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Praise for The Coming of the Third Reich

“Will long remain the definitive English-language account ... both gripping
and precise ... An always reliable, often magisterial synthesis of a vast body
of scholarship, and a frequently deft blend of narrative and interpretation,
Evans’s book is an impressive achievement.”

—Benjamin Schwarz, The Atlantic Monthly

 
“Brilliant.”

—Richard Cohen, The Washington Post

 
“Richard Evans’s The Coming of the Third Reich gives the clearest and
most gripping account I’ve read of German life before and during the rise of
the Nazis.”

—A. S. Byatt, The Times Literary Supplement

 
“Richard J. Evans’s Coming of the Third Reich is an enormous work of
synthesis—knowledgeable and reliable ... vivid ... Evans shows how the
ingredients for Nazi triumph were assembled and what was needed to make
them jell: add war and depression, cook in a turbulent political atmosphere
for several years and serve hot.”

—Mark Mazower, The New York Times Book Review

 
“Why, Mr. Evans asks, did Germany deliver itself over to the Third Reich?
Mr. Evans’s answer is a brilliant and sweeping work of history.... He has
mastered the vast scholarship on the politics, economics, ideology, and
culture of Weimar Germany ... more important, he has synthesized all this
knowledge into a lucid, absorbing dramatic and accessible book.”

—Adam Kirsch, The New York Sun



 
“A masterly and most illuminating interpretation of its subject, which
makes one look forward eagerly to the volumes to come.”

—Roger Morgan, The Times Literary Supplement

 
“The generalist reader, it should be emphasized, is well served.... The book
reads briskly, covers all important areas—social and cultural—and succeeds
in its aim of giving voice to the people who lived through the years with
which it deals.”

—Roger K. Miller, The Denver Post

 
“Gripping ... Evans broadens the historic perspective to demythologize how
morbidly fertile the years before World War II were as an incubator for
Hitler.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

 
“A brilliant synthesis of German history, enumerating and elucidating the
social, political, and cultural trends that made the rise of Nazism possible....
A peerless work ... Of immense importance to general readers—and even
some specialists—seeking to understand the origins of the Nazi regime.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

 
“Evans provides an erudite, fascinating, and sometimes painfully moving
account of one society’s slow collapse into nightmare and evil.”

—Timothy Giannuzzi, Calgary Herald

 
“One finally puts down this magnificent volume thirsty, on the one hand,
for the next installment in the Nazi saga yet still haunted by the questions



Evans poses and so masterfully grapples with.”
—Abraham Brumberg, The Nation
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Preface



I
This book is the first of three on the history of the Third Reich. It tells the
story of the origins of the Third Reich in the nineteenth-century
Bismarckian Empire, the First World War and the bitter postwar years of the
Weimar Republic. It goes on to recount the Nazis’ rise to power through a
combination of electoral success and massive political violence in the years
of the great economic Depression from 1929 to 1933. Its central theme is
how the Nazis managed to establish a one-party dictatorship in Germany
within a very short space of time, and with seemingly little real resistance
from the German people. A second book will deal with the development of
the Third Reich from 1933 to 1939. It will analyse its central institutions,
describe how it worked and what it was like to live in it, and recount its
drive to prepare people for a war that would reinstate Germany’s position as
the leading power in Europe. The war itself is the subject of a third and
final book that will deal with the rapid radicalization of the Third Reich’s
policies of military conquest, social and cultural mobilization and
repression, and racial extermination, until it ended in total collapse and
destruction in 1945. A concluding chapter will examine the aftermath of the
twelve short years of the Reich’s history and its legacy for the present and
the future.

These three books are addressed in the first place to people who know
nothing about the subject, or who know a little and would like to know
more. I hope that specialists will find something of interest in them, but
they are not the primary readership for which the books are intended. The
legacy of the Third Reich has been widely discussed in the media in recent
years. It continues to attract widespread attention. Restitution and
compensation, guilt and apology have become sensitive political and moral
issues. Images of the Third Reich, and museums and memorials calling
attention to the impact of Nazi Germany between 1933 and 1945, are all
around us. Yet the background to all this in the history of the Third Reich
itself is often missing. That is what these three books aim to provide.



Anyone embarking on a project such as this must inevitably begin by
asking whether it is really necessary to write yet another history of Nazi
Germany. Surely we have had enough? Surely so much has already been
written that there is little more to add? Undoubtedly, few historical topics
have been the subject of such intensive research. The latest edition of the
standard bibliography on Nazism, published by the indefatigable Michael
Ruck in 2000, lists over 37,000 items; the first edition, which appeared in
1995, listed a mere 25,000. This startling increase in the number of titles is
eloquent testimony to the continuing, never-ending outpouring of
publications on the subject.1 No historian can hope to master even a major
portion of such an overwhelming literature. And indeed, some have found
the sheer volume of information that is available so daunting, so seemingly
impossible to pull together, that they have given up in despair. As a result,
there have, in fact, been surprisingly few attempts to write the history of the
Third Reich on a large scale. True, recent years have seen the publication of
some excellent brief, synoptic surveys, notably by Norbert Frei and Ludolf
Herbst,2 some stimulating analytical treatments, particularly Detlev
Peukert’s Inside Nazi Germany,3 and some useful collections of documents,
of which the four-volume English-language anthology edited with extensive
commentaries by Jeremy Noakes is outstanding.4

But the number of broad, general, large-scale histories of Nazi Germany
that have been written for a general audience can be counted on the fingers
of one hand. The first of these, and by far the most successful, was William
L. Shirer’s The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, published in 1960. Shirer’s
book has probably sold millions of copies in the four decades or more since
its appearance. It has never gone out of print and remains the first port of
call for many people who want a readable general history of Nazi Germany.
There are good reasons for the book’s success. Shirer was an American
journalist who reported from Nazi Germany until the United States entered
the war in December, 1941, and he had a journalist’s eye for the telling
detail and the illuminating incident. His book is full of human interest, with
many arresting quotations from the actors in the drama, and it is written
with all the flair and style of a seasoned reporter’s despatches from the
front. Yet it was universally panned by professional historians. The emigré
German scholar Klaus Epstein spoke for many when he pointed out that
Shirer’s book presented an ‘unbelievably crude’ account of German history,
making it all seem to lead up inevitably to the Nazi seizure of power. It had



’glaring gaps’ in its coverage. It concentrated far too much on high politics,
foreign policy and military events, and even in 1960 it was ‘in no way
abreast of current scholarship dealing with the Nazi period’. Getting on for
half a century later, this comment is even more justified than it was in
Epstein’s day. For all its virtues, therefore, Shirer’s book cannot really
deliver a history of Nazi Germany that meets the demands of the early
twenty-first-century reader.5

