given his own
hopes for an armed SS, now exploited Hitler’s discomfiture
over Blomberg to bring down Fritsch as well. Hitler soon
became persuaded by the case put forward by Fritsch’s
accusers, and the head of the army also had to go. A
court later established that Fritsch had been the victim of
mistaken identity.

The intrigue over Fritsch was, however, a secondary stage
in the affair. Hitler had not been planning major changes
in government and military. His own reactions were ini-
tially shock and dismay.2* For ten days he was unsure how
to proceed. Goebbels called the crisis the worst since the
Rohm affair.25 But faced with lack of alternatives, Hitler
responded then characteristically by seizing the opportunity
and, with a typically daring forward move, turning the mitial
embarrassment into a bloodless purge of the old-guard
national-conservative power elite.

| Blomberg’s office of War Minister was abolished. Instead,
at Blomberg’s own suggestion, Hitler himsclf took over
’ as commander in chief of the armed forces, appointing
the pliant General Wilhelm Keitel as head of the newly
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established supreme command of the Wehrmacht. The new
head of the army, recommended by Keitel, was General
Walther von Brauchitsch, who declared himself prepared
to work for an improved attitude of the army towards
Nazism. Goring was given a field marshal’s baton as a
consolation prize. Around sixty generals were replaced or
pensioned off. Major changes took place, too, in the Foreign
Ministry. Ribbentrop was put in charge of foreign affairs
and von Neurath ‘kicked upstairs’ to an advisory role. New
ambassadors were appointed to the key cities of Rome,
Tokyo and Vienna. The Economics Ministry, where Schacht
had resigned the previous November, was handed to the
malleable Walther Funk, with a number of other personnel
changes ensuring that the days when the ministry could cause
difficulties were over.

Hitler’s relationship with the traditional elites was deci-
sively altered through the outcome of the Blomberg—Fritsch
affair. Time and again since 1933 he had proved his indis-
pensability to them. But his own power, relative to theirs,
had grown, not diminished. And precisely at the moment
when, in foreign as in domestic policy, the radical dynamic
of the regime began rapidly to gather momentum, and
the conservatives hesitantly began to distance themselves
from Nazi adventurism, Hitler was once more able to grasp
the initiative and, through the events of February 1938,
to establish outright supremacy over them. Above all, the
army was largely emasculated as an independent force. The
former power elite of the German officer corps was now
reduced to a mere ‘functional elite’?6 serving the Fiihrer
and the Nazi state. Hitler’s own contempt for the old-style
officer corps was greater than ever.

Following the Reichstag Fire and the Réhm crisis, the
Blomberg—Fritsch affair was the third great milestone on
the way to Fiihrer absolutist power. As has been rightly
said, it amounted practically to a coup d’état against the
remnants of the old order.2’” From early 1938 onwards,
Hitler was increasingly surrounded by his own sort: adven-
turers, hard-liners, all-or-nothing gamblers, ideologues. And
with the establishment of Fiihrer absolutism, embodying a
course whose unstoppable momentum was carrying Hitler,
0o, along with it, the grandiose ‘vision’ — whatever the
risks — inevitably came increasingly to replace any lingering
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semblance of policy-making aimed at limited, ‘rational’ ob-

jectives.
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Chapter 6
ABSOLUTE POWER

!

The years between 1938 and 1943 were the most fateful in
Germany’s traumatic recent history. They were the years
when Hitler’s power was absolute.

With the ~coup of February 1938, Hitler’s supremacy over
the one institution of state which could still topple him —
the armed forces — was firmly established. There were no
institutional constraints on his exercise of power; no decision
of any significance could be taken without his approval; no
organisation presented an oppositional threat.

Opposition was, of course, not eliminated. But it could
take no organisational form which was a danger to Hitler.
The possibilities of an internal strike against Hitler were con-
fined to the activities of small conspiratorial groups within
the army (with links to individuals from among the other
sections of the traditional elites, increasingly anxious at the
direction Nazi policy was taking, but scarcely capable of
action as long as Hider’s ‘triumphs’ continued); or to the
isolated actions of persons unattached to any grouping or
organisation (such as the remarkable solo attempt on Hitler’s
life in the Munich Burgerbraukeller in 1939 by the Swabian
joiner Georg Elser).

This chapter explores the exercise of Hitler’s absolute
power in those fateful five years when the deformation
of the power structure had left him in a position to shape
events in a measure unusual even for dictators, let alone for
democratic heads of government. It attempts to explain how
the ‘idea’ of Nazism, located in the person of the Fiihrer,

came to be implemented as practical p()]l(\
‘ It finds part of the answer to this question in the character
of Hitler’s leadership and decision-making in these years.
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The war for him was no conventional military conflict. It
represented the decisive step towards the fulfilment of his
‘idea’, the accomplishment of his ‘mission’. In the war, it
has been rightly said, Nazism returned to its essence.! The
activist dynamism built into the Nazi Movement, bottled up
only partially and with difficulty before the war, was fully
uncorked in the climate of a war which, in Nazi eyes,
amounted to a ‘crusade’. Hitler’s diplomatic manoeuvrings
and strategic shifts of the 1930s, based on rational political
calculation, gave way increasingly to the readiness to go for
broke’, and to decisions founded upon the 1deolog1cal “truths’
of his irrational ‘world philosophy’ of the once-and-for-all
great quest for German supremacy, racial domination and
‘living space’.

But another, equally crucial, part of the answer is found
in the impact upon government of the now untrammelled
Fiuhrer power. In conditions of feverish preparation for war,
then war itself, the process of the collapse of rational struc-
tures of government and administration into a fragmented
and competing set of executive agencies of Fihrer power
accelerated sharply. ‘Government’ and ‘administration’ were
replaced by pure domination — ‘rule’ in the most despotic,
unconstrained, arbitrary fashion imaginable, defined only by
reference to a number of uncontradictable but generalised
ideological precepts. Government disintegrated, therefore,
into a ‘Behemoth’? of rival fiefdoms whose overlords, to
boost and retain their own power, strived to outdo each
other in ‘working towards the Fiihrer’, in putting Hitler’s
‘idea’ into practice. This was both a reflection of Hitler’s
concept of power, and provided the framework within which
the underlying ideological driving force behind the war
could find implementation in specific policies of barbarism
and genocide. The first part of what follows examines the
corrosion of systematic government through the impact of
the power of the Fiihrer.

THE DISINTEGRATION OF THE STATE

When government ministers gathered on the evening of
5 February 1938 to hear a lengthy statement by Hitler
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about the Blomberg—Fritsch crisis and outcome, there was
no indication that there were to be no more cabinet meetings.
In fact, with incompleted business piling up, the head of
the Reich Chancellory, Lammers, who from 1937 himself
enjoyed cabinet-minister status, pressed Hitler into accept-
ing dates for further meetings to follow on a number of
occasions in 1938 and in early 1939. In each case, Hitler
cancelled the meetings at short notice.3 As the cabinet size
had grown, its significance had dwindled. It was, in fact, by
now utterly supernumerary to the legislative process in the
Filihrer state.

But Hitler’s dislike of cabinet meetings, present from the
beginning, was more deeply rooted than consideration of
mere matters of procedure. The very notion of a collectivity
of ministers, deriving their authority from their constitu-
tional office, and thereby presenting the possibility of a
check on his expression of power, was anathema to Hitler.
Bureaucratic regulations, drawing their binding force from
abstract legal and constitutional concepts, were incompatible
with the principles of personalised rule, which underlay
Hitler’s ‘charismatic’ Fiihrer authority. Lammers’ attempts
to resurrect cabinet meetings in 1942 predictably, therefore,
came to nothing. With sharp antennae alert to anything
which might limit his freedom of action, Hitler refused to
countenance even informal gatherings of ministers around
a beer table.*

Alternative forms of partially collective central govern-
ment came to nothing. The so-called ‘Secret Reich Cabinet’
(Geheimes Reichskabinett), announced by Hitler’s decree on 4
February 1938, which supposedly brought a group of rele-
vant ministers together, under von Neurath’s chairmanship,
to advise on foreign policy issues, never met a single time.
It was simply a device to camouflage to the public the
true significance of the shift in personnel at the Foreign
Ministry.

At the outbreak of war, the establishment of a ‘Ministerial
Council for the Defence of the Reich’ — under Goring’s
chairmanship and comprising Frick (as Plenipotentiary for
Administration), Funk (Plenipotentiary for the Economy),
Lammers (Head of the Reich Chancellory), Keitel (Head of
the Supreme Command of the Wehrmacht), and Hess (Head
of the Party) — appeared to signify a resurrection of some
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kind of inner cabinet, particularly since, to release Hitler
from the legislative burden, it was allowed to promulgate
laws under Goring’s signature (unless Hitler reserved the leg-
islation to himself). But it met only six times — promulgating
a number of decrees on administrative and economic matters
— and never reassembled after 15 November 1939.

Goring, whose administrative style was practically as arbi-
trary as Hitler’s own, somewhat surprisingly ignored the
opportunity to build the Ministerial Council into a vehicle of
his own power. Hitler himself was more than ready to see the
potentially significant institution wilt before it had flowered.
Though the Council continued to promulgate decrees, these
were carried out by c1rculat10n of drafts, not by collective
gatherings.

Nor did the so-called Drezerkollegzum or “Three-Man Direc-
tive’ (Frick, Funk and Keitel, whose p]empotentlary powers
of decree in the spheres of administration, economy and civil
defence derived from a Reich defence law of September
1938) come together to work collectively. Draft legislation
was merely cleared with the other two offices.

The central governmental apparatus of the Reich, there-
fore, which as a collective entity had already been strongly
in decline in the first years of Hitler’s rule, under conditions
of war now splintered into its constituent parts. The Reich
Chancellory no longer played a practical coordinating role
in the bulk of legislation.> And Reich Chancellory chief
Hans-Heinrich Lammers often now found it difficult himself
to gain access to the Fiihrer. By the later 1930s weeks would
sometimes go by without his being able to attain an audience
to discuss pressing government business.6

During the first years of the war, Lammers’ access was
again more frequent than this: he had the opportunity for
brief discussions with Hitler about once a week on average.
But after the invasion of the Soviet Union there was a sharp
decline in the number of such meetings, to thirty-nine in
1942 and to only eighteen the follomng year.” By this time,
he was having to present a written summary of the points
he wished to raise with the Fiihrer to the person who now
controlled access to Hitler: Martin Bormann.

The road to the top for Bormann was taken behind the
scenes. His talent lay not in demagoguery and agitation but in
organisation, where he combined ideological fanaticism with
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bureaucratic skill, Machiavellian deviousness, indefatigable
energy and a remarkable capacity for hard work. He was
little known in the Party rank and file, and to begin with
universally underestimated by Nazi leaders. But during the
1930s he laid the twin foundations of his power position in
the later years of the Third Reich. The first foundation was
his control of the central Party apparatus, which he built
up after 1933 as the head of the staff of Hess’s office as
Deputy Fiihrer. The second foundation was his personal
contact to Hitler, which expanded notably after 1934 when
he managed the funds at Hitler’s personal disposal and
also the acquisition of property for the mountain retreat
at the Berghof near Berchtesgaden. Once war broke out,
Bormann remained constantly at Hitler’s side in his field
headquarters. :

After the débacle of Hess’s flight to Scotland, the running
of the Party was handed over to Bormann as head of the
newly titled Party Chancellory, along with the rights which
Hess had exercised in vetting government legislation and
appointments and holding the authority of a Reich Minister.
With the radicalisation, once war had started, of policy
relating to central aspects of Nazi ideology, the influence of
the Party itself became far more pervasive than it had been
in the early years of the Third Reich. Bormann’s role, from
this point of view alone, was a crucial one. He intervened
more and more in the business of the Reich government. At
times, he simply by-passed the government in empowering
legislation in the annexed territories. And he was more
responsible than anyone for the revitalisation of the ‘church
struggle’ in 1941. It was, however, the combination of the
control of the Party (with its ever more intruding impact on
government and administration), together with his initially
unofficial position as Hitler’s private secretary — he was given
the official title of ‘Secretary of the Fithrer’ on 12 April 1943
— which provided him with his unique power base.

At first, Bormann continued to share with Lammers —
according to their relative spheres of competence - the
control over access to Hider of those wishing to see the
Fiihrer. But the waning influence of the head of the Reich
government was inevitable. By 1944 Lammers effectively had
access to Hitler only when the ‘Secretary of the Fihrer” was
prepared to permit it. In October that year he had to give
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up his place in the field headquarters and saw Hitler only
once more on official business — for a quarter of an hour
on 27 March 1945 in order to attain his signature on some
draft legislation.®

In the exercise of Hitler’s power during the wartime
years, therefore, Bormann had the vital, pivotal position.
He controlled in good measure not only which persons were
admitted to Hitler’s presence, but also what information
reached the Fiithrer. With pad and pencil at the ready to note
down any utterances of Hitler which seemed of significance,
Bormann increasingly channelled, in addition, the emission
of the ‘Fiithrer will’ into directives for action, sometimes
interpreting casual remarks over dinner as binding directives
for legislation.

Powerful though he was, even Bormann could not deny
access to Hitler of a number of other Nazi leaders. But
as the war progressed and Hitler’s isolation increased, the
number of those who could see the Fiihrer when they wished
dwindled to a mere handful: apart from Bormann himself,
Goring, Goebbels, Himmler, Ribbentrop, Ley, Sauckel, Speer
and Keitel, together with most of the regional Party bosses,
the Gauleiter. Even when they themselves were not present,
Goring, Himmler and Ribbentrop ensured that their inter-
ests were watched over by their own attachés in the Fiihrer
headquarters. Others, notably Goebbels and, after 1942, the
Reich Justice Minister Thierack, sent in frequent reports —
so-called ‘Fiithrer Information’ — to which Hitler sporadically
reacted.” The internal routes of information to Hitler, there-
fore, even where they did not go directly through Bormann,
were largely and increasingly self-selecting — deriving from a
leadership clique which was fanatically committed to Hitler
personally and to the implementation (through differing
apparatuses of power) of the ‘idea’ of the Fiihrer.

Away from the central locus of power, in the provinces
and in the occupied territories, the strong bonds of personal
loyalty which existed on a mutual basis between Hitler and
the regional chieftains, the Gauleiter, meant that the scope
and licence they were given to work for the implementa-
tion of the loosely defined ‘will of the Fiihrer’ ensured a
continued radicalising of policy initiatives.

Already in the peace-time years of the Third Reich, the
Gauleiter had been decisive in the exercise of Nazi rule
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in the provinces — especially where a Gauleiter also acted
as Reich Governor. Despite having no obvious function
once the autonomy of the Linder had been abolished in
1934, the position of Reich Governor had typically been
retained by Hitler. Its retention avoided offending his trusty
Gauleiter by depriving them of a component of their power,
at the same time reinforcing their direct ties with Hitler
himself and thereby continuing to function as a vehicle of
his power in the regions. Though there were exceptions,
most Gauleiter had the chance to come into contact with
Hitler either individually or through periodic meetings of
Gauleiter which continued even when collective state gov-
ernment had long since faded. During the war, Gauleiter
would sometimes take away from such meetings directives
— or broad guidelines from Hitler — for action which they
themselves would then deploy to pressurise the central state
bureaucracy.

In the war, too, numerous new tasks of ‘leadership’ were
passed on to the Gauleiter in their capacity as ‘Reich Defence
Commissars’ with wide-ranging powers in the mobilisation
of population and resources for the war effort. Once more,
this brought an extension of the role of the Party fanatics
and activists at the base of society, and with it a further
strengthening of the hold of those whose own power was
a direct derivative of that of Hitler.

In their own provinces, the Gauleiter amounted almost to
independent viceroys of Hitler. The influence of the central
state administration on the Gauleiter was extremely limited.
Even towards the central Party office their stance was not
subservient. The personal bonds with the Fiihrer formed
the decisive underpinning of their position. This was the
case even in the ‘old Reich’ of the 1937 borders. With
the annexation of Austria and Czechoslovakia, and then
especially with the conquest of Poland and large tracts of the
Soviet Union, even more extensive powers were delegated
to the Gauleiter who took over the new Nazi provinces and
needed no second bidding to make what they could of
the annexed territories put under their charge. The broad
mandate for action from the centre was thus reciprocated by
initiatives ‘on the ground’ to comply with the presumed ‘will
of the Fithrer — ‘initiatives’ which then in turn could usually
reckon with approval from Berlin.
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If the state bureaucracy was helpless against the territorial
fiefdoms of the Gauleiter — who represented a personalised
power in the provinces which could bypass, block, override
or usurp state prerogatives — and had to come to terms
with the fact that there were huge tracts of the extended
German Reich in which its writ simply did not run,'? it was
also completely undermined as a central agent in the power
structure by the proliferation and extension of the ‘special
authorities’ (Sonderbehorden) which, as we noted, had already
been a feature of Hitlerian government before the war.

By 1942 it was scarcely possible, even for the Reich Chan-
cellory, to acquire an overview of the cancerous growth of the
multi-layered, and often overlapping and competing, organs
of policy-making. Goring’s own empire of the Four Year
Plan had now expanded to take in no fewer than twenty-two
spheres of ‘special authority’ including price control, chemi-
cal production, mining output, roads, waterways, shipping
and exploitation of plundered Polish property.!! The Minis-
ter for Armaments and Munitions (Fritz Todt, then after his
death Albert Speer), Reich Commissar for Housing (Robert
Ley) and the Plenipotentiary for Labour Deployment (Fritz
Sauckel) ran other major power complexes which had direct
channels to Hitler and stood outside the normal agencies
of government administration. As the vehicles of ideologi-
cal implementation, the most crucial ‘special authorities’
of all were the police-SS domain, the overlapping empire
of Himmler in his capacity, from October 1939, as Reich
Commissar for the Consolidation of Ethnic Germandom
(RKFDV), and the Chancellory of the Fiihrer under Philipp
Bouhler.