An entirely different kind of survey was provided by the German
political scientist Karl Dietrich Bracher’s The German Dictatorship,
published in 1969. This was the summation of Bracher’s pioneering and
still valuable studies of the fall of the Weimar Republic and the Nazi seizure
of power, and it was strongest on the origins and growth of Nazism and its
relation to German history, precisely those areas where Shirer was at his
weakest. Nearly half the book was devoted to these subjects; the rest
contained somewhat less extensive coverage of the political structure of the
Third Reich, foreign policy, economy and society, culture and the arts, the
wartime regime, and the breakdown of the Nazi system. Despite this
unevenness, its coverage is masterly and authoritative, and it remains a
classic. The great virtue of Bracher’s treatment is its analytical clarity, and
its determination to explain, account and interpret everything it covers. It is
a book that one can return to again and again with profit. However, it is not
only uneven in its treatment of the subject, it is also avowedly academic in
its approach; it is often hard going for the reader; and it has inevitably been
overtaken by research in many areas during the past three and a half
decades.6

If Shirer represented the popular and Bracher the academic side of
writing about Nazi Germany, then, recently, one author has successfully
bridged the gap between the two. The British historian Ian Kershaw’s two-
volume Hitler successfully embeds Hitler’s life in modern German history,
and shows how his rise and fall were linked to wider historical factors. But
Kershaw’s Hitler is not a history of Nazi Germany. Indeed, following
Hitler’s own increasing isolation during the war, its focus inevitably
becomes progressively narrower as it goes on. It concentrates on the areas
to which Hitler devoted most attention, namely foreign policy, war and
race. It cannot by definition adopt the perspectives of ordinary people or
deal very much with the many areas with which Hitler was not directly
concerned.7 One of the principal aims of the present book and its two



succeeding volumes, therefore, is to cover a wide range of major aspects of
the history of the Third Reich: not only politics, diplomacy and military
affairs but also society, the economy, racial policy, police and justice,
literature, culture and the arts, with a breadth that for various reasons is
missing in earlier approaches, to bring these together and to show how they
were related.

The success of Kershaw’s biography demonstrated that research into
Nazi Germany is an international business. The most recent large-scale
general account to appear of the subject has also been by a British historian:
Michael Burleigh’s The Third Reich: A New History. It brings home to
readers right from the start the violence at the heart of the Nazi regime, to
an extent and degree that no other book manages to do. Too often, as
Burleigh rightly complains, academic authors paint a somewhat bloodless,
almost abstract picture of the Nazis, as if the theories and debates about
them were more important than the people themselves. His book
dramatically redresses the balance. Burleigh’s major purpose was to deliver
a moral history of the Third Reich. The Third Reich: A New History
concentrates mainly on mass murder, resistance and collaboration, political
violence and coercion, crimes and atrocities. In doing so, it powerfully
reasserts a vision of Nazi Germany as a totalitarian dictatorship that has
been too often underplayed in recent years. But it omits any detailed
consideration of foreign policy, military strategy, the economy, social
change, culture and the arts, propaganda, women and the family, and many
other aspects of Nazi Germany that have been the subject of recent
research. Moreover, in prioritizing moral judgment, it has a tendency to
downplay explanation and analysis. Nazi ideology, for example, is
dismissed as ‘guff’, ‘pretentious nonsense’ and so on, to highlight the
immorality of Germans abandoning their moral duty to think. But there is
something to be said for a different approach that, like Bracher’s, takes
these ideas seriously, however repulsive or ridiculous they may seem to a
modern reader, and explains how and why so many people in Germany
came to believe them.8

This history tries to combine the virtues of previous accounts such as
these. It is, in the first place, like Shirer’s book, a narrative account. It aims
to tell the story of the Third Reich in chronological order, and to show how
one thing led to another. Narrative history fell out of fashion for many years
in the 1970s and 1980s, as historians everywhere focused on analytical



approaches derived mainly from the social sciences. But a variety of recent,
large-scale narrative histories have shown that it can be done without
sacrificing analytical rigour or explanatory power.9 Like Shirer, too, this
book attempts to give voice to the people who lived through the years with
which it deals. The partisan distortion of German historical scholarship
under the Nazis, the cult of personality, and the veneration of leadership by
history-writers in the Third Reich, caused German historians after the
Second World War to react by editing individual personalities out of history
altogether. In the 1970s and 1980s, under the influence of modern social
history, they were interested above all in broader structures and processes.10

The work this generated immeasurably advanced our understanding of Nazi
Germany. But real human beings almost disappeared from view in the quest
for intellectual understanding. So one of the purposes of the present work
has been to put individuals back into the picture; and all the way through I
have tried to quote as much as possible from the writings and speeches of
contemporaries, and to juxtapose the broader narrative and analytical sweep
of the book with the stories of the real men and women, from the top of the
regime down to the ordinary citizen, who were caught up in the drama of
events.11

Recounting the experience of individuals brings home, as nothing else
can, the sheer complexity of the choices they had to make, and the difficult
and often opaque nature of the situations they confronted. Contemporaries
could not see things as clearly as we can, with the gift of hindsight: they
could not know in 1930 what was to come in 1933, they could not know in
1933 what was to come in 1939 or 1942 or 1945. If they had known,
doubtless the choices they made would have been different. One of the
greatest problems in writing history is to imagine oneself back in the world
of the past, with all the doubts and uncertainties people faced in dealing
with a future that for the historian has also become the past. Developments
that seem inevitable in retrospect were by no means so at the time, and in
writing this book I have tried to remind the reader repeatedly that things
could easily have turned out very differently to the way they did at a
number of points in the history of Germany in the second half of the
nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth. People make their own
history, as Karl Marx once memorably observed, but not under conditions
of their own choosing. Those conditions included not only the historical
context in which they lived, but also the way in which they thought, the



assumptions they acted upon, and the principles and beliefs that informed
their behaviour.12 A central aim of this book is to re-create all these things
for a modern readership, and to remind readers that, to quote another well-
known aphorism about history, ‘the past is a foreign country: they do things
differently there’.13

For all these reasons, it seems to me inappropriate for a work of history
to indulge in the luxury of moral judgment. For one thing, it is unhistorical;
for another, it is arrogant and presumptuous. I cannot know how I would
have behaved if I had lived under the Third Reich, if only because, if I had
lived then, I would have been a different person from the one I am now.
Since the early 1990s, the historical study of Nazi Germany, and
increasingly that of other subjects too, has been invaded by concepts and
approaches derived from morality, religion and the law. These might be
appropriate for reaching a judgment on whether or not some individual or
group should be awarded compensation for sufferings endured under the
Nazis, or on the other hand forced to make restitution in some form or other
for sufferings inflicted on others, and in these contexts it is not only
legitimate but also important to apply them. But they do not belong in a
work of history.14 As Ian Kershaw has remarked: ‘for an outsider, a non-
German who never experienced Nazism, it is perhaps too easy to criticise,
to expect standards of behaviour which it was well-nigh impossible to attain
in the circumstances.’15 At this distance of time, the same principle holds
good for the great majority of Germans, too. So I have tried as far as
possible to avoid using language that carries a moral, religious or ethical
baggage with it. The purpose of this book is to understand: it is up to the
reader to judge.