Despite its grand-sounding title, the Fiihrer Chancellory
was in essence a fairly insignificant office. It had been set
up by Hitler at the beginning of the Third Reich to handle
petitions and appeals which were sent to him as head of the
Party. But by the end of the 1930s its power-hungry leaders
Bouhler and his deputy Brack were able to use their proxim-
ity to Hitler to assert the position of the Fihrer Ch'mcellorv
in the competitive jungle and acquire a significance for i
out of all proportion to the modest role which the ofhce
had originally been meant to play. For it was from this
office that the initiatives were taken which culminated in
its orchestration of the murderous ‘euthanasia action’.12
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A chance petition to the Fihrer Chancellory from the
father of a badly deformed child, seeking permission to
have it ‘put to sleep’, prompted Hitler’s authorisation to his
personal doctor, Karl Brandt, to carry out the request, and
subsequent empowering of Brandt and Fiihrer Chancellory
boss Bouhler to act in the same way in similar instances.
Hitler’s ideological intention to settle the ‘euthanasia ques-
tion’ had been indicated much earlier, but he had intimated
that the issue could be tackled only in the context of a
war. Following the authorisation to carry out ‘euthanasia’
in the cases of children, feelers were put out about possible
Church objections and, partly in the light of the response,
an ‘action’ regarding adults, too, was decided upon. Bouhler
was prodded by his deputy Brack into seeking responsibility
to organise the ‘programme’. Since Hitler was keen on an
‘unbureaucratic’ solution and on utmost secrecy, he was
anxious to keep it out of the hands of the health authorities
in the cumbersome Ministry of the Interior.

By October 1939 the machinery and organisation had been
set up within the Fiihrer Chancellory and, based on the ready
cooperation of doctors who supplied lists of patients who
were ‘candidates’, the ‘action’ was set in motion. The death of
more than 70,000 mentally ill and deformed patients in Ger-
man asylums was the result. Later, the Fithrer Chancellory
acted as a quasi-employment agency in finding the personnel
for ‘Aktion Reinhard’ — the extermination of Polish Jewry in
the death camps of Belzec, Sobibor and Treblinka.

The ‘euthanasia action’ is a classic example of how a
murderous ‘initiative” could take shape in the Third Reich.
In the unfolding of the ‘action’, a number of key components
meshed together: the power-lust and eye for an opportunity
on the part of Bouhler and Brack; the ready compliance
of doctors in the asylums, more than prepared to do their
bit to ‘work towards the Fihrer’ in an issue which played
upon themes of eugenics and ‘racial health’ long pre-dating
the Third Reich; Hitler’s distaste for bureaucracy and his
proclivity to ignore the state administration completely in
sensitive matters or where ‘unfussy’ executive action was
required; and, not least, an ideological objective close to the
centre of Hitler’s ‘world philosophy’.

As the example of the ‘euthanasia action’ also shows, not
only was his authorisation essential, but, in conditions of war,
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Hitler did not shy away from decisions, in full accordance
with his own ideological ‘mission’, which passed the death
sentence on tens of thousands of civilians. The mode of
his decisions was, however, increasingly deformalised — once
more reflecting the collapse of anything resembling an or-
ganised state system (however authoritarian) in the face of
the all-embracing, but corrosive, personalised power of the
Fiihrer.

In the case of the ‘euthanasia action’, the initial em-
powering of Bouhler and Brandt — evidently a purely verbal
one — prompted difficulties when their authorisation was
questioned. Since no state minister other than Lammers
had been informed, such questioning was in itself hardly
surprising, given the gravity of the issue. As a result, Hitler
was pressed, around the end of October 1939, into giving
written authorisation. This was provided not in the shape
of a decree or law (which he refused to issue) but in a
blanket mandate of a few lines on his personal writing
paper — significantly backdated to the first day of the war.13
Such was the incontestability of the incorporation of law in
the person of the Fuhrer that even this loose and informal
authorisation was regarded as having binding legal power.

Hitler, for whom the precise form of legislation was in
any case a matter of indifference, tended increasingly during
the war to deploy the device of personal decree instead
of formal ordinances or laws. Many of these decrees, in-
cluding some of the most important and far-reaching in
their consequences, were not even publicly promulgated.
Just such an unpublished mandate appointed Himmler on
7 October 1939 to the new position of Reich Commis-
sar for the Consolidation of Ethnic Germandom, an office
which gave him blanket powers to bring about the ruthless
‘germanisation’ and ‘racial purification’ of the conquered
castern territories.!* On the basis of this decree, Himmler
was able to erect a huge apparatus, under his personal
charge, to organise massive deportations of the ethnic popu-
lation.

The character of Hitler’s decisions was guaranteed to lead
to continuing uncertainty and conflict. Sometimes difficulties
were caused where a Fihrer decree proved impracticable
— reinforcing Hitler’s demands to be aware of all the ar-
guments, pro and con, before agreeing to legislate. The
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open-ended nature of some decrees, bestowing extensive
powers which conflicted with those of other authorities,
could create serious problems of implementation. The Reich
Chancellory, for instance, had difficulty (not, of course,
on moral grounds but on those of its legal formalities)
with a decree which Rosenberg persuaded Hitler to draw
up in March 1942, effectively empowering him with the
widest brief imaginable to undertake the cultural plunder
of Nazi-occupied Europe. The decree nevertheless stood in
the end, little amended.!®

/ At every level, then, government based upon any system-
atic principles or abstract legal and constitutional norms was
fundamentally eroded by executive agencies bound to Hitler
and to the fulfilment of his ideological vision. The predatory
structures which emerged can hardly be conceived of as an
actual state system. ‘Law’, which forms the basis of systems
of rule recognisable as ‘states’ (even of an authoritarian
kind), had collapsed and been replaced by arbitrary force,
justified by recourse to the mystical power of the Fiihrer.
The replacement of law by force — a process well developed
by 1942 in Germany itself — was complete in the occupied
territories. The privatisation of public coercive force through
the elevation of Hitler’s personal bodyguard to a position
where it swallowed the state police!6 is the most obvious
example of the ultimate lawlessness of the Hitler regime.
The ‘mafia’ mob had taken over the state. It was, as has been
said, ‘a form of society in which the ruling groups control
the rest of the population directly, without the mediation
of that rational though coercive apparatus hitherto known
as the state’.17

THE ‘IDEA’ BECOMES REALITY
(Even in the later 1930s, Hitler’'s ‘world-view’, for those
non-converts who cared to read his outpourings in Mein
Kampf, appeared ludicrous. By 1941 the vision of an ultimate
showdown with Bolshevism as a twin ‘crusade’ to win ‘living
space’ and to eradicate the Jews was grim reality. How did
this realisation of Hitler’s ‘idea’ come about, and what was
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Hitler’s own contribution to the fulfilment of his ideological
objectives?

In the collapsing house of cards of European diplomacy,
Hitler provided the push. German expansion in 1938-9
represented an amalgam of differing, interlocking causes —
economic pressure, military logistics, ideological thrust, and
the weakness of the western democracies — each mutually
reinforcing the rapidly accelerating momentum which took
Europe over the brink of the abyss and into war. Each of
these preconditions of expansion existed independently of
Hitler. German expansion would have been likely even had
Hitler been deposed or assassinated in 1938. But the course,
character and tempo of expansion bear Hitler’s hallmarks.
Under a German government run by Beck and Goerdeler,
for instance, the ‘go for broke’ risks which Hitler took
would scarcely have been thinkable. Even Géring was visibly
backing away from Hitler’s dangerous gambling act as war
loomed. This points to the way in which the governmental
structure had disintegrated to a position where one man
— spurred on by a small band of political and military
desperadoes — could wield such enormous, unconstrained
power.

The two Nazi leaders who exerted most influence upon
Hitler in foreign policy matters, especially following the
important changes of February 1938, were Ribbentrop and
Goring. In neither case were their views totally identical
with those of Hitler, but nor did they pose categorical and
irreconcilable policy alternatives.

Ribbentrop’s approach was less fixated with the destruc-
tion of ‘Jewish Bolshevism’ than was Hitler’s, and more
traditiona]ly power-political in orientation.!® For Ribbentrop,
the main target was not Russia, but Britain. His hand is visible
in the revamped colonial policy from 1937, clearly directed
at Britain. With the icing over of relations with Britain in
the later 1930s, Ribbentrop’s influence on Hitler expanded,
its prime moment of glory arriving in the signing of the
non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union on 23 August
1939. But nothing suggests that this pact, the apparent
upturning of everything which Nazi policy had stood for,
was for Hitler other than what it indeed turned out to be: a
strategically necessary but no more than temporary arrange-
ment. And as the opportunity to reverse the arrangement
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presented itself, so Ribbentrop’s influence began again to
wane. Ribbentrop’s ‘alternative’ foreign policy conception
had proved no more than a passing vehicle which Hitler
could use opportunistically and then discard again. At no
time did it pose a fundamental alternative to Hitler’s ra-
cial-imperialist ‘vision’, and ended by working towards that
goal and being subordinated to and supplanted by it.

Goring, too, had a somewhat different conception of
foreign-policy goals to that of Hitler.19 But the more Hitler
freed himself from constraints restricting his ‘high-risk’
proclivities, the less chance of success had Goring’s more
pragmatic aims.

Between 1934 and 1938, Goring’s role in foreign policy
had been an important one. This was particularly so in
shaping relations with the countries of south-eastern Europe
and with Italy, in the decision to intervene in the Spanish
Civil War, in policy towards Austria, and above all else in
the Anschlufl crisis itself, where Goéring and not Hitler
had made the running. Hitler’s racial-imperialist obsessions
were of little direct importance to Gorlng, who was more
concerned to establish Germany’s economic dominance of
central and south-eastern Europe as the base of continental
political hegemony consolidated through alliance with Brit-
ain. Whereas Ribbentrop’s anti-British stance pandered to
Hitler’s readiness to risk war with a Britain he regarded
as fundamentally weakened, Géring, partly echoing fears
expressed by his many contacts in business, mihtary and
landholding circles, sought to work against the high-risk
policy and, especially, to avoid the prospect of a war with
Britain.

Goring’s triumph — it was to be his last one — came with
the signing of the Munich Agreement in September 1938.
But it 51gn1ﬁed only that his star was on the wane. Hitder
held it against G()rmg that he had been instrumental in
bringing him to the conference table and deflecting him
from the conflict he had all along wanted. Goring, suffering
from signs of nervous depression, was seldom to be found
in Hitler’s company during the next few months, and was
scarcely consulted about the decisions to occupy the rest of
Czechoslovakia and to attack Poland at the first opportunity.
Hitler’s impatience — coming fully to the fore after Munich
- to speed up rather than slacken the pace of German
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expansion, to gamble for high stakes, now clashed with
Goring’s more cautious approach. Goring was, therefore,
found dispensable, and was displaced as the most important
‘confidante’ on foreign policy by the outrightly hawkish
Ribbentrop. Sy

On the very eve of war, Goring rather half-heartedly
tried to intercede with Britain to prevent hostilities. He also
belatedly attempted to dissuade Hitler from undertaking
the risky venture which could engage the western powers
and end in disaster for Germany. On 29 August 1939,
Goring implored Hitler not to ‘go for broke’. Hitler’s reply,
characteristically, was that throughout his life he had always
‘gone for broke’,20

Ultimately, as with his arch-rival Ribbentrop, Goring’s
‘alternative’ aims in foreign policy proved too closely aligned
to Hitler’s to be able to exert more than passing influence. In
addition, Goring’s personal subservience to and dependence
upon Hitler was a major hindrance to the construction of a
genuinely viable ‘alternative’ policy from the ‘second man in
the Reich’.

If different notions of foreign policy concepts existed
among those in Hitler’'s immediate entourage, it goes without
saying that variant views prevailed within the wider lead-
ership of government, bureaucracy, military and business,
and among those ‘amateur’ groups within the Party organi-
sation involved in German foreign relations. Traditional
pan-German colonialism, aimed at Britain, existed side by
side with interests in agrarian acquisitions in eastern Europe
and in commercial dominance in the Balkans. Within the
Wehrmacht itself, the navy — alongside the Luftwaffe more
fervent in its support of the Nazi regime than the former
Prussian officer corps of the army — saw its own interests
better reflected in preparation for a conflict with Britain
than in the commitment of scarce resources to building up
a land force for war in the Soviet Union.

Whatever the differences of emphasis, however, the basic
consensus in an expansionist foreign policy and the attain-
ment of German hegemony in central Europe remained
extensive — even reaching into the ranks of those individuals
tentatively finding their way into out-and-out opposition
to the Nazi regime.?! The combination of wide-ranging
consensus behind expansion and the disintegration of any
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institutional constraints upon Hitler offered the scope for the
dictator’s ever more dangerous gambles, to which German
society had bound itself with ever-diminishing possibilities
of escape.

As the constraints upon Hitler’s actions from within the
regime had dwindled, so, paradoxically, had the external
constraints upon his manoeuvrability increased. The eco-
nomic strains could not be sustained for much longer without
expansion. The problems arising from the forced rearma-
ment programme were already serious in 1938 — acting as
a major motivating factor in the expansion into Austria and
Czechoslovakia — and acute by 1939. Even more important
was the fact, well realised by Hitler, that time was running
against Germany in the arms race. Germany’s advantages
in_armaments would soon be negated, as other countries
rearmed. The initiative would then be lost. Nor was the
intérnational constellation, notably British and French weak-
ness, likely to remain propitious for much longer. ‘We have
no other choice. We must act,’” he told his generals in August

Within the bounds of his unchanged long-term objective
— the struggle for Lebensraum — and within the narrowing
range of options imposed by economic and military-strategic
considerations, Hitler’s foreign-policy decisions in 1938-39
remained highly pragmatic and opportunistic. Common to
the crises over Austria, the Sudetenland and Poland were
rapid — almost impulsive — policy readjustments, a readiness
to resort to brutal force when diplomatic bullying provoked
signs of resistance and a corresponding threat to prestige,
and a mounting sense of urgency that the moment for
action had arrived, time was against Germany, and the
risk had to be taken. And as the feebleness of the western
powers became fully exposed at Munich in late September
1938, Hitler’s self-confidence grew to the point where he
was convinced that they would not go to war over Poland.
‘Our enemies are small fry,” he told his generals in August
1939. ‘I saw them in Munich.”?3

In each of the crises over Austria, the Sudetenland and
Poland, strategic considerations were uppermost in German
expansion, economic necessity was scarcely less important
(certainly in the cases of Austria and Czechoslovakia), and
ideological issues played only a subordinate role. Hitler’s
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decisions and policy adjustments were opportunistic — to
invade Austria when Schuschnigg unexpectedly called a
plebiscite, to merge Austria into Germany only in the light
of the delirious reception he encountered in Linz, to destroy
Czechoslovakia at the earliest opportunity when Czech mo-
bilisation in the ‘weekend crisis’ of 20-21 May 1938 made
Germany look foolish, and to attack Poland only when
diplomatic overtures had been repulsed and the British
guarantee had been made. But underlying them was a
consistency in aim of establishing German dominance in
central Europe and leaving the options open for a strike
either at the east or at the west, but with the ultimate goal
of destroying Bolshevism and attaining Lebensraum. Once
Ribbentrop was able to exploit the hesitancy, yet again, of
western diplomacy to mastermind the pact with the Soviet
Union, the way was cleared for an attack on the west — after
the demolition of Poland, secretly agreed with the Soviet
Union, had been completed.
Though singly none of these momentous steps in foreign
policy, culminating in war, had been in the first instance |
1
:

driven by the demands of Nazi ideology, and had even led
finally to an alliance with the ideological arch-enemy, they
nevertheless cumulatively furthered in a number of ways |
the process of ideological radicalisation both in the newly
incorporated territories and within Germany itself. ‘

In Austria and the Sudetenland (then in the rest of
occupied Czechoslovakia) the scores to be settled against
political and racial enemies brought new ‘tasks’ for the Party |
and the Gestapo. It was for both Party hotheads and police |
bureaucrats a time reminiscent of the ‘seizure of power’
era. But the Party now had from the outset a strengthened |
position in the administration of the new territories, and the
enforcement apparatus of the Gestapo—SS was even more
efficient and ruthless than the police had been in Germany ’
itself in 1933.

The climate was, therefore, provided for renewed fer-
ocity against the socialist and communist Left, and for a
viciousness in the open brutality against Austrian Jews even
more savage than what had taken place in Germany to that
date. The new ‘organisational opportunities’ for tackling the
‘Jewish Question’ offered the chance to Adolf Eichmann,
at that time stll an insignificant figure at the SD’s ‘Jewish
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Desk’ in Berlin, to mastermind the rapid and brutal Jewish
emigration policy of the SS in Vienna and then, from July
1939, in Prague.

Within Germany itself, the beginnings of a new wave of
radicalisation in the treatment of the Jews had already been
signalled in September 1937 by Hitler’s furious attack on
‘Jewish Bolshevism’ at the Nuremberg Party Rally. This was
sufficient to usher in a new wave of anti-Semitic violence
and, in the context of the mounting economic problems
of the Four Year Plan, to sanction the ‘aryanisation® — or
forcible expropriation — of Jewish businesses. Agam this
process received a major boost through the annexation of
Austria and the Sudetenland.