Understanding how and why the Nazis came to power is as important
today as it ever was, perhaps, as memory fades, even more so. We need to
get into the minds of the Nazis themselves. We need to discover why their
opponents failed to stop them. We need to grasp the nature and operation of
the Nazi dictatorship once it was established. We need to figure out the
processes through which the Third Reich plunged Europe and the world
into a war of unparalleled ferocity that ended in its own cataclysmic
collapse. There were other catastrophes in the first half of the twentieth
century, most notably, perhaps, the reign of terror unleashed by Stalin in
Russia during the 1930s. But none has had such a profound or lasting effect.
From its enthronement of racial discrimination and hatred at the centre of



its ideology to its launching of a ruthless and destructive war of conquest,
the Third Reich has burned itself onto the modern world’s consciousness as
no other regime, perhaps fortunately, has ever managed to do. The story of
how Germany, a stable and modern country, in less than a single lifetime
led Europe into moral, physical and cultural ruin and despair is a story that
has sobering lessons for us all; lessons, again, which it is for the reader to
take from this book, not for the writer to give.



II
Explaining how this happened has occupied historians and commentators of
many kinds since the very beginning. Dissident and émigré intellectuals
such as Konrad Heiden, Ernst Fraenkel and Franz Neumann published
analyses of the Nazi Party and the Third Reich during the 1930s and 1940s
that are still worth reading today, and had a lasting effect in guiding the
direction of research.16 But the first real attempt to put the Third Reich in
its historical context after the event was written by the leading German
historian of the day, Friedrich Meinecke, immediately after the end of the
Second World War. Meinecke blamed the rise of the Third Reich above all
on Germany’s growing obsession with world power from the late nineteenth
century onwards, beginning with Bismarck and getting more intense in the
age of Kaiser Wilhelm II and the First World War. A militaristic spirit had
spread through Germany, he thought, giving the army a balefully decisive
influence over the political situation. Germany had acquired impressive
industrial might; but this had been achieved by an over-concentration on a
narrowly technical education at the expense of broader moral and cultural
instruction. ‘We were searching for what was “positive” in Hitler’s work,’
wrote Meinecke of the educated upper-middle-class elite to which he
belonged; and he was honest enough to add that they had found something
they thought met the needs of the day. But it had all turned out to be an
illusion. Looking back over a life long enough for him to remember the
unification of Germany under Bismarck in 1871 and everything that
happened between then and the fall of the Third Reich, Meinecke
concluded tentatively that there was something flawed in the German
nation-state from the very moment of its foundation in 1871.

Meinecke’s reflections, published in 1946, were as important for their
limitations as for their brave attempt to rethink the political beliefs and
aspirations of a lifetime. The old historian had stayed in Germany
throughout the Third Reich, but, unlike many others, he had never joined
the Nazi Party, nor had he written or worked on its behalf. But he was still



limited by the perspectives of the liberal nationalism in which he had grown
up. The catastrophe, for him, was, as the title of his 1946 reflections put it, a
German catastrophe, not a Jewish catastrophe, a European catastrophe or a
world catastrophe. At the same time, he gave primacy, as German historians
had long done, to diplomacy and international relations in bringing about
the catastrophe, rather than in social, cultural or economic factors. The
problem for Meinecke lay essentially not in what he referred to in passing
as the ‘racial madness’ that had gripped Germany under the Nazis, but in
the Third Reich’s Machiavellian power politics, and its launching of a bid
for world domination that had eventually led to its own destruction.17

For all its inadequacies, Meinecke’s attempt to understand raised a series
of key questions which, as he predicted, have continued to occupy people
ever since. How was it that an advanced and highly cultured nation such as
Germany could give in to the brutal force of National Socialism so quickly
and so easily? Why was there such little serious resistance to the Nazi
takeover? How could an insignificant party of the radical right rise to power
with such dramatic suddenness? Why did so many Germans fail to perceive
the potentially disastrous consequences of ignoring the violent, racist and
murderous nature of the Nazi movement? 18 Answers to these questions
have varied widely over time, between historians and commentators of
different nationalities, and from one political position to another.19 Nazism
was only one of a number of violent and ruthless dictatorships established
in Europe in the first half of the twentieth century, a trend so widespread
that one historian has referred to the Europe of this era as a ‘Dark
Continent’.20 This raises in turn the questions of how far Nazism was
rooted in German history, and how far, on the other hand, it was the product
of wider European developments, and the extent to which it shared central
characteristics of its origins and rule with other European regimes of the
time.

Such comparative considerations suggest that it is questionable to assume
that it was somehow less likely for an economically advanced and culturally
sophisticated society to fall into an abyss of violence and destruction than it
was for one that was less so. The fact that Germany had produced a
Beethoven, Russia a Tolstoy, Italy a Verdi, or Spain a Cervantes, was
wholly irrelevant to the fact that all these countries experienced brutal
dictatorships in the twentieth century. High cultural achievements across the
centuries did not render a descent into political barbarism more inexplicable



than their absence would have done; culture and politics simply do not
impinge on each other in so simple and direct a manner. If the experience of
the Third Reich teaches us anything, it is that a love of great music, great art
and great literature does not provide people with any kind of moral or
political immunization against violence, atrocity, or subservience to
dictatorship. Indeed, many commentators on the left from the 1930s
onwards argued that the advanced nature of German culture and society was
itself the major cause of Nazism’s triumph. The German economy was the
most powerful in Europe, German society the most highly developed.
Capitalist enterprise had reached an unprecedented scale and degree of
organization in Germany. Marxists argued that this meant that class conflict
between the owners of capital and those they exploited had been ratcheted
up until it reached breaking point. Desperate to preserve their power and
their profits, big businessmen and their hangers-on used all their influence
and all the propagandistic means at their disposal to call into being a mass
movement that was dedicated to serving their interests - the Nazi Party -
and then to lever it into power and benefit from it once it was there.21

This view, elaborated with considerable sophistication by a whole variety
of Marxist scholars from the 1920s to the 1980s, should not be dismissed
out of hand as mere propaganda; it has inspired a wide range of substantial
scholarly work over the years, on both sides of the Iron Curtain that divided
Europe during the Cold War between 1945 and 1990. But as a broad,
general explanation it begs many questions. It more or less ignored the
racial doctrines of Nazism, and altogether failed to explain the fact that the
Nazis directed such venomous hatred towards the Jews not only in rhetoric
but also in reality. Given the considerable resources devoted by the Third
Reich to persecuting and destroying millions of people, including many
who were impeccably middle-class, productive, well-off and in no small
number of cases capitalists themselves, it is hard to see how the
phenomenon of Nazism could be reduced to the product of a class struggle
against the proletariat or an attempt to preserve the capitalist system that so
many Jews in Germany contributed to sustaining. Moreover, if Nazism was
the inevitable outcome of the arrival of imperialistic monopoly capitalism,
then how could one account for the fact that it only emerged in Germany,
and not in other, similarly advanced capitalist economies like Britain,
Belgium, or the United States?22



Just such a question was what many non-Germans asked during the
Second World War, and at least some Germans posed to themselves
immediately afterwards. Above all in the countries that had already
experienced one war against the Germans, in 1914-18, many commentators
argued that the rise and triumph of Nazism were the inevitable end-products
of centuries of German history. In this view, which was put forward by
writers as varied as the American journalist William L. Shirer, the British
historian A. J. P. Taylor and the French scholar Edmond Vermeil, the
Germans had always rejected democracy and human rights, abased
themselves before strong leaders, rejected the concept of the active citizen,
and indulged in vague but dangerous dreams of world domination.23 In a
curious way, this echoed the Nazis’ own version of German history, in
which the Germans had also held by some kind of basic racial instinct to
these fundamental traits, but had been alienated from them by foreign
influences such as the French Revolution.24 But as many critics have
pointed out, this simplistic view immediately raises the question of why the
Germans did not succumb to a Nazi-style dictatorship long before 1933. It
ignores the fact that there were strong liberal and democratic traditions in
German history, traditions which found their expression in political
upheavals such as the 1848 Revolution, when authoritarian regimes were
overthrown all over Germany. And it makes it harder, rather than easier, to
explain how and why the Nazis came to power, because it ignores the very
widespread opposition to Nazism which existed in Germany even in 1933,
and so prevents us from asking the crucial question of why that opposition
was overcome. Without recognizing the existence of such opposition to
Nazism within Germany itself, the dramatic story of Nazism’s rise to
dominance ceases to be a drama at all: it becomes merely the realization of
the inevitable.

It has been all too easy for historians to look back at the course of
German history from the vantage-point of 1933 and interpret almost
anything that happened in it as contributing to the rise and triumph of
Nazism. This has led to all kinds of distortions, with some historians
picking choice quotations from German thinkers such as Herder, the late
eighteenth-century apostle of nationalism, or Martin Luther, the sixteenth-
century founder of Protestantism, to illustrate what they argue are ingrained
German traits of contempt for other nationalities and blind obedience to
authority within their own borders.25 Yet when we look more closely at the



work of thinkers such as these, we discover that Herder preached tolerance
and sympathy for other nationalities, while Luther famously insisted on the
right of the individual conscience to rebel against spiritual and intellectual
authority.26 Moreover, while ideas do have a power of their own, that power
is always conditioned, however indirectly, by social and political
circumstances, a fact that historians who generalized about the ‘German
character’ or ’the German mind’ all too often forgot.27

A different current of thought, sometimes put forward by the same
writers, has emphasized not the importance of ideology and belief in
German history, but their unimportance. Germans, it has sometimes been
said, had no real interest in politics and never got used to the give-and-take
of democratic political debate. Yet of all the myths of German history that
have been mobilized to account for the coming of the Third Reich in 1933,
none is less convincing than that of the ‘unpolitical German’. Largely the
creation of the novelist Thomas Mann during the First World War, this
concept subsequently became an alibi for the educated middle class in
Germany, which could absolve itself from blame for supporting Nazism by
accepting criticism for the far less serious offence of failing to oppose it.
Historians of many varieties have claimed that the German middle class had
withdrawn from political activity after the debacle of 1848, and taken
refuge in money-making or literature, culture and the arts instead. Educated
Germans put efficiency and success above morality and ideology.28 Yet
there is plenty of evidence to the contrary, as we shall see in the course of
this book. Whatever Germany suffered from in the 1920s, it was not a lack
of political commitment and belief, rather, if anything, the opposite.

German historians, not surprisingly, found such broad and hostile
generalizations about the German character highly objectionable. In the
aftermath of the Second World War, they tried their best to deflect criticism
by pointing to the wider European roots of Nazi ideology. They drew
attention to the fact that Hitler himself was not German but Austrian. And
they adduced parallels with other European dictatorships of the age, from
Mussolini’s Italy to Stalin’s Russia. Surely, they argued, in the light of the
general collapse of European democracy in the years from 1917 to 1933,
the coming of the Nazis should be seen, not as the culmination of a long
and uniquely German set of historical developments, but rather as the
collapse of the established order in Germany as elsewhere under the
cataclysmic impact of the First World War.29 In this view, the rise of



industrial society brought the masses onto the political stage for the first
time. The war destroyed social hierarchy, moral values and economic
stability right across Europe. The Habsburg, the German, the Tsarist and the
Ottoman Empires all collapsed, and the new democratic states that emerged
in their wake quickly fell victim to the demagogy of unscrupulous agitators
who seduced the masses into voting for their own enslavement. The
twentieth century became an age of totalitarianism, culminating in the
attempt of Hitler and Stalin to establish a new kind of political order based
on total police control, terror, and the ruthless suppression and murder of
real or imagined opponents in their millions on the one hand, and continual
mass mobilization and enthusiasm whipped up by sophisticated propaganda
methods on the other.30

Although it is easy enough to see how such arguments served the
interests of Western exponents of the Cold War in the 1950s and 1960s by
implicitly or explicitly equating Stalin’s Russia with Hitler’s Germany, the
concept of both as varieties of a single phenomenon has recently undergone
something of a revival.31 And certainly there is nothing illegitimate about
comparing the two regimes.32 The idea of totalitarianism as a general
political phenomenon went back as far as the early 1920s. It was used in a
positive sense by Mussolini, who along with Hitler and Stalin made the
claim to a total control of society that involved the effective re-creation of
human nature in the form of a ‘new’ type of human being. But whatever the
similarities between these various regimes, the differences between the
forces that lay behind the origins, rise and eventual triumph of Nazism and
Stalinism are too strikingly different for the concept of totalitarianism to
explain very much in this area. In the end, it is more useful as a description
than as an explanation, and it is probably better at helping us to understand
how twentieth-century dictatorships behaved once they had achieved power
than in accounting for how they got there.