The ‘green light’ flashed to the Party in Hitler’s September
speech gave new impetus to Party activism. This found
release during the months of tension in the spring and
summer of 1938 in renewed and intensified violence towards
Jews and their property. The aggression was now more
menacing and widespread even than it had been during the
previous wave of attacks in the summer of 1935.

The dénouement of the surging anti-Semitic terror was
reached in the notorious ‘Reichskristallnacht’ — the terrible
pogrom of 9-10 November 1938. Again Hitler needed to do
no more than offer his tacit approval for Goebbels, the main
instigator, to unleash the pent-up batred of Party and SA
activists in a frenzy of violence. Around a hundred Jews were
killed in the nationwide pogrom, synagogues were burnt
down, Jewish property was plundered and destroyed, and
some 30,000 male Jews were taken to concentration camps
as hostages to force the pace of emigration. Jews were now
also entirely excluded from the economy and forced further
on to the shadowy fringes of society. The upshot of the
affair was that centralised control of the ‘Jewish Question’
passed into the hands of the SS, and Eichmann, reaping
the rewards of his successes in Austria, was-charged with
Orgamsmgjemsh emigration for the whole of the Reich. An
important step had taken place en route from the ‘emotional
anti-Semitism’ and public violence of the pogrom — with its
distasteful features for many Germans — to the ‘rationalised’
non-public conveyor-belt murders in the death camps.

Hitler himself had done little in a direct sense to bring
about the dramatic sharpening of the persecution of the
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Jews. He had not needed to. All that was required was
his licence for his underlings to carry out what they took
to be his ‘wishes’. These ‘wishes’ corresponded not only to
the convictions of rabid anti-Semites within the Movement.
Working towards the implementation of such ‘wishes’ of-
fered possibilities of promotion, of personal advancement
and enrichment, of self-aggrandisement for many who were
less than paranoid Jew-haters but were more than ready
to use anti-Jewish policy for their own ends. Given the
centrality of anti-Semitism in the Nazi creed, practically
any action could be justified by recourse to its role in
excluding Jews from German society. The ‘final goal’ of
a Jew-free Germany served to legitimate policy initiatives
from differing agencies, ministries and organisations in the
Third Reich, competing with each other to implement what
they took to be the Fiithrer’s will.

Later, in one of his ‘table talks’, Hitler conceded that he
had been forced for a long time to remain inactive towards
the Jews?* — a tactical constraint directed at refraining from
unnecessarily souring international relations. Throughout
the whole of the year 1938, when the vital radicalisation
was taking place in the extended Reich territory, he had
little or nothing to say in public on the ‘Jewish Question’.
Even in a confidential address to leaders of the press on
the very morning after the pogrom, he never mentioned the
events of ‘Crystal Night’.25

In his speech to the Reichstag on 30 January 1939, how-
ever, Hitler returned to the ‘Jewish Question’ with new,
frightenir}g menace in his voice. He said he would be a
prophet: {If the international Jewish financiers in and out-
side Europe should succeed in plunging the nations once
more into a world war, then the result will not be the
Bolshevising of the earth, and thus the victory of Jewry,
but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe,’:}26

The words were partly propaganda. They repeated in
more ominous language the threat, which Hitler had implied
on a number of other occasions during the 1930s, to hold
the Jews as ‘hostages’ in the event of Germany being forced
into armed confrontaton. But on this occasion they were
more than mere propaganda. Hitler (and some of those in
his close circle) went on to invoke this precise passage on a
number of occasions in his speeches (but also in comments
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to his immediate entourage) during 1941 and 1942, precisely
at the time that the ‘Final Solution’ came to be implemented.
And he consistently misdated it to the date of the outbreak of
war, 1 September 1939. It plainly signified, in his mind, that
in some way or other the coming war would be synonymous
with the destruction of the Jews. How that would come about,
neither he nor anyone else knew. That it would come about,
he was certain.

Meanwhile, not only the Jews had been the targets of the
escalating ideological radicalisation in the later 1930s. Tradi-
tional social prejudice, the keenness of the police to extend
their empire by finding ever new ‘enemies of the people’ to
persecute, and the health and social hygiene fetish which
prompted the medical authorities and health bureaucracy to
comply readily with the demands of the unfolding Nazi eu-
genics and sterilisation programmes, combined to radicalise
the drive against gypsies, homosexuals, prostitutes, ‘idlers’,
beggars, ‘drop-outs’, ‘anti-socials’, the ‘work-shy’, habitual
criminals, other ‘racial undesirables’ and ‘community aliens’.
Impulses and initiatives of countless individuals and myriad
organisations, from a multiplicity of motives, ensured that by
the eve of war new possibilities for tackling key ideological is-
sues — and those close to the heart of Hitler’s personal ‘world
philosophy’ — were beginning to emerge. The war itself
offered the opportunity, and created the context of bru-
talisation, in which these could then take genocidal shape.

In the occupation of Poland, Hitler again provided licence
from above for barbarity in instructing his military leaders
to close_their hearts to pity, to ‘act brutally’, and to secure
what were German rights with ‘the greatest harshness’.27 The
racial struggle in Poland did not allow any legal limitations,
Hitler commented to Keitel after victory had been attained:
‘The methods will be incompatible with the principles which
we otherwise adhere to.”28

Objections by some officers to the merciless barbarity
during and after the Polish campaign were contemptuously
dismissed by Hitler as ‘childish’ complaints of military lead-
ers wanting to wage war with ‘salvation army methods’.??
Most military commanders, less scrupulous or courageous,
complied with the draconian severity of the savage destruc-
tion of Poland and the ruthlessness of the ‘germanisation’
methods deployed there.
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Given carte blanche from the Fiihrer to proceed how they
saw fit in their domains, the new Nazi bosses improvised
a mounting role of terror. The western parts of Poland
(together with a stretch of territory adjacent to East Prussia),
now incorporated into the Reich and specifically excluded
from the normal bounds of German criminal law, were
turned into experimental areas for the Nazi ‘New Order’.
Hitler said he asked no more of his Gauleiter in the east
than that, after ten years, they should be able to announce
that their territories were completely German. He would
not concern himself about the methods used to bring this
about.3? They in turn could push through the barbarous
policies by recourse to ‘special tasks’ set by the Fuhrer
personally, though these were never specified in detail let
alone laid out in writing.

The remainder of Poland — the ‘General Government’
placed in the charge of Hans Frank — became a dumping
ground for ‘racial inferiors’. Heydrich’s ‘Security Service
Task Squads’ (Einsatzgruppen) set to work to wipe out the
Polish intelligentsia. Himmler, in his new capacity as Reich
Commissar for the Strengthening of Ethnic Germandom,
orchestrated the deportations and ‘resettlement’ of countless
thousands. On Heydrich’s orders, Jews were now rounded
up and placed in ghettos, where the rapidly worsening
conditions and uncontrollable disease epidemics dramati-
cally accelerated the need to find a ‘final solution™tp the
‘Jewish problem’, hugely magnified through the inclusion
of around three million Polish Jews under Nazi rule. And
for non-Jewish Poles, a reign of terror which left scarcely
a family untouched was unleashed by the Nazi occupying
administration. Whereas in the Reich itself, a semblance of
law, however corrupted and perverted, remained in exist-
ence, ‘law’ in Poland was determined by the whim of Nazi
Gauleiter and the regional SS bosses, the Higher SS and
police chiefs. Hitler’'s mandate for action set the tone. The
dirty work itself was willingly undertaken by others.

In his determination to attack Poland, Hitler had been
convinced that the western democracies would not declare
war over Danzig and the Corridor. By 3 September 1939,
this gamble was revealed as a miscalculation — even if the
western powers did nothing to prevent the dismembering
of Poland (typically improvised as the destruction of the
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country took place). Not only the confidence won through
the rapid demolition of the Polish army, but even more so
the continuing spectre of time running against Germany
both militarily and diplomatically — especially the doubtful
durability of the pact with Russia — made Hitler impatient to
turn immediately after the conclusion of the Polish campaign
to open the attack on the west, on the presumption that this
would lead to the final destruction of Germany’s western
opponents. He encountered opposition from his military
commanders to the appalling risk of such a campaign in
the depths of winter. Bad weather indeed brought a succes-
sion of postponements before, following upon the successes
in Scandinavia, the astonishing western campaign stunned
the world, left France comprehensively defeated, Britain
isolated, and the triumphant Hitler at the height of his
popularity and power.

A mere five weeks after the French signed the armistice,
and at a time when the size of the German army was
actually being reduced, Hitler ordered his military chiefs,
in a meeting at Berchtesgaden on 31 July 1940, to prepare
for an attack on Russia, to take place in May 1941.3! The aim
was the complete destruction of Russia within five months.
The showdown with Bolshevism which had remained a
constant in Hitler’s thinking, even though he had no idea
of the conditions in which it would occur, now began to take
concrete shape.

Specifically ideological considerations played no direct role
in the constellation of motives behind the initial planning of
the attack. The crucial factor was the need to force Britain
to come to terms, thus leaving Germany as the masters of
Europe and with the desired free hand to turn the east into
the requnred Lebensraum. A second key consideration was
the worrymg expansion of Soviet power in the Baltic and,
especially, in the Balkans, where annexations of territory
now posed a major threat to the Rumanian oil fields whic h
were so crucial to the German military effort. The decision to
attack the Soviet Union was hdrdly therefore, a ‘free choice’
on ideological grounds, to put into reality the ‘vision” of Mein
Kampf. It was a strategic and economic necessity.

Once more, the dynamic of the war itself largely de-
termined the bounds within which Hitler could act. The
enormity of the gamble for hegemony in Europe imposed
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its own ‘logic’ on his decision-making. It was, then, fully in
character that once more he justified the decision to strike
at the Soviet Union by emphasising the impossibility of any
alternative course of action — that is, the certain negative
consequences of inaction.32

Though it meant opening up a war on two fronts — the old
German nightmare — there appeared little cause for anxiety
to the Nazi leadership. The gross underestimation of Soviet
fighting capacity by the German military leadership meant
that an optimism amounting to certainty prevailed that the
destruction of Russia would be accomplished within months,
leaving the way clear to attack British strength in the Middle
East. The presumed victory over the Soviet Union would
at one blow provide vital economic resources for Germany,
‘leave Britain completely stranded and forced to capitulate
or to face invasion, place America under further pressure
from the increased opportunities in the Far East then open to
Japan, and thus deter the USA from involvement in the war.

Though the Hitlerian ideological obsessions had played no
major part in the actual framing of the decision to attack
the Soviet Union, once that decision had been taken, and
particularly once the planning of the invasion began to be
worked out in detail, in the spring of 1941, the imprint
of the Nazi racial philosophy became fully visible. Hitler
himself spoke of his feeling of psychological freedom as
soon as the termination of the pact with the Soviet Union,
which he regarded as a break with his own origins and
political views, was decided upon.3? As if released from
years of tactically imposed limitations on measures which
could be used against enemies, Hitler now — faced with
the reality of the war which he had always known he would
have to fight, though in circumstances which had been
impossible to foresee — came into his own. He told his
generals that the war would be different to that in the
west — a ‘war of extermination’.3* Political commissars of
the Red Army were to be shot without further ado.3> The
army was to cooperate fully with the extermination squads
of the SD, operating under the ‘special tasks’ accorded to
Himmler.36 The nature of these ‘tasks’ was revealed in
Heydrich’s instructions to the leaders of the Einsatzgruppen
to liquidate Communist Party functionaries, ‘Jews in the
service of the Party or the State’, and ‘other extremist
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elements’.37 The assault on the Soviet Union, whatever the
strategic and economic reasons which, in Nazi thinking,
necessitated it, was formulated by Hitler in the character
of an ideological crusade against ‘Jewish Bolshevism’. In
spring 1941, the ‘quantum leap’ 38 into genocide was taken.

The decision to wipe out every Jew within German-
occupied Europe was still some way off. During the first,
triumphant weeks of the Russian campaign, the escalation
in killing was still compatible with a ‘final goal’ couched in
terms of a territorial settlement ‘beyond the Urals’. Even
this, could it have come about, would unquestionably have
amounted to merely a different form of genocide to what
took place. The killing process was already irreversible and
rapidly developed its own momentum.

Heydrich’s orders had evidently left plenty of room for
interpretation to the Einsatzgruppen commanders. Most
initially killed only male Jews; others, whole families. Prob-
ably some clarification was sought. It seems to have been
provided by Himmler in August 1941.39 At any rate, by
late August and into September, with the military advance
slowing and increasing numbers of Jews in German hands,
the murders escalated dramatically, now being generally
extended to include not just adult males but all Jews — in-
cluding women and children. The Wehrmacht, having lost
whatever vestiges of humanitarian feelings had still been
present during the early atrocities in Poland, cooperated
with the murder squads and committed many outrages on
its own account.*?

By the end of July, Heydrich had sought and attained
the authorisation necessary from Goring (who since 1939
had nominally been in charge of coordinating the ‘solution’
to the ‘Jewish Question’) to prepare for the coming ‘total
solution’.#! Until mid September this still appears to have
been conceived of in terms of a territorial settlement —
deportation to a Jewish reservation in the east, which would
doubtless have amounted to some form of gigantic concen-
tration camp. But at this juncture, with the prospects for a
rapid victory over the Soviet Union rapidly dwindling, Hitler,
who till then had vetoed deportation into the military zone,
foreseeing the final removal of the Jews from l‘umpc to the
east as following upon a successfully concluded campaign,
was persuaded to order the (lcp(n[aunn of German Jews.#?
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In the circumstances, the deportation order was synonymous
with a decision for extermination. At any rate, the crucial
steps into the fully fledged ‘Final Solution’ — the attempted
systematic murder of all the Jews of Europe — now rapidly
followed, one after another.

Within a month, the first deported German Jews were
arriving at the Lodz ghetto, where conditions were already
indescribable and where liquidation of the inmates had been
mooted months earlier as the solution.*3 Trainloads followed
within a short time to Riga, where the first German Jews were
shot in late November.

Around October 1941, the Police Chief of Lublin, Odilo
Globocnik, was placed by Himmler in charge of what came
to be known as ‘Aktion Reinhard’, with the mandate to extermi-
nate the Jews of Poland. Within a short time planning began
on the first of the extermination camps within Globocnik’s
remit, Belzec, later followed by Sobibor and Treblinka.
Viktor Brack, deputy head of the Fihrer Chancellory, with
the experience of the ‘euthanasia action’ behind him, sup-
plied the experts to advise on gassing techniques and the
personnel, tried and tested through the ‘euthanasia action’,
to carry out the work. Construction now began, too, of
the extermination unit at Birkenau, within the Auschwitz
complex. At about the same time, a ‘special command’ of
Himmler’s men led by Herbert Lange, formerly engaged
in the murder of the mentally sick in East Prussia through
the device of a ‘gas van’, after scouring the area in favour
of a suitable extermination site for liquidating the Jews of
the Lodz ghetto in the Warthegau, settled upon a site near
Chelmno and began operations in early December 1941.
The ‘Final Solution’ was now under way, its logistics to be
worked out at the Wannsee Conference on 20 January 1942.

During the summer of 1941, the inexorable course of
events in the Russian campaign, together with the growing
practical difficulties of coping with the millions of incarcer-
ated Jews, the keenness of Nazi Gauleiter to rid themselves
of remaining Jews on their territory, and the organisa-
tional ambitions of the SS, combined to produce mounting
pressure from a number of sides to bring about a ‘final
solution’ to the ‘Jewish Question’. Initiatives came from many
quarters. But, given the nature of the Fiihrer state, Hitler re-
mained the key to whatever comprehensive action was taken.
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Hitler was the inspiration behind the ‘Final Solution’, even
where the direct initiatives came from others. Goebbels called
him the ‘unswerving protagonist and advocate of a radical
solution’.#* The ‘order’ or ‘wish’ of the Fiihrer was invariably
invoked at every level in setting in motion and carrying out
the murder of the Jews.45 Crucial decisions required Hitler’s
approval. Himmler claimed Hitler’s authority for the order
around mid August 1941 to extend the killing in the Soviet
Union to Jewish women and children.#6 At the prompting of
Goebbels and Heydrich, Hitler consented in August 1941 to
the introduction of the ‘Yellow Star’ to be worn by German
Jews — something which, for tactical reasons, he had hitherto
rejected.4? There is no doubt that Hitler himself in mid
September took the decision to deport the German Jews
to the east, sealing their fate. No written directive from
Hitler ordering the ‘Final Solution’ has survived. Almost
certainly none was ever given. But there can be no serious
doubt that Hitler gave the verbal orders to kill the Jews of
Europe — even if such orders amounted to no more than
a simple blanket empowering of Himmler and Heydrich.