To be sure, there were some similarities between Russia and Germany
before the First World War. Both nations were ruled by authoritarian
monarchies, backed by a powerful bureaucracy and a strong military elite,
confronting rapid social change brought about by industrialization. Both
these political systems were destroyed by the profound crisis of defeat in
the First World War, and both were succeeded by a brief period of conflict-
ridden democracy before the conflicts were resolved by the advent of
dictatorships. But there were also many crucial differences, principal among



them the fact that the Bolsheviks completely failed to win the level of mass
public support in free elections which provided the essential basis for the
Nazis’ coming to power. Russia was backward, overwhelmingly peasant,
lacking in the basic functions of a civil society and a representative political
tradition. It was a dramatically different country from the advanced and
highly educated industrial Germany, with its long-nurtured traditions of
representative institutions, the rule of law and a politically active citizenry.
It is certainly true that the First World War destroyed the old order all over
Europe. But the old order differed substantially from one country to
another, and it was destroyed in differing ways, with differing
consequences. If we are looking for another country with comparable
developments, then, as we shall see, Italy, nineteenth-century Europe’s
other newly unified nation alongside Germany, is a much better place to
start than Russia.

Searching for an explanation of the origins and rise of Nazism in German
history undeniably runs the risk of making the whole process seem
inevitable. At almost every turn, however, things might have been different.
The triumph of Nazism was far from a foregone conclusion right up to the
early months of 1933. Yet it was no historical accident, either.33 Those who
argued that Nazism came to power as part of an essentially Europe-wide set
of developments are right to have done so up to a point. But they have paid
far too little attention to the fact that Nazism, while far from being the
unavoidable outcome of the course of German history, certainly did draw
for its success on political and ideological traditions and developments that
were specifically German in their nature. These traditions may not have
gone back as far as Martin Luther, but they could certainly be traced back to
the way German history developed in the course of the nineteenth century,
and above all to the process by which the country was turned into a unified
state under Bismarck in 1871. It makes sense to start at this point, therefore,
as Friedrich Meinecke did in his reflections of 1946, when searching for the
reasons why the Nazis came to power little over six decades later and
wrought such havoc on Germany, Europe and the world with so little
opposition from the majority of Germans. As we shall see in the course of
this book and the two succeeding volumes, there are many different answers
to these questions, ranging from the nature of the crisis that overtook
Germany in the early 1930s, to the way in which the Nazis established and
consolidated their rule once they had achieved power, and weighing them



all up against each other is no easy task. Yet the burden of German history
undeniably played a role, and it is with German history that this book,
therefore, has to begin.



III
The early twenty-first century is a particularly good moment for
undertaking a project of this kind. Historical research on the Third Reich
has gone through three major phases since 1945. In the first, from the end
of the war to the middle of the 1960s, there was a heavy concentration on
answering the questions addressed primarily in the present volume. Political
scientists and historians such as Karl Dietrich Bracher produced major
works on the collapse of the Weimar Republic and the Nazi seizure of
power.34 In the 1970s and 1980s the focus shifted to the history of the years
1933 to 1939 (the subject of the second volume of this study), aided by the
return of vast quantities of captured documents from Allied custody to the
German archives. In particular, Martin Broszat and Hans Mommsen
produced a series of path-breaking studies of the internal structures of the
Third Reich, arguing against the prevailing view that it was a totalitarian
system in which decisions made at the top, by Hitler, were implemented all
the way down, and examining the complex of competing power centres
whose rivalry, they argued, drove the regime on to adopt steadily more
radical policies. Their work was complemented by a mass of new research
into the history of everyday life under the Nazis, concentrating in particular
on the years up to the outbreak of the Second World War.35 Since the 1990s
research has entered a third phase, in which there has been a particular
focus on the years 1939-45 (the subject of the third volume of this study).
The discovery of new documents in the archives of the former Soviet bloc,
the increasing public prominence given to the persecution and
extermination of the Jews and others, from homosexuals to ‘asocials’, from
slave labourers to the handicapped, by the Nazis, have all generated a large
quantity of important new knowledge.36 The time seems right, therefore, to
attempt a synthesis that brings the results of these three phases of research
together, and to take advantage of the great quantity of new material, from
the diaries of Joseph Goebbels and Victor Klemperer to the records of the



meetings of the German cabinet and the appointments book of Heinrich
Himmler, that has become available recently.

For any historian, a task such as this is a bold, if not rash or even
foolhardy undertaking: doubly so for a historian who is not German.
However, I have been thinking about the historical questions dealt with in
this book for many years. My interest in German history was first seriously
awakened by Fritz Fischer, whose visit to Oxford during my time there as
an undergraduate was a moment of major intellectual significance. Later, in
Hamburg researching for my doctorate, I was able to share a little of the
extraordinary excitement generated by Fischer and his team, whose opening
up of the question of continuity in modern German history created a real
sense of ferment, even crusade, among the younger German historians
whom he gathered around him. At that time, in the early 1970s, I was
interested mainly in the origins of the Third Reich in the Weimar Republic
and the Wilhelmine Empire; only later did I come to write about the ways in
which Nazi Germany aroused heated controversy amongst modern German
historians, and to do some archival research on the period 1933-45 myself,
as part of a larger project on the death penalty in modern German history.37

Over these years I was lucky enough to be helped in many ways by a whole
range of German friends and colleagues, notably Jürgen Kocka, Wolfgang
Mommsen, Volker Ullrich and Hans-Ulrich Wehler. Numerous, often
lengthy stays in Germany generously funded by institutions such as the
Alexander von Hum-boldt Foundation and the German Academic Exchange
Service helped educate me, I hope, into a better understanding of German
history and culture than I set out with at the beginning of the 1970s. Few
countries could have been more generous or more open to outsiders wishing
to study their problematic and uncomfortable past. And the community of
specialists on German history in Britain has been a constant support
throughout; early on, during my time at Oxford, Tim Mason was a
particular source of inspiration, and Anthony Nicholls guided my
researches with a sure hand. Of course, none of this in the end can ever
compensate for the fact that I am not a native German; but perhaps the
distance that is inevitably the result of being a foreigner can also lend a
certain detachment, or at least a difference of perspective, that may go some
way to balancing out this obvious disadvantage.

Although I had written about the origins, consequences and
historiography of the Third Reich, researched part of its history in the



archives, and taught a slowly evolving, document-based course on it to
undergraduates over a period of more than twenty years, it was not until the
1990s that I was prompted to devote my attention to it full-time. I shall
always be grateful, therefore, to Anthony Julius for asking me to act as an
expert witness in the libel case brought by David Irving against Deborah
Lipstadt and her publishers, and to the whole defence team, and most
especially leading counsel Richard Rampton QC and my research assistants
Nik Wachsmann and Thomas Skelton-Robinson, for many hours of fruitful
and provocative discussion on many aspects of the history of the Third
Reich that surfaced during the case.38 It was a privilege to be involved in a
case whose importance turned out to be greater than any of us expected.
Apart from this, one of the major surprises of the work we did on the case
was the discovery that many aspects of the subjects we were dealing with
were still surprisingly ill-documented. 39 Another, just as important, was
that there was no really wide-ranging, detailed overall account of the
broader historical context of Nazi policies towards the Jews in the general
history of the Third Reich itself, despite the existence of many excellent
accounts of those policies in a narrower framework. This sense of the
growing fragmentation of knowledge on Nazi Germany was strengthened
when I was asked soon afterwards to sit on the British government’s
Spoliation Advisory Panel, considering claims for the restitution of cultural
objects alienated unjustly from their original owners in the years from 1933
to 1945. Here was another area where answering specialized questions
sometimes depended on historical knowledge of the wider context, yet there
was no general history of Nazi Germany to which I could direct the other
members of the panel to help them in this regard. At the same time, my
direct confrontation with these important legal and moral dimensions of the
Nazi experience through working in these two very different contexts
convinced me more than ever of the need for a history of the Third Reich
that did not take moral or legal judgment as its frame of reference.

These, then, are some of the reasons why I have written this book. They
may help to explain some of its distinctive features. To begin with, in a
history such as this, directed to a wide readership, it is important to avoid
technical terms. Since this is a book for English-language readers, I have
translated German terms into the English equivalent in almost every
instance. Retaining the German is a form of mystification, even
romanticization, which ought to be avoided. There are only three



exceptions. The first is Reich, which, as Chapter 1 explains, had particular,
untranslateable resonances in German far beyond its English equivalent of
‘empire’, with its associated term Reichstag, referring to the German
national parliament. This is a word which ought to be familiar to every
English-speaking reader, and it would be artificial to speak, for example, of
the ‘Third Empire’ instead of the ’Third Reich’ or the ‘Parliament fire’
instead of the ’Reichstag fire‘. The title Kaiser has also been retained in
preference to the rough English equivalent of ’Emperor’ because it, too,
awakened specific and powerful historical memories. Some other German
words or terms associated with the Third Reich have also gained currency
in English, but in so doing they have become divorced from their original
meaning: Gauleiter for instance just means a Nazi tyrant, so to give it a
more precise meaning I have translated it everywhere as ‘Regional Leader’.
Similarly, Hitler is referred to throughout not as Führer but as the English
equivalent of the term, ‘Leader’. And although everyone is familiar with the
title of Hitler’s book Mein Kampf, few probably know that it means My
Struggle unless they know German.

One of the purposes of translation is to allow English-speaking readers to
gain a feeling for what these things actually meant; they were not mere
titles or words, but carried a heavy ideological baggage with them. Some
German words have no exact English equivalent, and I have chosen to be
inconsistent in my translation, rendering national variously as ‘national’ or
‘nationalist’ (it has the flavour of both) and a similarly complex term, Volk,
as ‘people’ or ‘race’, according to the context. The translations are not
always mine, but where I have taken them from existing English-language
versions I have always checked them against the originals and in some
cases altered them accordingly. Specialist readers who know German will
probably find all this rather irritating; they are advised to read the German
edition of this book, which is published simultaneously under the title Das
Dritte Reich, I: Aufstieg, by the Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt.

In a similar way, bearing in mind that this is not a specialist academic
monograph, I have tried to limit the endnotes as far as possible. They are
designed mainly to enable readers to check the statements made in the text;
they are not intended to provide full bibliographical references to the topics
under consideration, nor do they, with very few exceptions, include
discussion of detailed subjects of secondary interest. I have tried, however,
to point the interested reader to relevant further reading where he or she



would like to pursue a topic in greater depth than has been possible in this
book. Where there is an English translation of a German book, I have tried
to cite it in this edition in preference to the German original. To keep the
notes within bounds, only information necessary to locating the source has
been provided, namely, author, title and subtitle, place and date of
publication. Modern publishing is a global business, with the major players
based in a number of different countries, so only the principal place of
publication has been given.

One of the most difficult problems in writing about Nazi Germany is
posed by the permeation of the language of the time by Nazi terminology,
as Victor Klemperer long ago noted in his classic study of what he called
Lingua tertii Imperii, the language of the Third Reich.40 Some historians
distance themselves from it by putting all Nazi terms into inverted commas,
or adding some disapproving epithet: thus the ‘Third Reich’ or even the ‘so-
called “Third Reich”’. In a book such as this, however, to adopt either of
these procedures would seriously compromise readability. Although it
should not be necessary to say this, it is as well that I note at this point that
Nazi terminology employed in this book simply reflects its use at the time:
it should not be construed as an acceptance, still less approval, of the term
in question as a valid way of denoting what it refers to. Where the Nazi
Party is concerned I have used the capital initial letter for Party, where other
parties are referred to, I have not; similarly, the Church is the formal
organization of Christians, a church is a building; Fascism denotes the
Italian movement led by Mussolini, fascism the generic political
phenomenon.

If all of this makes what follows clearer and more readable, it will have
served its purpose. And if the book itself is, as I hope, easy to follow, then
much of the credit must go to the friends and colleagues who kindly agreed
to read the first draft at short notice, expunged many infelicities and rooted
out errors, in particular, Chris Clark, Christine L. Corton, Bernhard Fulda,
Sir Ian Kershaw, Kristin Semmens, Adam Tooze, Nik Wachsmann, Simon
Winder and Emma Winter. Bernhard Fulda, Christian Goeschel and Max
Horster checked through the notes and located original documents; Caitlin
Murdock did the same for the stormtrooper autobiographies stored in the
Hoover Institution. Bernhard Fulda, Liz Harvey and David Welch kindly
supplied some key documents. I am greatly indebted to all of them for their
help. Andrew Wylie has been a superb agent whose persuasive powers have



ensured that this book has the best possible publishers; Simon Winder at
Penguin has been a tower of strength in London, and it has been a pleasure
to work closely with him on the book. In New York, Scott Moyers has
buoyed me up with his enthusiasm and helped greatly with his shrewd
comments on the typescript, and in Germany, Michael Neher has performed
a miracle of organization in getting the German edition out so quickly. It
was a pleasure to work once again with the translators themselves, Holger
Fliessbach and Udo Rennert, and also with András Bereznáy, who drew the
maps. I am also grateful to Chloe Campbell at Penguin who has put so
much effort into helping with the picture research, obtaining permissions
and tracking down originals for the illustrations, to Simon Taylor for his
generous help in providing some of the pictures, to Elizabeth Stratford for
her meticulous copy-editing of the final text, and to the production and
design teams at both publishers for putting the book together.

Finally, my biggest debt, as always, is to my family, to Christine L.
Corton for her practical support and her publishing expertise, and to her and
to our sons Matthew and Nicholas, to whom these volumes are dedicated,
for sustaining me during a project that deals with difficult and often terrible
events of a kind that we have all been fortunate not to have experienced in
our own lives.
 