War and the Jews had been bound up in Hitler’s thinking
from the beginning. He had blamed the loss of the First
World War on the Jews. He had threatened them with
extinction in the event of a new war. In the late summer
of 1941, war and the fate of the Jews became in reality
inseparable. As the progress of the German troops became
slower, and doubts grew into the certainty that the vital
gamble of the quick knock-out blow against the Soviet Union
had failed, that Germany was faced with a prolonged war,
and that the magnitude of the task to attain final victory was
now enormous, Hitler’s mood became pessimistic. It was in
this frame of mind that he authorised the steps to ensure that
his ‘prophecy’ of 1939 should be fulfilled to the letter. The
Jews would be in no position to defeat Germany a second
time. In precisely the months of September and October
1941, when the decisive steps for all-out genocide were taken,
his mood became once more hopeful and confident.*®

Though the critical decisions in the extermination of the
Jews were indeed taken by Hitler, the ‘Final Solution’ cannot
be seen simply in personalised terms. The radicalisation of
anti-Jewish policy during the 1930s took place with litte
active involvement on Hiter’s part and in full view of
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German society. If many ordinary citizens were less than
enthused by what was going on, there was as good as no
opposition. The churches, too, looked to their own interests
and remained, as institutions, silent in the face of gross
inhumanity. Industry and commerce objected on pragmatic
grounds when foreign trade appeared to be endangered,
but easily reconciled themselves to a programme of ruthless
economic exploitation and plunder of Jewish property. Civil
servants, from the heads of major government departments
down to the small fry organising the timetabling of the
deportation trains, worked hard to turn ideological irra-
tionality into bureaucratic regulations for discrimination.
The army, unhappy at some of the ‘excesses’ in Poland,
were cooperative in the fight against the ‘Jewish—Bolshevik’
arch-enemy. And in the SS, Hitler had the most dynamic
organisation in the Third Reich, drawing its entire ethos
from a doctrine of racial dominance and wedded to the
centrality of the need to solve the ‘Jewish Question’. German
genocide, therefore, was far from one man’s doing. Rather, it
was the product of the readiness, on the part of widely varied
sections of society, to work towards the visionary goals of a
‘charismatic leader’ who, by the time conditions for genocide
emerged, was entirely freed of any constitutional or legal
constraints.

While the death-mills of the east were going into full
production, ultimate victory in the war was slipping further
away from Germany. Military and economic advisers told
Hitler in November 1941 that the war could not be won.
He himself voiced for the first time the thought that the
German people might perish in the struggle.4? As the odds
lengthened, Hitler gambled ever more recklessly. Willpower
increasingly replaced strategy, irrationality more and more
displaced reason. The divide with his generals deepened to
a chasm in the winter crisis of 1941-42. With things going
wrong, he cast around for scapegoats. Numerous generals
were sacked. The head of the army, von Brauchitsch, event-
ually succeeded in having his tendered resignation accepted.
Hitler himself now took over the army leadership, becoming
thereby enmeshed in the minutiae of command details.

In the depths of the winter crisis, Japan’s attack on Pearl
Harbor on 7 December 1941 was the best news Germany
could hope for. Germany had, in fact, been trying since
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the previous April to bring Japan into the war in order
to keep the USA out of the European arena.’9 To this
end, Hitler had already before Pearl Harbor been ready
to commit Germany to war against America in the event of
Japanese aggression. But a formal agreement to this effect
had still to be signed. The Japanese coup gave Hitler what he
had wanted for months. Germany, one might have thought,
could now have refrained from action and rejoiced in the
prospect of American energies being taken up in a Pacific
conflict. There was no formal commitment to intervene. And
all Hitler could extract from the Japanese was an agreement
not to enter a separate peace with America. Nevertheless, on
11 December 1941 he announced Germany’s declaration of
war against the USA. It was a typical Hitler forward move,
attempting to seize the initiative in a conflict with the USA
which, he argued, already existed in reality and was bound
before long anyway to become an open one. But it was
a move from weakness, not strength. And it was more
irrational than any strategic decision taken to that date. For
the first time, it was an obvious loser’s throw of the dice.

For a time in 1942, Germany’s military successes in Russia
and north Africa flattered to deceive. An internal analysis
by the High Command established that the Wehrmacht
was weaker in mid 1942 than it had been the previous
year.5! And the German war economy was under enormous
strain. With backs to the wall, the economy, under Speer’s
leadership, was to show remarkable resilience between 1942
and 1944, though the hope of competing with the com-
bined economic might of the Allies was a vain one. On
the military front, the defeats at El Alamein and, above
all, the calamitous sacrifice of the German Sixth Army at
Stalingrad — where approaching 250,000 soldiers were lost
in a terrible two-month battle which ended on 2 February
1943 with surrender and Soviet captivity for the 91,000
survivors — amounted to major turning-points in Germany’s
fortune.

The defeat at Stalingrad symbolised, not just in retro-
spect, the beginning of the end of Hitler’s rule. His per-
sonal respon51blllty for the débacle was widely recognised.
The mounting criticism of the Icgmlc no I(mgc stopped
at the Fiihrer. Underground resistance began to regroup.
Hitler’s power was shaken. But its grip was still enormously

159



HITLER

strong. Only a putsch or total military defeat could break

i

=

1720
18.

ILG):

20.

21.

NOTES AND REFERENCES

Broszat, Staat, pp. 380-1.

The title of the masterly study by Franz Neumann,
Behemoth. The Structure and Practice of National Socialism,
London, 1942.

Dieter Rebentisch, Fiihrerstaat und Verwaltung im Zweiten
Weltkrieg, Stuttgart, 1989, pp. 41-2.

Gruchmann, ‘Die “Reichsregierung™, p. 202.

See Rebentisch, p. 374 and n. 11.

Gruchmann, ‘Die “Reichsregierung’, pp. 196-7.
Rebentisch, p. 401.

Gruchmann, ‘Die “Reichsregierung™, pp. 211, 223, n.
115.

Rebentisch, pp. 399-400.

. See Broszat, Staat, pp. 384-5

. Rebentisch, pp. 362-3.

. Documentation on the ‘euthanasia action’ in N&P, iii,
997 ff.

. N&P, n1, 1021.

. IMG, xxvi, 255-7; trans. N&P, ii, 930.
. Rebentisch, p. 381.
. See Wolfgang Benz, ‘Partei und Staat im Dritten Reich’,

in Martin Broszat and Horst Méller (eds.), Das Dritte Reich,
Munich, 1983, p. 78.

Neumann, p. 384.

The key work on Ribbentrop is Wolfgang Michalka,
Ribbentrop und die deutsche Weltpolittk 1933—1940, Munich,
1980.

The following passages rely mainly on Alfred Kube, Pour
le mérite und Hakenkreuz. Hermann Géring im Dritten Reich,
Munich, 1986, esp. pp. 299 ff.

Leonidas E. Hill (ed.), Die Weizsicker-Papiere 1933—1950,
Berlin, 1974, p. 162.

See K.-J. Miiller, ‘Nationalkonservative Eliten zwischen
Kooperation und Widerstand’, in Jirgen Schmideke and

160

—




22,
23.
e
2.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

31.

32.
38.
34.
56.
36.

37

38.
39.
40.
4].
42.
43.
44.
246
46.

47.
48.

ABSOLUTE POWER

Peter Steinbach (eds.), Der Widerstand gegen den National-
sozialismus, Munich, 1985, pp. 28-31.

IMG, xxvi, 340; trans. N&P, 111, 740.

IMG, xxvi, 343; trans. N&P, iii, 742.

Monologe, p. 108.

Text of the speech in Domarus, pp. 970-3.

Domarus, p. 1058; trans. N&P, iii, 1049.

N&P, iii, 743.

IMG, xxvi, 379; trans. N&P, iii, 928.

Heeresadjutant ber Hitler, p. 68; trans. N&P, 111, 941.

Cit. Helmut Krausnick and Hans-Heinrich Wilhelm,
Die Truppe des Weltanschauungskrieges, Stuttgart, 1981,
pp- 626-7. See also Martin Broszat, Nationalsozialistische
Polenpolitik 1939— 1945, Frankfurt am Main, 1965, p. 200;
trans. N&P, 11, 665.

Franz Halder, Kriegstagebuch, 3 vols, Stuttgart, 19624,
i1, 49-50.

N&P, iii, 815.

N&P, iii, 817.

Halder, Kriegstagebuch, ii, 336—7; trans. N&P, iii, 1086-7.
Anatomie des SS-Staates, 11, 211, 225-6.

Anatomie des SS-Staates, 11, 198—205.

. Anatomie des SS-Staates, it, 364-5; trans. Anatomy of the SS

State, pp. 62-3.

See Christopher Browning, The Final Solution and the
German Foreign Office, New York, 1978, p. 8.

Philippe Burrin, Hitler et les Juifs. Genese d'un Génocide,
Paris, 1989, pp. 117-18. :

See Omer Bartov, The Eastern Front 1941—1945. German
Troops and the Barbarisation of Warfare, London, 1985.
Anatomie des SS-Staates, i1, 372-3; trans. Anatomy of the SS
State, p. 68.

Burrin, pp. 138-9.

BAK, R58/954, ff. 189-91; trans. N&P, iii, 1103.

Louis D. Lochner (ed.), Goebbels Tagebiicher aus den Jahren
1942—43, Zurich, 1948, p. 143.

See Gerald Fleming, Hitler und die Endlosung. ‘Es ist des
Fiihrers Wunsch’, Wiesbaden/Munich, 1982, for presenta-
tion of the evidence.

Burrin, pp. 118, 151.

Burrin, p. 136.

Burrin, ch. 6, esp. pp. 164 ff. Sce also Arno Mayer, Why

161







Chapter 7
HUBRIS OF POWER

In Greek mythology, the self-deification of Hubris in
challenging the gods incites the wrath of Nemesis, the
goddess of retribution, avenger of arrogant presumption,
punisher of extraordinary crimes. It seems an apposite
metaphor for the climacteric phase of Hitler’s power.
Before 1941, the magnification of Hitler’s power — and of
his self-glory — had accompanied a succession of breathtaking
triumphs. Astride the world, contempt for puny opposition
could be boundless. But the conquests could not produce
final victory. And with the failure of the Blitzkrieg in the
Soviet Union and the entry into the war of the USA, the thin
line between victory and inexorable defeat was crossed, the
megalomaniac gamble for world power doomed. After 1941,
Hitler was to experience only adversity and calamity. His
volatile moods signified at the one extreme an unquenchable,
increasingly irrational optimism that his will would ultimately
triumph, that ‘Providence’ would not fail him; at the other
extreme depression and resignation at the powerlessness to
gain victory or to escape defeat, with a corresponding fury
lashing out on all sides, stopping only at self-criticism.
Hitler’s power in these last years was a paradox. Until the
visible signs of dissolution set in during the final months of
his rule, his power remained intact — unbroken in the sense
that his orders were carried out and not disobeyed, and in
the sense that he continued to function as the legiimating
instance of all forms of authority in the Third Reich. On
the other hand, in the face of mounting adversity Hitler
had lost the power to determine the course and character
of events. The initiative had been permanently relinquished.
The powerlessness to turn the tide of war reflected itself in
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ever wilder irrationality, whose impact upon the structure
and conduct of government was catastrophic. The incapacity
to conclude the war either through victory or through a
rational peace settlement culminated not only in a personal
death-wish on Hitler’s part, but in a verdict of destruction
and damnation on his own people who, in his eyes, had
failed him. It was the logical climax of Hitler’s hubris of
power.

By the second winter of the Russian campaign, the re-
lentless pressure of the war began to take its toll of Hitler’s
health. From 1943 onwards he was in many ways a sick man
— at times, as in autumn 1944 and again in April 1945, quite
seriously ill.

The signs are that Hitler was under acute nervous strain
in late 1942 and early 1943, during the months following the
bitter confrontation with his generals about strategy in the
Caucasus and including the Stalingrad catastrophe. In this
period, Hitler usually ate alone and left his own quarters
as little as possible. He slept badly. His only relaxation was
a short walk with his dog. He did not even want to listen to
Wagner any longer. His mood was one of deep depression,
finding release in violent outbursts of uncontrollable rage,
especially directed at his generals, as he cast around for
scapegoats.

Hitler’s detachment from reality broke new bounds in
the last war years. His self-imposed isolation in his re-
mote headquarters in East Prussia (for a short time in
1942—43 in Winniza in the Ukraine) intensely magnified
his tendency to exclude unpalatable reality in favour of
an illusory world in which ‘will’ always triumphed. He no
longer visited the front, paying his last visit to any army
field headquarters in September 1943; the war was con-
ducted entirely from the map-room of the Fiihrer bun-
ker. His trips to Germany became ever rarer as, without
successes to proclaim, he cut himself off from the Ger-
man public. He did not visit a single bombed city, and
was more shocked by the destruction of public buildings
than by reports of human suffering. He was inaccessible
to all but a favoured few Nazi leaders; and he made his
only concessions to socialising in the company of his sec-
retaries, adjutants, doctors and the ubiquitous Bormann,
treating them late at night to endless monologues on future
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architectural plans in a post-war utopia and reminiscences
on his past life and ‘struggle’. For the most part, he was
impersonal and distant in human relations. That he was not
untouched by his growing isolation was revealed in a remark
he made to Albert Speer, that soon his only friends would
be Friulein Braun and his dog.! Speer’s impression was of
a man who was in the process of burning out.

During the last two years of the war, Hitler also in-
creasingly became a physical wreck. His strong hypochon-
driac tendencies were pandered to by his quack doctor
Morell, who pumped him during the war with no fewer than
ninety separate patent medicines and injections.2 Whether
the twenty-eight different pills each day and regular hor-
mone and other injections did him any good is extremely
doubtful. But in any case, an unhealthy life of constant stress,
sleeplessness, poor diet, lack of exercise and total absence of
relaxation produced an inevitable sharp acceleration of the
aging process. Goring remarked in 1943 that Hitler had aged
fifteen years since the beginning of the war.? The shaking
of his left arm, dizziness and disturbance of balance were
possibly symptoms of Parkinson’s Disease; but this cannot be
established with any reliability.

The physical deterioration accelerated following the
attempt on Hitler’s life in July 19444 A cardiogram in
September confirmed the rapidly advancing arterio sclerosis,
which had first been diagnosed in spring 1943. Towards the
end of the month Hitler contracted jaundice. Around this
time, the shaking and trembling in his limbs reappeared
more strongly than ever, after they had disappeared for
a while following the shock of the explosion in the Wolf’s
Lair headquarters. The stomach cramps, intestinal spasms
and headaches were chronic. Dizziness and sickly feeling
were often present for hours at a time. Dr Morell regarded
the accumulation of health problems in September 1944 as
a minor collapse — a belated reaction to the attempt on
Hitler’s life.5

In the last months of the war, though he was still only in
his mid fifties, Hitler’s body was that of an old man. His
hair was grey, his head and hands shook visibly, he was
scarcely capable of shuffling more than a few steps in a
bowed and unsteady gait; his eyes were bloodshot; saliva at
times dripped from his mouth.®
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In what ways and why the mentally unstable and physically
decrepit man directing Germany’s fortunes from a head-
quarters part way between monastery and concentration
camp, as Jodl described it,” could continue to exercise power
is the subject of this final chapter. Brief consideration of
a number of aspects of Nazi policy indeed indicates that
Hitler’s authority remained paramount and incontestable.
It reveals at the same time the utter absurdity and ultimate
helplessness — other than the capability to destroy — built into
the mounting arbitrariness of the exercise of personalised
power in its full hubris.

Given the extent of fragmentation of government in the
Third Reich, the major spheres of policy were linked only
through Hitler. Policy deliberations involved Hitler in discus-
sion with individuals (such as Himmler in the case of race pol-
icy and the occupied territories, or Bormann and Lammers
in domestic affairs), or shifting bodies of armaments experts
and military personnel (on munitions production and war
strategy). But Hitler remained the only strand in the web
binding all the threads together.

By the time of the defeat at Stalingrad, Hitler had in
effect for long been a ‘part-time Reich Chancellor’.# Goebbels
complained on a number of occasions in early 1943 of a
‘lack of leadership in domestic and foreign policy’, of ‘a
complete lack of direction in German domestic policy’, and
of a ‘leadership crisis’.? In private, Goebbels in fact spoke
not only of a ‘leadership crisis’ but of a ‘Leader crisis’.1? He
simply could not understand why Hitler had relinquished
the vital field of ‘politics’ in favour of the wholly secondary
task of military command.

Goebbels’ comments arose in the context of his exclusion
from a last attempt at a form of collective government,
initiated by the Reich Chancellory. A ‘Committee of Three’
comprising Lammers, Keitel and Bormann — dubbed sar-
castically by Goring ‘the Three Kings'!! — was set up, and
met eleven times between January and August 1943. Goring,
Goebbels, Speer and other excluded prominent leaders spent
the next months scheming to undermine the committee.
The idea was to break Bormann’s influence on Hitler, and
to revamp Goring’s powers as head of the defunct Reich
Defence Council. The machinations failed both because of
Goring’s poor standing with Hitler in the light of the failure
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of the Luftwaffe to combat Allied bombing, and also as a
result of the personal rivalries of those involved in the
intrigue.

They need have worried little, however, about the like-
lihood of being by-passed by a new institution of power.
In practice, the ‘Committee of Three’ was soon stymied
once again by the administrative chaos in the Third Reich.
It rapidly came up against vested interests of the varied
power blocks and petty fiefdoms which meant that a unified,
simplified and coordinated centralised administration was
vitiated from the outset. It also had to cope with arbitrary
and sporadic interventions by Hitler, blocking ‘for political
reasons’ administrative measures which the committee had
worked out. These interventions ranged from preventing the
conscription for labour of women over the age of forty-five,
to stopping the merging of local government offices, and
even to permission for horse-racing and betting-shops to
continue.

The question of whether to ban horse-racing during the
‘total war” highlights the chaotic nature of decision-making in
domestic affairs.!2 Not least, it shows Hitler’s own authority
to be necessary as legitimation, but his capacity to arrive at
a clear, unequivocal decision to be remarkably limited.

It began with Goebbels, particularly alert to questions
of morale at the time of the Stalingrad defeat, seeking
a directive from Hitler to ban horse-racing after workers
in a Berlin tank factory had allegedly shown their disap-
proval at racing taking place nearby while they had to
work on Sundays. Hitler communicated his disagreement
in a telegram to the Propaganda Ministry: there was a lack
of entertainment as it was, and a visit to the races was
among the favourite relaxations of the tank-factory workers.
Goebbels then paid a visit to the Fiihrer Headquarters and
reported to the Reich Chancellory, on his return, that Hitler
had spoken out against the continuation of horse-racing —
a plain contradiction of the earlier telegram.

Following hectic deliberations, in which Hitler was again
consulted, horse-racing was allowed but confined to a limited
number of courses, with all other courses, together with
bookies’ offices, being closed down. Reich Defence Commis-
sars (who were all Party Gauleiter) were given permission to
ban other races if it was felt necessary for morale reasons.
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But, on the contrary, a number of Gauleiter now found
pressing reasons why their own localities should be excluded
from the general ban. In Munich a row broke out between
Gauleiter Paul Giesler and Christian Weber, a Hitler crony
since the early Munich days, a former pub bouncer who had
become President of the Economic Federation of German
Riding-Stable Owners, about continued racing at Riem, on
the outskirts of Munich. Both complained to Hitler, whose
wisdom of Solomon judgement was that racing at Riem
should be stopped, because of the wastage of petrol in
laying on transport to the course for spectators, but that it
should be allowed on the Theresienwiese in the city centre.

Soon afterwards Hitler remarked to Bormann, on seeing
advertisements in a newspaper for horse-racing in Berlin,
that Munich should not be less favoured than the Reich
capital, and promptly gave directions for racing to be opened
in Riem again. Bormann, Lammers, Goebbels and various
Gauleiter continued to engage in correspondence about
horse-racing in these months when the military outcome
of the war was effectively being decided. Finally, Lammers
and Bormann agreed, in accordance with an ‘expression of
the will of the Fihrer’, that racing and bookmaking should
once more be generally permitted, but that Reich Defence
Commissars should be empowered to ban them if need be.

The farce had taken around five months to resolve. Hitler
had been personally involved on several occasions. It was vital
for all parties to obtain a ‘Fiithrer decision’. But the ‘deci-
sions’ had been arbitrary, scarcely consistent, and strongly
influenced by the way the case had been presented and
the person presenting it. It ended in central government
conceding that no ruling could be laid down, and that actual
power of implementation resided with the Gauleiter.

The ‘Committee of Three’ had constantly sought to ‘work
towards the Fithrer’, and had never contemplated any deci-
sions which might have run counter to Hitler’s expressed
wishes. But the failure of the Committee was the final
demonstration of the incompatibility of any systematic ad-
ministration with the arbitrary and unsystematic power of
the Fiihrer.

In the last two years of the Third Reich, the progressive
fragmentation and disintegration of government reached its
apogee. It is true that by March 1945, Bormann was laying
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plans to centralise Party control (and his own power base)
still further by taking over the Fiihrer Chancellory and
Ley’s office as Reich Organisation Leader of the Party.!3
But this scarcely marked a rational move to a coordinated
structure of government. By this time there was, in fact,
a notable disproportion between the gathering stream of
directives issuing from Bormann and the practicalities of
their implementation as government buildings were bombed,
files and records burnt, and communications networks de-
stroyed.

Hitler remained alert to the very end to the protection of
his own rights of final jurisdiction. Goebbels, for example,
was empowered, as Plenipotentiary for Total War Deploy-
ment, to issue directives but not binding legal decrees, and
Hitler reserved to himself the last word in instances where
objections arose from Goebbels’ directives.!* Goebbels was
intelligent enough to strike the right chord with Hitler’s
prejudices in order to gain approval for most of his actions,
but on occasions where he encountered objections — often in
small matters of detail which had come to Hitler’s attention
— he yielded without demur.!?

Hitler’s authority remained, then, unquestioned, his back-
ing a necessary prerequisite for action. Disobedience or
disloyalty was for Nazi leaders beyond contemplation.!¢ But
there was less coherence and rationality than ever in his
exercise of power. It was impulsively and spasmodically
reactive, rather than clear, consistent and constructive.

This was a consequence of the irrationality of the power
structure itself. The disintegration of all intermediary struc-
tures of authority and the preservation of the final deter-
mining right of the Fiihrer, which went hand in hand with
the upholding of his prestige, had led to an extraordinary
accretion of power, but with it to a level of personalisation
in decision-taking which was incompatible with systematic
government and administration. Final responsibility for the
most wide-ranging and also for the most trivial policy de-
cisions rested with Hitler. But his unwillingness to reach a
decision, or search for a compromise, in complex or sensitive
matters was notorious.!” And he was increasingly reluctant
to pass on such responsibility, or to delegate any authority.

As long as the run of diplomatic and military triumphs had
continued, his natural indolence had been compatible with
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the ‘genial’ direction of grand strategy. But in conditions of
total war, and faced with the self-imposed unrelieved burden
of work and punishing routine necessitated by concentrating
the direction of both civilian and military affairs in his own
hands, Hitler could not cope. The demands on the intellec-
tual resources, competence and energy needed to manage
responsible decision-making on all important issues would
have been beyond the capacity of any single individual. They
were certainly beyond Hitler.

The lack of direction in internal affairs, of which Goebbels
complained, was also a product of Hitler’s unwillingness and
inability to create clear systematic lines of policy control,
allocate priorities, and delegate full authority. Only the
manifestation of the threat from within — the recurring
nightmare of another ‘1918’ — could galvanise Hitler into
belated reactive action. Hence, it took the fall of Mussolini
to prompt the replacement of Frick, for years ineffectual,
by Himmler at the Reich Ministry of the Interior. And
only in the aftermath of the bomb plot of July 1944 could
Hitler finally be persuaded to give Goebbels ‘plenipotentiary
powers’ (which, as we have seen, were less extensive than
his title suggested) for total war mobilisation. By then, with
the room for manoeuvre in domestic affairs rigidly limited
by external events, ‘politics’ had crystallised once more into
propaganda and terror. Mobilisation of the masses to fight
on and hold out, and repression of anything threatening that
end were all that counted. They were, in fact, all that was
left: a substitute for policy.

The most crucial sphere of policy in the later war years was
that of armaments production. It was an area in which Hitler
took the keenest and most direct interest, involving himself
to the fullest. It provides a particularly telling illustration of
the character of Hitler’s power.

Following the untimely death in January 1942 of Fritz
Todt, who had masterminded the Reich’s building and con-
struction projects from the early years of the Third Reich,
Albert Speer — the ‘court’ architect, and specially favoured by
Hitler — found himself without prior consultation suddenly
appointed to all Todt’s offices, including that of Minister
of Armaments. His objection that he knew nothing about
armaments production was brushed aside by Hitler, who said
he was sure Speer would manage it, and in any case he had
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no one else. Hitler provided him with the requested authori-
sation, and promptly blocked Goéring’s attempt to muscle
in on the new domain which Speer had been offered.!8
The demarcation of Speer’s powers and responsibilities was,
however, characteristically left vague and ill-defined.

The new Armaments Minister proved an inspired choice.
Ambitious, clever and dynamic, he turned around the over-
bureaucratised, inefficient production of armaments which
by 1941 had still not reached the level of the First World
War.19 ‘Speer, I will sign everything that comes from you,’
Hitler is alleged to have told him.2° But the next years
were nevertheless to show that Hitler’s authorisation was
never as extensive as it seemed. In the jungle of the Third
Reich, Speer had to use all the considerable scheming and
elbow-power he possessed to fight his way through. Not
only the conflicting powers assigned to Fritz Sauckel as
Plenipotentiary for Labour Mobilisation blocked his path.
He had to compete with intrigues among his own right-hand
men — Xavier Dorsch, head of the central office of the
former Todt Organisation, and Karl Otto Saur, head of the
technical office in Speer’s ministry. Both were particularly
trusted by Hitler. And both schemed at times against Speer,
going to Hitler behind his back. By 1945 Speer was in
effect indeed superseded by the thrusting Saur. Not least,
Speer was to learn at first hand how Hitler’s own arbitrary,
impulsive and dilettante interventions could sabotage any
rational formulation of armaments policy.

Self-taught in the technicalities of weaponry as’in other
matters, Hitler had considerable knowledge and an extra-
ordinary memory for minute detail. He could take an
informed part, therefore, in the conferences on armaments
production, in which he was usually in more relaxed mood
than during the strategy conferences with his generals.
Despite his mastery of detail, however, his understanding
of weapons systems was by no means sophisticated, wide-
ranging or far-sighted. In many respects, his conception
of weaponry derived from the technological developments
of the First World War and the 1920s. Moreover, he was
scarcely equipped to cope with the sophisticated scientific
and technological principles of modern weapons systems.?!

Hitler involved himself regularly and directly in decisions
which had almost daily to be taken in the realm of armaments
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production. Some 2,500 ‘Fiihrer decisions’ are recorded
between 1942 and 1945 in the protocols of the armaments
briefings by Speer and his team?2 (who relied upon the
leadership and technological expertise of major armaments
firms for the data they presented to Hitler). The decisions
were normally made either during or immediately following
the verbal reports made by Speer and his technical experts,
though were sometimes modified during the course of con-
ferences which could last for several days. The recorded
decisions were in any case ‘doctored’ by Speer and his
colleagues. Phrases such as ‘the Fiihrer has decided’ or ‘in
the opinion of the Fiihrer’ were added at every opportunity
in order to lend authority to Speer’s directives.?3

Speer well knew how to couch his suggestions in order
to gain Hitler’s approval. Such agreement remained crucial
since Hitler’s decisions were indeed accepted on all sides as
authoritative. Speer could then seize upon Hitler’s agree-
ment to pass on directions to government ministers and
to the army. Hitler’s consent, along with his requests and
demands, rapidly became thus translated into a string of
decrees and orders on the part of his Armaments Minister.

Speer was initially adept at exploiting his close ties with
Hitler to obtain an uncritical signature on draft decrees and
a nod of approval for recommendations made in the arma-
ments conferences. Moreover, he could use the authority of
Hitler to free reserves of energy in the system.?* But the
more hopeless the war situation and Hitler’s desperate search
for a ‘miracle’ became, the more Speer had to reckon with his
wholly unpredictable, arbitrary and dogmatic interventions.
And the more grave Germany’s military position became,
the more closed Hitler’s mind became to counter-argument
or alternative suggestions.

Hitler’s tendency to over-simplification, his strategic mis-
calculations, his instinctive leaning towards offensive rather
than defensive weaponry, his reduction of complexities to
matters of will, continued readiness to be more impressed
by production than performance of weaponry,?> and his
self-delusion — sometimes based upon misinformation from
Speer, himself by no means always well informed?26 — imposed
limitations, sometimes damaging, on policy formulation.
Diffuse and suggestive insinuation by Speer’s rivals to match
Hitler’s own known prejudices, coupled with Hitler’s over-
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estimation of his own knowledge and ability and repeated
emphasis on the experience gained as an ‘ordinary front
soldier’ in the First World War, led to major errors in
weaponry design and production.

The insistence upon a heavy, slow type of tank, ill-equipped
to cope with the more mobile Soviet tanks, was one such
error. Hitler demanded greater armour, not more speed, to
combat the Russian T34. As a result, the German Tiger had
grown from its original fifty to seventy-five tons, and the new
light Panther soon expanded from thirty to forty-eight tons.
Seeing advantage for his firm in allying himself with Hitler’s
preferences, Ferdinand Porsche — now a byword for light, fast
cars —undertook to produce slow, heavy tanks. What emerged
was the ‘Mouse’, a monster of a hundred tons, followed by
even larger prototypes which proved utter non-starters.2?
Hitler’s perverse directive did not lose Germany the war.
Most tanks produced, in fact, remained light and by 1944
the most effective German tank was the sixteen-ton Hetzer.28
But it did lead to a damaging multiplicity of competing
projects instead of rational concentration of production.

More seriously damaging to Germany’s war effort was
Hitler’s reluctance to commission the Me262 jet fighter.2?
This was potentially Germany’s most effective defence weapon
against growing allied air superiority. With a speed of up to
800 km per hour, the jet could outfly any contemporary air-
craft. It was commissioned in May 1943, but production pri-
orlty was removed by Hitler in September, apparently follow-
ing indications of the jet’s high fuel expenditure. 30 Suddenly,
in January 1944, Hitler restored priority after reading re-
ports in the press of British experiments with jet aeroplanes.
But now Hitler, with his characteristic leaning towards of-
fensive, not defensive, weaponry and misled, it would seem,
by comments of designer Professor Willy Messerschmitt,3!
to the dismay of all concerned with the aeroplane insisted
on its deployment as a bomber. And as attempts to persuade
him to alter this decision mounted through the summer of
1944, Hitler refused point blank to discuss the matter any
further. In late March 1945, he then astonishingly ordered
the rearming of the Me262 as a fighter.32 By that date there
was no fuel; in any case, the war was as good as over.

A further serious error in armaments production was
Hitler’s insistence for propaganda and prestige reasons upon
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the production and deployment of the V1 flying-bomb and
the V2 rocket in an absurdly misplaced emphasis upon offen-
sive weapons rather than defensive ground-to-air missiles
which could have offered some counter to Allied bombing.
Once he had been persuaded in October 1942 by Speer
of the potential of the long-range rocket-bomb, following
successful trials at Peenemiinde earlier that year, he had
characteristically demanded on impulse their mass produc-
tion on a scale which, given Germany’s fuel situation, was
quite incompatible with other urgent demands. A few months
later, he gave the project equal priority with tank produc-
tion.33 Even had it been possible to put into operation against
Britain the 5,000 rockets (or over five months’ production)
which Hitler wanted to assemble for simultaneous deploy-
ment, the bomb load would have been less than half that
of a combined Anglo-American bombing raid.3¢ As it was,
a huge effort of energy and expense — deflecting from more
worthwhile projects — was put into developing a weapon
which, by the time not five thousand at once but twenty-five
over a period of ten days came to be fired against England
in September 1944, amounted to only a fringe irritant to the
Allied war effort.

Serious though the mistakes were which flowed from
Hitler’s dilettante determination of armaments priorities,
the weaknesses of Germany’s armaments programmes in the
last war years cannot be attributed solely or even in the main
to his eccentric personal interventions. In the case of the
V2, for instance, the Army Ordnance Office had striven for
years to obtain recognition for its rocket programme (with
a corresponding keenness of the Luftwaffe to gain funding
for its own competing system, the ‘doodlebug’ cruise missile
or V1 flying-bomb).35> Hitler’s own reservations about the
V2 programme were in fact overcome by Speer only some
months after the project had met with the enthusiastic
backing of the Armaments Minister himself. And Speer not
only approved Hitler’s decision to go all out for the rocket-
bomb, but regarded the V2 as his own favourite armaments
project.36 The mistakes in the case of the V2 were at least as
much Speer’s as Hitler’s, even if the latter’s intervention was
decisive in the allocation of priorities. Hitler’s dilettantism
was, in fact, the direct expression of a supreme German
leadership hopelessly positioned once the optimistic gamble
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of the Blitzkrieg had given way to a belated and inadequate
adjustment to a defensive strategy with no way out.

Since the start of the war, and especially since the begin-
ning of the Russian campaign, the direction of military
strategy had been Hitler’s dominant concern. And once he
had taken over the leadership of the army as well as of the
armed forces as a whole, during the winter crisis of 1941, it
became his almost exclusive preoccupation.

In the western campaign of 1940, adopting General von
Manstein’s bold attacking ploy, Hitler had pursued an offen-
sive strategy against much contrary advice from his generals,
and achieved a remarkable military triumph. In the winter
of 1941, after his personal initiative had forced the attack
away from Moscow towards the flanks of Leningrad and the
Kiev salient, he had insisted upon a halt to the retreat from
Moscow which had saved an even worse military disaster.
Such successes amplified his contempt for his generals and
his own self-confidence. After the full-scale clash with the
military leadership in autumn 1942, Hitler’s strategic and
tactical limitations, arising from his inflexibility in adversity
and overestimation of will as the decisive military factor, were
central to the disaster of Stalingrad.

As supreme head of army command, Hitler was cen-
trally involved in the formulation of day-to-day tactics in
a way which occupied no other head of state during the
Second World War. For the German army, this was cata-
strophic. The command structure which he had devised
placed him in charge of both the general management of
military campaigns and its detailed tactics. It amounted to
an absurd and counter-productive concentration of power.
And it guaranteed that the clashes between Hitler and his
generals continued.

The crisis of confidence in the supreme military leadership
was never overcome. In the face of adversity, and with room
for manoeuvre and initiative rapidly diminishing, Hitler
looked everywhere except to himself in allocating blame for
setbacks. Above all, he heaped opprobrium on the incom-
petence or arrogance of his military leaders, towards whom
his distrust was as good as paranoid even before the at(,ack
on his life on 20 July 1944. Hitler’s view of his generals,
the aftermath of Stalingrad, was that they were cheating hlm
wherever they could do so, that they understood nothing of
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running a war, and that they were the untrained products
of a military education which had been wrongly conceived
for generations.3”

Among the ranks of the generals who met with Hitler’s
disfavour, even von Manstein and Guderian, who had counted
as amongst Hitler’s strongest supporters in the military lead-
ership and whose military achievements had been brilliant,
were dismissed towards the end of the war when, in Hitler’s
eyes, their will to victory and tenacity to stave off defeat had
declined. A protest or hint of disobedience at such dismissals
would have been unthinkable.