Cambridge, July 2003
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THE LEGACY OF THE PAST



GERMAN PECULIARITIES



I

Is it wrong to begin with Bismarck? On several levels, he was a key figure
in the coming of the Third Reich. For one thing, the cult of his memory in
the years after his death encouraged many Germans to long for the return of
the strong leadership his name represented. For another, his actions and
policies in the mid-to-late nineteenth century helped create an ominous
legacy for the German future. Yet in many ways he was a complex and
contradictory figure, as much European as German, as much modern as
traditional. Here, too, his example pointed forwards to the tangled mixture
of the new and the old that was so characteristic of the Third Reich. It is
worth calling to mind that a mere fifty years separated Bismarck’s
foundation of the German Empire in 1871 from the electoral triumphs of
the Nazis in 1930-32. That there was a connection between the two seems
impossible to deny. It was here, rather than in the remote religious cultures
and hierarchical polities of the Reformation or the ‘Enlightened
Absolutism’ of the eighteenth century, that we find the first real moment in
German history which it is possible to relate directly to the coming of the
Third Reich in 1933.1

Born in 1815, Otto von Bismarck made his reputation as the wild man of
German conservatism, given to brutal statements and violent actions, never
afraid to state with forceful clarity what more cautious spirits were afraid to
say out loud. Coming from a traditional, aristocratic background, rooted
both in the Junker landowning class and the civil service nobility, he
seemed to many to represent Prussianism in an extreme form, with all its
virtues and vices. His domination over German politics in the second half of
the nineteenth century was brutal, arrogant, complete. He could not conceal
his contempt for liberalism, socialism, parliamentarism, egalitarianism and
many other aspects of the modern world. Yet this seemed to do no harm to
the almost mythical reputation he acquired after his death as the creator of
the German Empire. On the centenary of his birth, in 1915, when Germany
was in the midst of fighting the First World War, a humane liberal such as



the historian Friedrich Meinecke could take comfort, even inspiration, from
the image of the ‘Iron Chancellor’ as a man of force and power: ‘It is the
spirit of Bismarck’, he wrote, ‘which forbids us to sacrifice our vital
interests and has forced us to the heroic decision to take up the prodigious
struggle against East and West, to speak with Bismarck: “like a strong
fellow, who has two good fists at his disposal, one for each opponent”.’2

Here was the great and decisive leader whose lack many Germans felt
acutely at this crucial juncture in their country’s fortunes. They were to feel
the absence of such a leader even more acutely in the years after the war
ended.

Yet in reality Bismarck was a far more complex character than this crude
image, fostered by his acolytes after his death. He was not the reckless,
risk-taking gambler of later legend. Too few Germans subsequently
remembered that it was Bismarck who was responsible for defining politics
as ‘the art of the possible.’3 He always insisted that his technique was to
calculate the way events were going, then take advantage of them for his
own purposes. He himself put it more poetically: ‘A statesman cannot
create anything himself. He must wait and listen until he hears the steps of
God sounding through events; then leap up and grasp the hem of his
garment’.4 Bismarck knew that he could not force events into any pattern
that he wanted. If, then - to adopt another of his favourite metaphors - the
art of politics consisted in navigating the ship of state along the stream of
time, in what direction was that stream flowing in nineteenth-century
Germany? For more than a millennium before the century began, Central
Europe had been splintered into myriad autonomous states, some of them
powerful and well organized, like Saxony and Bavaria, others small or
medium-sized ‘Free Cities’, or tiny principalities and knighthoods which
consisted of little more than a castle and a modestly sized estate. These
were all gathered together in the so-called Holy Roman Reich of the
German Nation, founded by Charlemagne in 800 and dissolved by
Napoleon in 1806. This was the famous ‘thousand-year Reich’ which it
ultimately became the Nazis’ ambition to emulate. By the time it collapsed
under the weight of Napoleon’s invasions, the Reich was in a parlous
condition; attempts to establish a meaningful degree of central authority had
failed, and powerful and ambitious member states such as Austria and
Prussia had tended increasingly to throw their weight around as if the Reich
did not exist.



When the dust settled after Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo in 1815, the
European states set up a successor organization to the Reich in the form of
the German Confederation, whose borders were roughly the same and
included, as before, the German and Czech-speaking parts of Austria. For a
while, the police system established across Central Europe by the Austrian
Chancellor Prince Metternich successfully kept the lid on the boiling
cauldron of liberal and revolutionary activity stirred up amongst an active
minority of educated people before 1815 by the French. Yet by the middle
of the 1840s, a new generation of intellectuals, lawyers, students and local
politicians had grown dissatisfied with the situation. They came to believe
that the quickest way to rid Germany of its many great and petty tyrannies
was to sweep away the individual member states of the Confederation and
replace them with a single German polity founded on representative
institutions and guaranteeing the elementary rights and freedoms - freedom
of speech, freedom of the press and so on - which were still denied in so
many parts of Germany. Popular discontent generated by the poverty and
starvation of the ‘Hungry Forties’ gave them their chance. In 1848,
revolution broke out in Paris and flashed across Europe. Existing German
governments were swept away and the liberals came to power.5

The revolutionaries quickly organized elections in the Confederation,
including Austria, and a national parliament duly assembled at Frankfurt.
After much deliberation the deputies voted through a list of fundamental
rights and established a German constitution along classic liberal lines. But
they were unable to gain control over the armies of the two leading states,
Austria and Prussia. This proved decisive. By the autumn of 1848, the
monarchs and generals of the two states had recovered their nerve. They
refused to accept the new constitution, and, after a wave of radical-
democratic revolutionary activity swept across Germany the following
spring, they forcibly dissolved the Frankfurt Parliament and sent its
deputies home. The revolution was over. The Confederation was
reestablished, and the leading revolutionaries were arrested, imprisoned or
forced into exile. The following decade has been widely seen by historians
as a period of deep reaction, when liberal values and civic freedoms were
crushed under the iron heel of German authoritarianism.

Many historians have regarded the defeat of the 1848 Revolution as a
crucial event in modern German history - the moment, in the historian
A.J.P. Taylor’s famous phrase, when ‘German history reached its turning-



point and failed to turn’.6 Yet Germany did not embark upon a straight or
undeviating ‘special path’ towards aggressive nationalism and political
dictatorship after 1848.7 There were to be many avoidable twists and turns
along the way. To begin with, the fortunes of the liberals had undergone a
dramatic transformation once more by the beginning of the 1860s. Far from
being a complete return to the old order, the post-revolutionary settlement
had sought to appease many of the liberals’ demands while stopping short
of granting either national unification or parliamentary sovereignty. Trial by
jury in open court, equality before the law, freedom of business enterprise,
abolition of the most objectionable forms of state censorship of literature
and the press, the right of assembly and association, and much more, were
in place almost everywhere in Germany by the end of the 1860s. And,
crucially, many states had instituted representative assemblies in which
elected deputies had freedom of debate and enjoyed at least some rights
over legislation and the raising of state revenues.