At the hub of the military command — and the centre-point
of daily routine in the Fihrer Headquarters — was the
two- or three-hour briefing conference each midday. The
conferences were a stressful occasion for all concerned,
including Hitler. The attempt to combine a strategic over-
view with repeated intervention in the petty detail of tactical
manoeuvre was disastrous. Convinced that the experience
of the First World War corporal was of greater value than
the formal military training of the professionals, Hitler was
often able to deploy his formidable detailed knowledge to
embarrass his generals, but also made serious errors of
judgement arising from a refusal to pay due attention to
advice from his commanders in the field and his insistence
on running the war in person and from the map-room of
his headquarters. As the vice tightened and the impossibility
of prising it open became ever more evident, Hitler’s inflex-
ibility, stubbornness, intolerance, irascibility, ready search for
scapegoats for mistakes, and grasping at straws as a way out
of problems intensified. It offered little prospect of sound
military leadership, and every likelihood of damaging errors
in the direction of the war.

However, the war was not lost for Germany as a result of
Hitler’s military mistakes, but because his form of politics
had brought Germany into a war and because that war had
been conducted in such a fashion that there was no political
way out.|Hitler had exchanged politics for war. The Allied
proclamation of ‘unconditional surrender’ was the logical
outcome, and one which Hitler understood most literally.38

Nor was it the case, as post-war apologists would have it,
that Hitler’s strategic blunders were tyrannically imposed
upon a reluctant military leadership which could otherwise
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have carried Germany to final victory. Hitler’s decisions
in the military arena were by no means all as absurd as
they were sometimes retrospectively painted.3® Moreover,
his regular circle of military advisers usually pandered to
his known wishes, supported his suggestions and withheld
criticism. And the advice received from front commanders
was at times contradictory or based upon false intelligence,
and frequently played to Hitler’s own over-optimistic assess-
ment of Germany’s prospects.

The powerlessness of the generals did not reside in an
individual incapacity to stand up to Hitler. Halder, Jodl,
Guderian and von Manstein were among those who not
infrequently brazened it out with Hitler. Other generals,
too, had their run-ins with their commander-in-chief. Few
of the top brass were outrightly Nazi. But the problem was
that they had collectively backed the regime as long as it was
winning. And they had no escape route once it was losing.
They had flourished with Hitler. Now they had to perish with
him. As Hitler repeatedly stated in the briefing conferences,
there was no retreat; the generals had burnt their boats along
with his own.40

It was in this context that Hitler’s characteristic reaction —
attack to regain the initiative — was turned by his generals
into the last two major German military offensives of the
war, ‘Operation Citadel’ in July 1943 and the assault through
the Ardennes in December 1944. Both were bold strategic
moves. They were conceived and initiated by Hitler himself.
But his commanders not only willingly carried out the or-
ders; they engaged in the shaping of them. Neither operation
had a great chance of success. Each was a desperation move
from weakness. With their failure, Germany’s military effort,
along with its political leadership, was bankrupt.

Meanwhile, all boats had been burnt in another fundamen-
tal sense. As military victory was revealed as an increasingly
vain illusion, the fight to destroy Germany’s racial enemies
could, it was believed, still be won. The urgency to complete
the physical liquidation of European Jewry as defeat was
staring Germany in the face was the most evident manifes-
tation of this. But compared with his active presence in the
shaping of armaments policy and military strategy, Hitler’s
participation in the latter stages of Nazi genocidal policy is
less plainly visible.
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In March 1943, Hitler gave Goebbels permission to com-
plete the removal of Jews from Berlin.4! In April he at-
tempted — though without success — to persuade Admiral
Horthy to deport Hungarian Jews to concentration camps.42
After a lengthy conferral with Himmler in mid June, he fully
backed the SS leader’s request to sustain radical measures
in the deportation of the Jews.#3 In October, following the
suggestion of Werner Best, his plenipotentiary in Denmark,
he ordered the deportation of the Danish Jews, and around
the same time, in order to avoid undue provocation of the
Papacy, he accepted Foreign Office advice not to dispatch
Rome’s 8,000 Jews for immediate liquidation but to send
them ‘as hostages’ to Mauthausen concentration camp in
Austria. 44

These blanket orders sufficed. Everything else could be
left to the SS, and to the unflagging organisational drive
of Himmler’s chief ‘manager’ of the ‘Final Solution’, Adolf
Eichmann. Hitler saw Himmler several times a week. Often
no one else was present, and no minutes were kept. It would
have been extraordinary if the progress of the ‘solution’ to
the ‘Jewish Question’ had never been mentioned. Hitler
was undoubtedly kept broadly informed. It seems, though,
unlikely that he enquired in great detail. He had spoken
about the fate of the Jews, even in his close entourage, only
in generalities — barbarous in their sentiments, but lacking
the outright bluntness of Himmler’s statements. He was, it
appears, content in the knowledge that his prophecy of 1939
was being fulfilled — a claim he made for the last time on 26
May 1944 in a speech to his generals, who warmly applauded
his comments.*>

Until the last weeks of the Third Reich, Hitler’s ‘orders’ —
often vague expressions of whim, sometimes contradictory,
frequently brutal, in many instances arbitrary or downright
eccentric — never ceased to find willing agents who attempted
to interpret them and put them into practice. Whatever
Hitler’s own paranoia, his wishes, down to the final stages of
the Third Reich, were not being countermanded, disobeyed
or sabotaged by his general staff, or by any other sector of
the Nazi regime.

The undoubted strength of Hitler’s personality, however
much it continued to impress itself upon those in his im-
mediate vicinity, can hardly in itself suffice to explain this
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unbroken mastery. The reasons for the continued subser-
vience have to be sought outside Hitler himself, in the
command structures of the Nazi state, in the vested interests
which still interlocked with the dying regime, in the reserves
of loyalty which were still not exhausted, and in the level
of repression which left little alternative for most ordinary
Germans.

Hitler’'s power remained, in the first instance, unbro-
ken because of the very lack of governmental system in
the Nazi regime. Hitler, as we have seen throughout, had
been extremely alert to any conceivable restriction upon his
powers, unwilling to be constrained by any formal struc-
tures or constitutional norms, and uninterested in preserving
clear channels of control. The deposition of Mussolini by
the Fascist Grand Council in July 1943 confirmed Hitler’s
fear of any institutional framework of control. The mooted
Nazi senate which would elect the next leader after Hitler
was, therefore, never called into being. The consequent
dissolution of the state as a system of government meant
that the position of the Flihrer remained indispensable to
the functioning of the regime as a whole. Policy-making
was utterly fragmented. Even in the different component
parts, decisions were reached through Hitler dealing with
specific individuals or groups, but not with a stable, collective
body representing central government. This meant that
particularist interests within the regime could be served
only through retention of their bonds with the Fiihrer.
He was the ‘enabler’ whose authority was necessary for
success in the competitive jungle of the Third Reich, the
legitimator whose sanction was needed to accord priority
to policy initiatives. The weakness of each of the individual
parts within the ‘system’ was, in this way, the strength of
Hitler’s own authority.

The non-Nazi elites had backed Hitler and profited from
his successes down to the middle of the war. The most
important of these were the leadership of the Wehrmacht
and industry. They had often only partly ‘engaged’ in the
Nazi system, and had for the most part retained some res-
ervations. But their partial enthusiasm had been acceptable
as long as their collaboration had been total. And by the
time they realised that Hitler was leading them inexorably to
ruination, they could do no more than partially ‘disengage’
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from the Nazi regime. Naturally, the ‘disengagement’ was
greatest where vested interests were concerned. But until
the final stages of the war, some significant affinities with
the Nazi leadership still existed.

In the face of inevitable defeat, German industry was in the
last phase of the war above all concerned to save what it could
from destruction and to look to survival in a non-Nazi future.
Nevertheless, there was scarcely a major German firm which
had not been deeply implicated in the plunder of Europe,
had not profited from its involvement in the war effort. Not
a single leading industrialist or top-ranking manager was to
be found among the disparate circles which made up the
conspiracy against Hitler of July 1944. Happy though many
of them would have been by this time to see the end of Hitler
and his regime, they were unprepared to do anything active
towards achieving that aim. The break with Nazism, when
it came, was from the point of view of industrialists to be
accomplished with as little disruption as possible, and with
the retention of the authoritarian structures of industrial
relations which the Nazis had reaffirmed.

Of the military leadership, those sufficiently concerned —
for whatever motives — to take the risk of plotting to remove
Hitler formed a courageous, but unrepresentative, minority.
Most leading generals — even such as Guderian, von Manstein
and von Rundstedt, who were prepared at times openly
to challenge Hitler’s judgement — remained loyal to the
end. Others, such as von Kluge, whose enthusiasm had
waned, wavered but refrained from direct opposition. The
leadership of the Luftwaffe and navy, from the outset more
enthusiastic than that of the army for the Nazi regime, stayed
for the most part loyal and warm in its support. Requested
in February 1944 to sign a personal declaration of loyalty to
Hitler, Field Marshal Weichs thought the reaffirmation of
his soldierly oath ‘unmilitary’, that the loyalty of the officer
had to be taken for granted.46 Even as late as March 1945,
Field Marshal Kesselring saw it as his soldierly duty to carry
out Hiter’s orders without question.*” Field Marshal Busch,
indeed, allegedly went so far as to accuse Donitz of failing to
act in Hitler’s spirit by refusing to fight on at the beginning
of May 1945!48

The fervent patriotism which pushed the heroic few who
joined the conspiracy to the belief that only Hitler's death
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could save Germany continued for the majority of military
leaders — and their men — to provide some sort of bond
with Hitler. Detestation of Bolshevism and fears of the
consequences of defeat reinforced such bonds, even where
the hopelessness of the military situation seemed self-evident.
Moreover, the oath of allegiance which the army had sworn
to Hitler personally presented again a most solemn tie which
few could contemplate breaking. But the bonds between the
military and Hitler went beyond the conventional soldierly
allegiance to the head of state. The Wehrmacht had been a
willing and active agent in the crusade against Bolshevism.
It had played its part in the atrocities and barbarities in the
eastern territories. Its complicity in genocide had not been
coerced. The applause which the unambiguous comments of
both Hitler and Himmler about the ‘Final Solution’ in May
1944 drew from the generals?? indicates that there had been
some affinity between Wehrmacht and Nazi leadership even
on the most terrible outcome of racial policy.

The recognition by the leaders of the conspiracy to assas-
sinate Hitler on 20 July 1944 of the unpopularity of their
attempted coup, even should it prove successful — that it
indeed amounted to ‘resistance without the people®® — was
testimony to the continued reserves of popular support on
which the regime, and Hitler personally, could draw, even in
mounting adversity. Hitler’s popularity among the German
people, greatly reduced though it was since the heyday
of 1940, was, given the conditions of the last war years,
remarkable. Not least, ordinary soldiers captured at the
front revealed a high level of admiration for the person of
the Fihrer into the last weeks of the Reich. Hitler’s popular
backing had still not completely dissolved.

The major upholders of the nimbus of the Fiihrer were,
naturally, the committed functionaries and activists of the
Nazi Party and its manifold affiliations. There remained a
hard core of fanatical believers whose faith, even in extremis,
did not waver. Nor was it simply a matter of affective bonds
with the regime. In material terms, an army of apparatchiks
stood to lose by Hitler’s downfall.

Above all this was the case for the Nazi leadership itself.
The war had greatly extended the number of those who
benefited materially from the Third Reich — those who had
gained status and power, and with that profits from the
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regime’s booty, plunder and corruption. Generous ‘gifts’ by
Hitler helped to sweeten any souring loyalties, not only of his
Party satraps, but also of field marshals in the Wehrmacht.
Hitler had spoken in 1940 of a prudent policy of rewarding
his military leaders not only with promotions to the posi-
tion of field marshal and colonel-general but also with a
tax-free bonus to remind them of their oath of loyalty.5!
Later in the war, Sperrle, Keitel, Guderian, von Leeb and
von Reichenau were among those favoured by substantial
‘donations’.52

In another important way, too, the Nazi elite and also
significant sections of the non-Nazi elites remained bound
to Hitler. The war — especially the barbarous, genocidal war
in the east — greatly magnified the number of those who had
‘burnt their boats’ with the Nazi regime, who were bound to
Hitler through their complicity in mass murder. For them,
as for Hitler — who spoke of the need to ‘burn boats’ to
achieve great deeds®3 — there was no way out. The reminder
that they were ‘all in it together’ may, indeed, have been a
conscious motive on Himmler’s part in speaking openly and
explicitly about the killing of the Jews to his SS leaders and
then to the Party Gauleiter in his notorious Posen speeches
in October 1943 (when he noted the names of those who
had not heard his speech).>* The same motive conceivably lay
behind Hitler’s unmistakable allusions to the ‘Final Solution’
and Himmler’s categorical statements about the genocide
against the Jews in their speeches to the generals in May
1944.

Naturally, the war itself — in some respects still more in
its defensive phase, with ‘backs to the wall’, than during the
earlier triumphs — provided a certain binding force, at the
level both of the elites and of the people. Though most
ordinary Germans yearned for nothing more than the end
to the war, the patriotic defence against invading forces, es-
pecially in the east where it was bolstered by deep sentiments
of anti-Bolshevism, blended into the racial ideologies of the
desperadoes who were ruling Germany. The prospects of
destruction and fears of revenge by the ‘red hordes’ — clear
signs of the success of Nazi pmpagdndd in this respect —
formed an even more powerful negative bond, as did the
simple lack of alternative which had arisen from the Allied
demand of unconditional surrender.
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Last, but certainly not least, terror — from beginning to
end a central prop of Hitler's power — escalated wildly
in the death throes of the regime as the positive binding
elements lost much of their former force. In these last
months, if not before, this was the most crucial foundation
of all of Hitler’s unbroken power. The apparatus of coercion
remained Joyal to Hitler until the last days of the Reich and
in the hands of the most fanatical and ruthless section of
the Nazi Movement, the SS, who were prepared to resort
to any lengths in their defence of power. The web of Nazi
organisations, staffed by loyal functionaries, ensured that
even the most trivial expressions of defeatism and disloyalty
met with draconian retaliation. On 20 July 1944 the one
organisation with the capacity to remove Hitler, the army,
had failed in its attempted coup. With the blood-letting and
ferocious tightening of security which followed, and with the
writing so obviously on the wall for the regime, it is scarcely
surprising that the conclusion was almost universally drawn:
any further challenge to the dying dictatorship was futile
lunacy.

Only in the very last days of the Third Reich, with the
Russians at the gates of Berlin, was Hitler’s authority chal-
lenged even by the top Nazi leaders.?> With Hitler holed
up in the bunker and determined to stay there, Goring not
unreasonably invoked the decree of June 1941 nominating
him to the succession and requested permission to take over
the leadership of the Reich if, within a few hours, he had
not received a reply to his telegram presuming Hitler’s
incapacitation. This, it was claimed by Bormann, the Reich
Marshal’s arch-enemy, amounted to outright treason. Géring
was promptly dismissed from all offices, and from the suc-
cession. Meanwhile Himmler, too, whose fantasy world was

- no smaller than Hitler’s own, was imagining that with Hitler’s
~ death he could head a new German government which would
do a deal with the western Allies in order to fight on against
Bolshevism. He even had a new party in mind — the Party of
National Union (Nationale Sammlungsparter). When news of
Himmler’s treachery seeped into the bunker, it was the last
straw for Hitler. But before he made the preparations to end
his life, he saw to it, in a mood of white-hot indignation, that
Himmler too was stripped of office, honour and his place in
the succession. The removal of both Géring and Himmler
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from the succession was duly affirmed in Hitler’s testament,
which conveyed the shreds of lingering authority to Admiral
Donitz.

As long as Hitler was alive, there was no question of
replacing him by another leader. His actual power had,
nevertheless, been in visible dissolution for months before
the final drama in the bunker.

Already as early as September 1944, Hitler’s authority was
losing its grip. When his backing was sought to bring the
Gauleiter under Speer’s control in armaments matters, Hitler
typically avoided committing himself, before offering Speer
a lukewarm form of endorsement. It counted for nothing.
The Gauleiter merely ignored it and continued their own
interference in the economy where it suited them. Hitler’s |
inability to come down unequivocally on one side or the other |
— less a simple personal foible than a product of his helpless |
dependence upon conflicting forces — was now beginning to
find reflection in signs of waning authority.?6

A little while later, Speer himself openly disobeyed an
absurd Hitler order issued in a towering rage (and subse-
quently amended) to end all aircraft production.?” Then, in i
early 1945, the Chief of Staff Guderian confronted Hitler ‘;
more vehemently than had ever been done before in public
about a tactical retreat in the east. And, astonishingly, Hitler
gave way. It was a further indication that Hitler’s authority,
though still intact, was under pressure.>8 i

Above all, Hitler’s ‘Nero order’ for a ‘scorched earth’ \
policy to leave the enemy only ruins by destroying all in-
dustrial plant and infrastructural installations, which in the
last weeks of a patently lost war amounted to no less than a
damnation of his own people for their own ‘weakness’ in the
struggle with the ‘stronger eastern people’, was consistently
sabotaged by Speer.’® Even after his authority had been ‘
suspended, Speer continued to dispatch orders through a |
variety of channels to prevent the implementation by still
eager Gauleiter and other Party fanatics of the renewed
destruction directives (with draconian threats, in some cases
carried out, for non-compliance). It was a sign not simply of
Speer’s own belief in the senselessness of the directives, but
also of the unwillingness of industrial leadership to see their
own future capital destroyed along with the Nazi regime.
When he confronted Speer with his disobedience, Hitler
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characteristically rejected the resignation of his Armaments
Minister on prestige grounds. But his demand for Speer’s
compliance ended with no more than a feeble acceptance of
the latter’s bland expression of loyalty.60

In the last weeks, in the Berlin bunker, Hitler’s mental
state was more unstable and volatile than ever. His mood
ricocheted between moments of euphoria — as when he
heard of the death of Roosevelt and took it to be a sign
of ‘Providence’ that events would now turn in Germany’s
favour — and the deepest depression, recognising at last
that defeat was inevitable. He was a burnt-out shell of a
man. But calm, detached, apathetic resignation could be
instantaneously replaced by uncontrollable outbursts of wild
rage at the failure of army divisions which in reality no longer
even existed. Even at the last, loyal generals in his entourage
were awaiting commands.6! But Hitler had none now to give.
Until the moment he killed himself, Hitler’s orders remained
unquestioned by his ‘court’ in the unreal world of the bunker.
But in the real world outside the bunker, Hitler’s power was
at an end.
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Conclusion

HITLER’S POWER AND
DESTRUCTION

The hallmark of Hitler’s power was destruction. His political
‘career’ began out of the destruction of the Germany he
had until then identified with, ‘destroyed’ in his mind by
the ‘Marxist’ revolution of 1918. It ended in the far more
comprehensive destruction of ‘his’ Germany through total
defeat and devastation in 1945. Twelve years of his rule
destroyed ‘old’ Germany, both territorially and in terms
of its social order. They also destroyed ‘old’ Europe, both
physically and in terms of its political order.

From the beginning, Hitler’s most powerful driving force
was a destructive one. The word ‘annihilation’ (Vernichtung)
was seldom far from his lips, from his earliest speeches in
Munich beerhalls down to his apocalyptic visions in the East
Prussian Fiithrer Headquarters and in the Berlin bunker.

From his employment as a Reichswehr agent down to
the writing of his political testament on 29 April 1945, the
destruction of the Jews remained a centrepiece of Hitler’s
thinking. The destruction of ‘parasitic’ capitalists, ‘decadent’
liberal democracy, and of ‘subversive’ Marxists belonged to
his demagogic armoury from the earliest days of his political
activity. And the destruction of ‘Jewish Bolshevism’ soon
became the keystone of his entire ‘world-view’.

The drive to destruction never left him, even in the years
after 1933 when circumstances compelled him to play the
role of the peace-seeking politician and statesman. In late
summer 1938 he was disappointed not to be able to destroy
the Czechs. In summer 1939 he was determined that no one
should hinder him from destroying the Poles. His guidelines
for policy in Poland were principled on the destruction of
not only the Polish state, but also of the Polish people.

188




CONCLUSION

Meanwhile, within Germany itself, Hitler had personally
sanctioned a programme of action, dated to the day of the
outbreak of war, to destroy the ‘useless life’ of the mentally
sick and physically handicapped.

In 1941 the generals were told that the showdown with
Bolshevism was to be entirely different to the war in the
west: it was to be all-out ‘war of annihilation’. Either total
destruction of the enemy or total destruction of Germany
would be the outcome. The untold slaughter of Soviet Jews,
and the systematic massacres of captured Soviet prisoners
of war followed. The genocidal character of the conflict
was not only taken on board by Hitler: it was the very
premiss of the war. It ruled out compromise. Final victory
— not achieved despite the astonishing triumphs in 1940 —
or total destruction were the only options. From late 1941,
defeat and destruction were the only possible outcome.

Hitler’s destructive drive did not spare his own army. The
staggering losses at the front left him totally unmoved. The
only time he was accidentally confronted with wounded
soldiers in a train standing next to the Fiihrer train, he had
the curtains of his carriage drawn.! When his own strategic
decisions left the German Sixth Army encircled at Stalingrad,
he refused to consider a break-out and condemned them to
their destruction. His reaction to the catastrophe was incom-
prehension at Field Marshal Paulus’s choice of surrender
rather than death.?

In 1944 Hitler rested his hope not on building a fighter
defence formation capable of heading off enemy bombers,
but on reducing English cities to rubble through the V-
weapons. If the atom bomb had been available, there is
no doubt whatsoever that he would have used it against
London. As it was, German cities were increasingly reduced
to ashes. Hitler never visited a single one, never showed signs
of sympathy for the bombed-out populations, never revealed
any remorse for the suffering inflicted upon German fami-
lies.3 His reactions were invariably paroxysms of fury at the
ineptitude of the Luftwaffe to defend Germany, and vows to
avenge the destruction by wreaking even greater destruction
on British cities.

In the end, true to his own principles, Hitler tried to
destroy Germany’s chances of surviving him, through his
‘Nero order’ and scorched-earth commands of 1945. The
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German people had, in his eyes, deserved their own destruc-
tion since they had not proved strong enough to destroy the
arch-enemy of Bolshevism.4

In this catalogue of destruction, there is nothing which
stands as a positive legacy of the years of Hitler’s power.
In art, architecture, music and literature, the Hitler regime
stifled innovation and originality. Creative art, writing and
thinking largely went into exile along with the representa-
tives of ‘decadent’ art or forbidden literature. The loss to
German culture through the forced emigration of writers
of the calibre of Thomas and Heinrich Mann, Arnold and
Stefan Zweig, Alfred Déblin and Bertold Brecht, the artists
Wassily Kandinsky, Paul Klee and Oskar Kokoschka, and
the architects Walter Gropius and Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe was incalculable. Artists like Emil Nolde and writers
like Gottfried Benn, who began with high hopes of the
Third Reich, found themselves rapidly disillusioned and
entered a form of ‘inner emigration’, their works banned
or their creativity ended for the duration of Nazi rule. In
the field of music, the late compositions of Richard Strauss,
the Carmina Burana of Carl Orff, and the continued pres-
ence of the leading conductor Wilhelm Furtwangler formed
only partial compensation for the loss of Schénberg and
Hindemith, and the banning of the music of Mendelssohn
and Mahler. Nazism was incapable of filling the vacuum
left by its cultural blood-letting. Culturally, the Third Reich
amounted to twelve sterile years.

Nor in the spheres of politics and economics did the Hitler
era produce anything of lasting value. No governmental
form or system which could serve as a possible model
emerged. Lack of system, and lack of structure, in fact,
were the characteristics of the Hitler state. Destruction of
coherent channels of governmental authority rather than
the erection of a definable ‘system’ of authoritarian ad-
ministration was the prevailing feature. In economics, too,
Hitler’s regime left only negative lessons for the future.
‘Nazi economics’ were utterly predatory in nature, devoid
of potential as a durable ‘system’. They were based upon
the idea of a modern form of slavery within state-directed
capitalism — symbolised above all by the huge industrial
complex at Auschwitz, in which the slave labour of major
German firms was worked to death or liquidated when no
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longer capable of work. The inbuilt contradictions scarcely
provided a recipe for a lasting economic ‘new order’. It is
hardly any wonder that already by the middle of the war,
conceptions of a more rational economic order in which Nazi
ideals played no part were being confidentially discussed in
business circles.

Is the negative legacy of Nazism, its lack of constructive
capacity, simply a consequence of Germany’s total defeat?
Have we underrated the capability of the Hitler regime to
develop into a lasting system of power had the war been
won? Clearly, all Nazi plans for the future were predicated
upon final victory being achieved. Grandiose architectural
plans, in which Hitler took the keenest interest — he was still
working on the plan for remodelling Linz with the Red Army
at the gates of Berlin — were elaborated for the rebuilding of
German cities on a monumental scale.> Hitler also had visions
— different from the neo-agrarian dreams of Darré and
Himmler — of a future highly advanced industrialised and
technologically developed society, for which the conquered
areas would provide raw materials and suppressed racial
inferiors the labour. Capitalist industry would fall in line,
or be taken over by the state if it could thereby be run
more effectively. German workers would replace an effete
bourgeoisie as a politically qualified elite. The vision was
that of a revolutionary transformation of German society.6
Meanwhile, Robert Ley — Labour Front boss and from 1941
Housing Commissar — was masterminding future schemes
for the wholesale reconstruction of social insurance provision
(on lines — leaving aside their racist premisses — not too dif-
ferent in some respects from those in the British Beveridge
Plan) and for huge housing programmes.” None of this came
remotely near to fruition. More dwellings disappeared under
the hail of bombs than could possibly have been built under
Ley’s ambitious housing programme. And the post-war West
German social insurance programme drew on antecedents in
imperial and Weimar Germany, but not on the model of the
Third Reich.

Only a successful outcome to the war could have enabled
the Nazi vision of a new society to be realised. Hitler is
reported as having said, in the last weeks of the Third
Reich, that he needed twenty years to produce an elite
which had drunk his ideals like milk from the mother’s
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breast. But, he added, the problem had been that time had
always been against Germany.8

Indeed, the Hitlerian gamble had been flawed from the
outset. The Nazi regime had been incapable of fighting the
war it wanted at the time and on the terms it preferred.
Once in a major war, which it had not wanted in 1939 but
had been prepared to risk, a quick exit or limited peace
was attainable only through western capitulation. The thrust
for continental hegemony ruled out a German compromise
settlement — increasingly so with every barbarous step the
expansionist route took. And with Britain still unconquered,
the dynamic of the German expansionist drive demanded
an assault on the Soviet Union. The attempt to destroy the
Soviet Union within a matter of months was not simply a
matter of ideological will and racialist lunacy. Given the
premiss of a war for supreme power on the European
continent, it was a desperate move to bring Britain to the
conference table, to head off the increasingly certain entry
into the conflict of the USA, and to secure indispensable raw
materials.

It is sometimes alleged that Germany was on the verge of
winning the war in late 1941, and would have done so had
the German troops been allowed to press on to take Moscow
instead of, on Hitler’s orders, switching to the south. The
argument seems misplaced. Strategically and economically,
the sweep through the Ukraine with the intention of taking
the Caucasus was probably the correct decision.? The taking
of Moscow would have been a prestige defeat for the Soviet
Union. But it would not have ended the war. The bulk of the
Soviet industrial potential needed for continuing the struggle
would have remained untouched. The over-extended Ger-
man communications lines would have been highly exposed
to counter-attacks from the flanks. More importantly, it
is unlikely even then that the gamble of forcing Britain
to the conference table and keeping America out of the
war would have worked. And even with the resources of
the western parts of the USSR at its disposal, Germany
— with an inefficiently run armaments economy, with an
ill-organised political structure, with its military stlength still
committed on all fronts, and with an unendmg conflict in
prospect with partisan resistance directly fostered by Nazi
barbarity — would still have had no answer in prospect to
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the material might of the USA. And in the development of
the atom bomb, Germany lagged several years behind the
USA, and could not have had a weapon ready before 1947
at the earliest.10

The Nazi regime would, in fact, even had it taken Mos-
cow, have been incapable of drawing a line under victories
achieved and settling down to consolidate existing gains.
Already Hitler and the military leadership were talking of
expansion into the Middle East. The ‘system’ could simply
not ‘come to rest’. Continuing, limitless expansion was in
the very essence of Nazism. The likeliest prognosis in the
counter-factual guessing game is, therefore, that the war
would have continued, and that the outcome would — if
somewhat delayed — have been not too dissimilar to what
did in the event occur.

The least likely scenario is that Europe would have settled
down to a lengthy peace under the heel of the jackboot, and
that the Hitler regime would have taken shape as a well-
coordinated, stable form of government. The ‘new order’
as witnessed in Poland and Russia amounted to anything
but a coherent structure of rule. Instead, it reflected on a
highly intensified scale the uncoordinated power-grabbing,
rapaciousness and continued warring of private fiefdoms
which had already been the leading characteristic of the
Hitler regime in the Reich itself.

Moreover, the most obvious question for the continuation
of Nazi rule — the question of a successor to Hitler, and
even how to choose, elect, select or appoint such a successor
— was left completely open. The nomination of Goéring as
successor acquired, the longer the war proceeded, increas-
ingly nominal character. Hitler refused to introduce the
Nazi senate which, it was envisaged, would determine the
person to be the second Fiithrer. And the bitter enmities
among the leading Nazis make it difficult to imagine that
Himmler, Bormann, Goebbels or Speer would have managed
to secure the necessary legitimation within the Nazi ranks to
win power and consolidate a prolonged period of rule, or
that they could feasibly have turned Nazism into a systematic
form of government.

All this is to suggest that not only destruction, but also
self-destruction, was innate to the Nazi form of rule. Naz-
ism was capable of destruction on a massive scale. But
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it was not capable of creating a lasting system of rule,
of perpetuating and reproducing its own ‘Behemoth’ of
monstrous and untrammelled plunder and exploitation. Of
course, it took the combined might of the USA, the USSR
and Great Britain to bring the Third Reich to its knees.
But that is only to note the strength of brute force and
destructive potential remaining in a system with its back to
the wall facing complete obliteration, and how tenaciously
the German armed forces and civilian population fought for
what was, at the latest by Christmas 1941, a lost cause.

These comments point, then, unmistakably to the con-
clusion, which the preceding chapters have attempted to
suggest, that the destructive — and self-destructive — nature
of Nazism cannot be reduced to Hitler’s own personal drive
to destruction. The destruction which Hitler’s very name
symbolises was not the product of a single man’s imagination,
will and ruthlessness. It was immanent to the ‘system’ of
Nazism itself. Concern with Hitler’s ‘psycho-history’ can offer
few clues as to why a complex, modern society was prepared
to follow Hitler to the abyss. Without a readiness widespread
even among many who were by no means convinced or avid
Nazis to ‘work’ — directly or indirectly — ‘towards the Fiihrer’,
the peculiar form of personalised power exercised by Hitler
would have been devoid of social and political foundations.

Popular support for Hitler’s form of power was indispen-
sable to the effective exercise of that power. Hitler was not
a tyrant imposed upon Germany. He was in many respects,
until well into the war, a highly popular national leader.
The extent of his popularity was a major condition for
the expansion of his personalised power. The destructive
dynamic embodied in the person of Hitler is not compre-
hensible outside the social and political motivations which
were embedded in the acceptance of an unrestrained form
of personal rule.

A key to the extraordinary character of Hitler’s power lies,
as was suggested at the outset of our analysis, in the notion
(derived from Max Weber) of ‘charismatic rule’. This notion
provides the crucial link between the social motivations which
forged the bonds with Hitler, the peculiar expression of
personalised power which was a chief characteristic of the
form of political domination in the Third Reich, and the
destructive dynamic of Nazism.
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We outlined the features of ‘charismatic rule’ in the Intro-
duction. We have used the concept in a specific sense to
depict a form of personalised rule based upon perceptions
of ‘heroic’ leadership among the ‘following’ of a leader
— a form of rule which, arising out of systemic crisis,
is scarcely possible to reconcile with systematised govern-
ment; inherently unstable therefore, immanently destructive
of regulated structures, and, dependent upon continued
successes and the avoidance of subsiding into ‘routinised’
government, ultimately also self-destructive.

This model has clear application to many of the issues
raised in the preceding chapters. It relates firstly to the
quasi-messianic attractiveness of Hitler even before 1933
to millions of Germans, as the collapse in legitimation of
the Weimar state promoted a readiness to accept a radically
different form of government based upon personal rule,
implying personal responsibility. The model also fits both the
constancy of Hitler’s ‘missionary’ vision and his incapacity to
engage in the rational formulation of ‘mid-range’ govern-
ment policy or the establishment of clear, operable priorities.
It corresponds to Hitler’s prepossession with questions of his
own prestige, with his penchant for the theatrical effect and
propaganda impact of the major coup, with his fears about a
possible loss of popularity, his reluctance to face the German
people when reverses were mounting in the last war years.
It matches Hitler’s inability — also for prestige reasons and
because his position demanded that he remain aloof from
political in-fighting and retain the loyalty of all his paladins
— to take sides and reach clear decisions on personnel mat-
ters affecting rival claimants among the Gauleiter or other
loyal chieftains. It further corresponds to a type of political
domination in which personal loyalties of a neo-feudal kind
gained primacy over bureaucratic structures of government,
where formalised status was replaced by personal standing
in the supreme leader’s retinue, where public property could
be dispensed into private domains, and where economic
exploitation, in compliance with the visionary aims of the
leader, was conceived in terms of a modernised form of
slave production. Not least, the model of ‘ch: arismatic rule’
accords with the erosion of the apparatus of governmental
administration and the undermining of anything resembling
an ordered or rational system of government. Finally, it
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indicates a form of rule whose dynamic cannot be allowed
to subside, in which Hitler’s own predilection for the ‘all or
nothing’ gamble was not simply a personal choice, but was
structurally conditioned by the need to avoid stagnation and
to sustain the successes on which, ultimately, the continuation
of ‘charismatic rule’ must rest.

The two last points seem vital ones. The erosion of ‘ra-
tional’ government by personalised rule offered a framework
for the growing autonomy of the ‘charismatic’ leader, pro-
viding also for the ‘self-selection’ (without a stream of clear
orders from on high) of the ‘guidelines for action’!! which
the leader’s ideological ‘vision’ established as the implied
main goals to be worked towards by the whole society.
Hence, the ideological objectives most closely identified with
the leader came gradually into sharper focus, without the
leader necessarily having to offer clear directives for their
implementation.

The dynamism at the heart of ‘charismatic rule’ is, how-
ever, unending. There can by the very notion of ‘charismatic
rule’ be no sagging into ‘normality’ or ‘routine’, no final
drawing of the line on the attainment of goals. The ‘vision’
of the leader has to remain a vision, whatever parts of it are
ultimately implemented. The longer Hitler’s rule continued,
the less likely it ever seemed to lapse into a ‘system’, and the
more it destroyed all patterns of organised governmental
structures. The longer it continued, the more extensive,
rather than more narrow, became the visionary expansionist
goals. ‘Utopianism’ and ‘charismatic rule’ go hand in hand.
But since the stability of a ‘normal’ governmental system can
never be attained, the immanent instability of ‘charismatic
rule’, given the type of ‘utopia’ envisaged by Hitler, is bound,
ultimately, to be not simply destructive but self-destructive.
Hitler’s personal suicidal tendencies — registered, for exam-
ple, at the ume of the 1923 Putsch, the death of his niece
Geli Raubal in 1931, the Strasser crisis in 1932, and in a
number of black moments in autumn 194412 — blended into
the incapacity of his form of authoritarian rule to reproduce
itself and survive.

Devoid of constructive, creative energy, articulating only
ever wilder urges to destroy, the likeliest end to Hitler’s
power was, then, the end which did eventually take place:
a bullet in the head, leaving the German people to pay the
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price for their readiness to be taken in by a leader offering
not limited policy options, but a tempting, though illusory
and empty, chiliastic vision of political redemption.

—
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Most of the documentary sources and secondary works
used in preparing this book are in German. The following
suggestions for further reading — a minuscule selection from
a vast literature — are, however, confined to works available
in English. The splendid bibliography by Helen Kehr and
Janet Langmaid, The Nazi Eva 1919-1945 (London, 1982),
offers more comprehensive guidance.

Several central Hitlerian texts and other major sources
have been translated. These include: Hitler’s Mein Kampf
(introd. by D. C. Watt), London, 1969; Hitler’s Secret Book
(introd. by Telford Taylor), New York, 1961; Hitler’s Table
Talk (introd. by H. R. Trevor-Roper), London, 1953; The
Testament of Adolf Hitler (introd. by H. R. Trevor-Roper),
London, 1961; and Hitler: Proclamations and Speeches (ed.
Max Domarus), London, 1990. Of importance for the years
1942-43 are also The Goebbels Diaries (ed. Louis P. Lochner),
London, 1948 (though a new, complete scholarly edition of
the wartime diaries is in preparation). Among memoirs of
Nazi leaders, the most useful are those of Albert Speer,
Inside the Third Reich, London, 1970 (though they should
be read in conjunction with the critical study of Speer by
Matthias Schmidt, Albert Speer: The End of a Myth, New York,
1984). An excellent guide through the labyrinth of docu-
mentary sources on Nazi Germany is the three-volume col-
lection, with commentary, by Jeremy Noakes and Geoffrey
Pridham (eds.), Nazism 1919-1945: A Documentary Reader,
Exeter, 1983, 1985, 1988 (fourth volume in preparation).

The problems which historians have encountered in re-
search and writing on Hitler are highlighted by John Hiden
and John Farquharson, Explaining Hitler’s Germany, London,
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1983; and in my own book The Nazi Dictatorship. Problems and
Perspectives of Interpretation, London, 2nd edn, 1989. Much
recent debate on Hitler was stirred up by the essay of Tim
Mason, ‘Intention and Explanation: A Current Controversy
about the Interpretation of National Socialism’, in Gerhard
Hirschfeld and Lothar Kettenacker (eds.), Der ‘Fiihrerstaat’:
Mpythos und Realitdt, Stuttgart, 1981. Interpretations placing
greater weight on a Hitlerian ‘programme’ than the one 1
have advanced can be found in Klaus Hildebrand, The Third
Reich, London, 1984; and in Karl Dietrich Bracher, ‘The Role
of Hitler: Perspectives of Interpretation’, in Walter Laqueur
(ed.), Fascism. A Reader’s Guide, Harmondsworth, 1979.

The best biographies of Hitler remain those of Alan
Bullock, Hitler. A Study in Tyranny, rev. edn, London, 1964;
and Joachim C. Fest, Hitler, London, 1974. Bullock’s was
a masterpiece when written in 1952, but is now showing
signs of age. Fest’s stylish treatment is strong on Hitler’s
psychology but weaker on forces external to his personality,
like Bullock has little to say on the structure of government
within Germany, and is relatively thin on internal develop-
ments in the wartime period. William Carr’s Hitler. A Study
in Personality and Politics, London, 1978, offers an important
complement to these biographies in its stimulating concentra-
tion on the interaction of personal and impersonal factors in
determining Nazi policy. Eberhard Jéackel’s Hitler in History,
Hanover/London, 1984, adopts a more personalistic ap-
proach than the one I have taken, but offers valuable insights
into Hitler’s role in power. Interesting, though highly specu-
lative, ‘psycho-historical’ studies are Rudolf Binion Hitler
among the Germans, New York, 1976 and Robert Waite, The
Psychopathic God: Adolf Hitler, New York, 1977. A stimulating,
if over-personalised, treatment of a number of facets of
Hitler’s rule can be found in Sebastian Haffner, The Meaning
of Hitler, London, 1979.

Joachim C. Fest, The Face of the Third Reich, Harmonds-
worth, 1972, supplies lively pen-pictures of leading members
of the ‘charismatic community’. The empbhasis I have placed
on the concept of ‘charismatic rule’ is shared by M. Rainer
Lepsius, ‘Charismatic Leadership: Max Weber’s Model and
its Applicability to the Rule of Hitler’, in Carl Friedrich
Graumann and Serge Moscovici (eds.), Changing Conceptions
of Leadership, New York, 1986. Max Weber’s own writings on
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‘charismatic domination’ can be followed in his Economy and
Society (ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich), New York,
1968, pp. 241-54, 266-71 and 1111-57.

The best analysis of Hitler’s ideology remains that of
Eberhard Jéackel, Hitler’s Weltanschauung. A Blueprint for Power,
Middletown, Conn., 1972. A good study of the early shifts in
his thinking on foreign policy is Geoffrey Stoakes, Hitler and
the Quest for World Dominion. Nazi Ideology and Foreign Policy in
the 1920s, Leamington Spa, 1987, while Harold J. Gordon,
Hitler and the Beer Hall Putsch, Princeton, 1972, deals with
the drama of 1923—4.

On Hitler and the Nazi Movement during the rise to
power, there is now a good, succinct evaluation by Martin
Broszat, Hitler and the Collapse of Weimar Germany, Leamington
Spa, 1987. Broszat’s short early study, German National Social-
ism, 1919-1945, Santa Barbara, 1966, is especially good on
propaganda, the contribution of which to Nazi success is
reinterpreted in Richard Bessel, “‘The Rise of the NSDAP
and the Myth of Nazi Propaganda’, Wiener Library Bulletin,
23 (1980). Joseph Nyomarkay, Charisma and Factionalism in
the Nazi Party, Minneapolis, 1967, and Dietrich Orlow, The
History of the Nazi Party 1919-1933, Pittsburgh, 1969, offer
institutional analysis. The important role played before 1933
by Gregor Strasser is surveyed by Peter D. Stachura, Gregor
Strasser and the Rise of Nazism, London, 1983. William S. Allen,
The Nazi Seizure of Power, London, 1966, Jeremy Noakes, The
Nazi Party in Lower Saxony, Oxford, 1971, and Geoffrey
Pridham, Hitler’s Rise to Power. The Nazi Movement in Bavana,
London, 1973, provide valuable local and regional studies.
The mobilisation of Nazi electoral support is examined
in the fine study of Thomas Childers, The Naz Voter,
Chapel Hill, 1983 and in Childers (ed.), The Formation of
the Nazi Constituency 1919-1933, London/Sydney, 1986. The
motivation of Nazi supporters is explored by Peter Merkl,
Political Violence under the Swastika, Princeton, 1975. Conan
Fisher, Stormtroopers, London, 1983, and Richard Bessel,
Political Violence and the Rise of Nazism, New Haven/London,
1984, offer somewhat differing analyses of the character and
role of the SA. Fluctuations in the Nazi Party’s membership
before and after 1933 are best followed in Michael Kater, The
Nazi Party. A Social Profile of Members and Leaders 1919—1945,
Oxford, 1983. The Party’s role after 1933 is the subject of
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an interesting study by A. H. Unger, The Totalitarian Party,
Cambridge, 1974.

There is a rather uneven treatment of Nazism and the Ger-
man traditional elites in the literature available in English. An
essential work in evaluating Hitler’s relations with industrial
leaders before 1933 is Henry A. Turner, German Big Business
and the Rise of Hitler, Oxford, 1985. There is a good short
assessment by Dick Geary, ‘The Industrial Elite and the
Nazis’, in Peter D. Stachura (ed.), The Nazi Machtergreifung,
London, 1983. In the same essay collection, Michael Geyer’s
‘Etudes in Political History: Reichswehr, NSDAP, and the
Seizure of Power’ contains useful insights into relations with
the army. There is relatively little in English on Nazi dealings
with the big landowners, but Dieter Gessner, ‘“The Dilemma
of German Agriculture during the Weimar Republic’, in
Richard Bessel and E. J. Feuchtwanger (eds.), Social Change
and Political Development in Weimar Germany, London, 1981,
gives indications of why the landholding elite came to favour
the Nazis. How the armed forces viewed Hitler after 1933 is
well analysed by Wilhelm Deist, The Wehrmacht and German
Rearmament, London, 1981, and in the short, penetrating
study by Klaus-Jurgen Miiller, Army, Politics, and Society in
Germany 1933-1945, Manchester, 1984. Peter Hayes, Industry
and Ideology: IG Farben in the Nazi Era, Cambridge, 1987, is
an authoritative study of the complicity in Nazi rule of the
huge chemicals combine, while the growing estrangement of
the Ruhr coal industry is depicted in John R. Gillingham,
Industry and Politics in the Third Reich, London, 1985. Hitler’s
attitude towards the elites is traced by Michael Kater, ‘Hitler
in a Social Context’, Central European History, 14 (1981).

The relationship between consensus and coercion in daily
life is at the forefront of the stimulating interpretation by
Detlev Peukert, Inside Nazi Germany. Conformity and Opposition
in Everyday Life, London, 1987, as well as the essay collection
edited by Richard Bessel, Life in the Third Reich, Oxford,
1987. The question of Hitler’s popular support was one I
attempted to explore in my book The ‘Hutler Myth'. Image
and Reality in the Third Reich, Oxford, 1987, while my Popu-
lar Opinion and Political Dissent in the Third Reich, Oxford,
1983, tried to outline the contours of oppositional attitudes.
The notion of Hitler as a ‘representative individual” within
German society is advanced by J. P. Stern, Hitler. The Fithrer
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and the People, London, 1975, and is taken up by Lothar
Kettenacker, ‘Hitler’s Impact on the Lower Middle Class’,
in David Welch (ed.), Nazi Propaganda. The Power and the
Limitations, London, 1983. The propaganda construction of
support for Hiter through the medium of film is one of
the themes dealt with in David Welch, Propaganda and the
German Cinema 1933-1945, Oxford, 1983. The consensus
behind coercion is the subject of the valuable study by
Robert Gellately, The Gestapo and German Society, Oxford,
1990. The standard work on the institutional apparatus of
terror and repression remains the chilling Anatomy of the SS
State, London, 1968 (containing essays by Helmut Krausnick,
Hans Buchheim, Martin Broszat and Hans-Adolf Jacobsen).
A useful survey of the development of the SS is provided by
Heinz Hohne, The Order of the Death’s Head, London, 1972.
The most comprehensive study of conspiracies to topple
Hitler is Peter Hoffmann, The History of the German Resistance
1933-1945, Cambridge, Mass., 1977.

Indispensable for the corrosive impact of Hitler’s power on
the governmental structure is Martin Broszat, The Hutler State,
London, 1981. (Norbert Frei’s short but stimulating study,
Der Fiihrerstaat. Nationalsozialistische Herrschaft 1933 bis 1945,
Munich, 1987, will provide a complement when the promised
English version is published.) Hans Mommsen’s ‘National So-
cialism: Continuity and Change’, in Walter Laqueur (ed.), Fas-
cism. A Reader’s Guide, Harmondsworth, 1979, offers a taste
of the important contribution he has made to elucidating
the ‘cumulative radicalisation’ of the Nazi regime. Hans
Mommsen, From Weimar to Auschwitz, London, 1990, will
make some of his seminal writings more widely available.
Two early analyses of Nazi rule which have not lost their
value are Ernst Fraenkel, The Dual State, New York, 1941,
and Franz Neumann, Behemoth. The Structure and Practice
of National Socialism, London, 1942. Edward N. Peterson,
The Lumits of Hitler’'s Power, Princeton, 1969, deals with the
practice of Nazi rule at various levels from central to lo-
cal government. Robert Koehl, ‘Feudal Aspects of National
Socialism’, in Henry A. Turner (ed.), Nazism and the Third
Reich, New York, 1972, is a suggestive interpretation of the
Third Reich as a form of neo-feudal empire. Jane Caplan,
Government without Administration. State and Civil Service in
Weimar and Nazi Germany, Oxford, 1988, is an important
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assessment of the impact of the Hitler regime upon the
bureaucracy.

The literature on Hitler’s contribution to the making of the
war is almost boundless. It must suffice here to refer to two
excellent analyses by William Carr, Arms, Autarky, Aggression,
London, 2nd edn, 1979, and Poland to Pearl Harbor. The
Making of the Second World War, London, 1985; the brief
reassessment by Alan Bullock, ‘Hitler and the Origins of
the Second World War’, in Esmond M. Robertson (ed.),
The Origins of the Second World War, London, 1971; the
major two-volume study by Gerhard Weinberg, The Foreign
Policy of Hitler’s Germany, Chicago/London, 1970, 1980; the
clear ‘programmatist’ interpretation of Klaus Hildebrand,
The Foreign Policy of the Third Reich, London, 1973; and
the valuable essay-collection by Wolfgang J. Mommsen and
Lothar Kettenacker (eds.), The Fascist Challenge and the Pol-
wy of Appeasement, London, 1983. Sadly, the forthcoming
translation (to be published by Berg, Leamington Spa) of
Tim Mason’s stimulating and original analysis of the press-
ures for war produced by the contradictions in Nazi forced
rearmament policy and labour policy will appear posthum-
ously. A taste of the argument can be found in his essay
‘The Legacy of 1918 for National Socialism’, in Anthony
Nicholls and Erich Matthias (eds.), German Democracy and
the Triumph of Hitler, London, 1971. The interpretation
is strongly criticised by Richard Overy, ‘Hitler’s War and
the German Economy: A Reinterpretation’, Economic History
Review, 35 (1982), and in his monograph Goering. The Iron
Man, London, 1984. David Irving, Hitler’s War, London,
1977, incorporates new documentary evidence into a some-
what tendentious treatment of Hitler’s conduct of the war.
Percy Ernst Schramm, Hitler. The Man and the Military Leader,
London, 1972, gives a character sketch of the warlord. The
direction of the campaigns is dealt with, though superficially,
by John Strawson, Hitler as Military Commander, London,
1971. The nature of Hitler’s aims in the war is taken up
by Milan Hauner, ‘Did Hitler want a World Dominion?’,
Journal of Contemporary History, 13 (1978); Meir Michaelis,
‘World Power Status or World Dominion?’, The Historical
Journal, 15 (1972); Jochen Thies, ‘Nazi Architecture — A
Blueprint for World Domination: The Last Aims of Adolf
Hitler’, in David Welch (ed.), Nazi Propaganda. The Power and
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the Limitations, London, 1983; and Norman Rich, Hitler's War
Aims, 2 vols, London, 1973-4.

Hitler’s role in the extermination of the Jews has also
spawned an immense literature. An excellent guide is pro-
vided by Michael Marrus, The Holocaust in History, Lon-
don, 1988. Evidence on Hitler’s involvement in decision-
making during the 1930s is brought together by David
Bankier, ‘Hitler and the Policy-Making Process on the Jewish
Question’, Holocaust and Genocide Studies, 3 (1988). Gerald
Fleming’s study, Hitler and the Final Solution, Oxford, 1986,
assembles evidence (much of it from post-war trials) in
support of his thesis of Hitler’s direct ‘pre-programmed’
decision to kill the Jews. Martin Broszat, ‘Hitler and the
Genesis of the “Final Solution”’, in H. W. Koch (ed.), Aspects
of the Third Reich, London, 1985, and Hans Mommsen, “The
Realisation of the Unthinkable: the “Final Solution of the
Jewish Question”’, in Gerhard Hirschfeld (ed.), The Policies
of Genocide, London, 1986, see rather a piecemeal develop-
ment towards genocide, requiring little personal involvement
by Hitler (whose responsibility is, however, not in question).
A controversial, but stimulating, treatment of the killing of
the Jews arising from the context of a failing Nazi ‘crusade’
against Bolshevism is contained in Arno Mayer, Why did the
Heavens not Darken? The Final Solution in History, New York,
1989. The reconstruction of the ‘decision-making process’
which culminated in the ‘Final Solution’ is meticulously
undertaken in Christopher Browning, Fateful Months, New
York, 1985. (An excellent and compelling analysis of the
emergence of the ‘Final Solution’, by the Swiss historian
Philippe Burrin, is so far available only in French (Hitler
et les Juifs. Genese d'un génocide, Paris, 1989) but will soon
be published in English translation.)

Hitler’s end has never been better described than in H.
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