It was precisely the last right that the resurgent liberals used in Prussia in
1862 to block the raising of taxes until the army was brought under the
control of the legislature, as it had, fatally, not been in 1848. This posed a
serious threat to the funding of the Prussian military machine. In order to
deal with the crisis, the Prussian King appointed the man who was to
become the dominant figure in German politics for the next thirty years -
Otto von Bismarck. By this time, the liberals had correctly decided that
there was no chance of Germany uniting, as in 1848, in a nation-state that
included German-speaking Austria. That would have meant the break-up of
the Habsburg monarchy, which included huge swathes of territory, from
Hungary to Northern Italy, that lay outside the boundaries of the German
Confederation, and included many millions of people who spoke languages
other than German. But the liberals also considered that following the
unification of Italy in 1859-60, their time had come. If the Italians had
managed to create their own nation-state, then surely the Germans would be
able to do so as well.

Bismarck belonged to a generation of European politicians, like
Benjamin Disraeli in Britain, Napoleon III in France or Camillo Cavour in
Italy, who were prepared to use radical, even revolutionary means to
achieve fundamentally conservative ends. He recognized that the forces of
nationalism were not to be gainsaid. But he also saw that after the
frustrations of 1848, many liberals would be prepared to sacrifice at least



some of their liberal principles on the altar of national unity to get what
they wanted. In a series of swift and ruthless moves, Bismarck allied with
the Austrians to seize the disputed duchies of Schleswig-Holstein from the
Kingdom of Denmark, then engineered a war over their administration
between Prussia and Austria which ended in complete victory for the
Prussian forces. The German Confederation collapsed, to be followed by
the creation of a successor institution without the Austrians or their south
German allies, named by Bismarck for want of a more imaginative term the
North German Confederation. Immediately, the majority of the Prussian
liberals, sensing that the establishment of a nation-state was just around the
corner, forgave Bismarck for his policy (pursued with sublime disdain for
parliamentary rights over the previous four years) of collecting taxes and
funding the army without parliamentary approval. They cheered him on as
he engineered another war, with the French, who rightly feared that the
creation of a united Germany would spell the end of the predominance in
European power-politics which they had enjoyed over the past decade and a
half.8

The crushing of the French armies at Sedan and elsewhere was followed
by the proclamation of a new German Empire, in the Hall of Mirrors at the
former French royal palace of Versailles. Built by Louis XIV, the ‘Sun
King’, at the height of his power nearly two hundred years before, the
palace was now turned into a humiliating symbol of French impotence and
defeat. This was a key moment in modern German and indeed European
history. To liberals, it seemed the fulfilment of their dreams. But there was a
heavy price for them to pay. Several features of Bismarck’s creation had
ominous consequences for the future. First of all, the decision to call the
new state ‘the German Reich’ inevitably conjured up memories of its
thousand-year predecessor, the dominant power in Europe for so many
centuries. Some, indeed, referred to Bismarck’s creation as the ‘Second
Reich’. The use of the word implied, too, that where the First Reich had
failed, in the face of French aggression, the Second had succeeded. Among
the many aspects of his creation that survived the fall of Bismarck’s
German Reich in 1918, the continued use of the term ‘German Empire’,
Deutsches Reich, by the Weimar Republic and all its institutions was far
from being the least significant. The word ‘Reich’ conjured up an image
among educated Germans that resonated far beyond the institutional
structures Bismarck created: the successor to the Roman Empire; the vision



of God’s Empire here on earth; the universality of its claim to suzerainty; in
a more prosaic but no less powerful sense, the concept of a German state
that would include all German speakers in Central Europe - ‘one People,
one Reich, one Leader’, as the Nazi slogan was to put it.9 There always
remained those in Germany who thought Bismarck’s creation only a partial
realization of the idea of a true German Reich. Initially, their voices were
drowned by the euphoria of victory. But with time, their number was to
grow.10

The constitution which Bismarck devised for the new German Reich in
1871 in many ways fell far short of the ideals dreamed of by the liberals in
1848. Alone of all modern German constitutions, it lacked any declaration
of principle about human rights and civic freedoms. Formally speaking, the
new Reich was a loose confederation of independent states, much like its
predecessor had been. Its titular head was the Emperor or Kaiser, the title
taken over from the old head of the Holy Roman Reich and ultimately
deriving from the Latin name ‘Caesar’. He had wide-ranging powers
including the declaration of war and peace. The Reich’s institutions were
stronger than those of the old, with a nationally elected parliament, the
Reichstag - the name, deriving from the Holy Roman Reich, was another
survival across the revolutionary divide of 1918 - and a number of central
administrative institutions, most notably the Foreign Office, to which more
were added as time went on. But the constitution did not accord to the
national parliament the power to elect or dismiss governments and their
ministers, and key aspects of political decision-making, above all on
matters of war and peace, and on the administration of the army, were
reserved to the monarch and his immediate entourage. Government
ministers, including the head of the civilian administration, the Reich
Chancellor - an office created by Bismarck and held by him for some
twenty years - were civil servants, not party politicians, and they were
beholden to the Kaiser, and not to the people or to their parliamentary
representatives. With time, the influence of the Reichstag grew, though not
by very much. With only mild exaggeration, the great revolutionary thinker
Karl Marx described the Bismarckian Reich, in a convoluted phrase that
captured many of its internal contradictions, as a ‘bureaucratically
constructed military despotism, dressed up with parliamentary forms, mixed
in with an element of feudalism yet at the same time already influenced by
the bourgeoisie’.11



II

The power of the military and in particular of the Prussian officer corps was
not simply the product of times of war. It derived from a long historical
tradition. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the expanding
Prussian state had organized itself along largely military lines, with the neo-
feudal system of landowners - the famous Junkers - and serfs, intermeshing
neatly with the military recruiting system for officers and men.12 This
system was dismantled with the ending of serfdom, and the traditional
prestige of the army was badly dented by a series of crushing defeats in the
Napoleonic wars. In 1848 and again in 1862 Prussian liberals came close to
bringing the military under parliamentary control. It was above all in order
to protect the autonomy of the Prussian officer corps from liberal
interference that Bismarck was appointed in 1862. He immediately
announced that ‘the great questions of the day are not decided by speeches
and majority resolutions - that was the great mistake of 1848 and 1849 - but
by iron and blood’.13 He was as good as his word. The war of 1866
destroyed the Kingdom of Hanover, incorporating it into Prussia, and
expelled Austria and Bohemia from Germany after centuries in which they
had played a major part in shaping its destinies, while the war of 1870-71
took away Alsace-Lorraine from France and placed it under the direct
suzerainty of the German Empire. It is with some justification that
Bismarck has been described as a ‘white revolutionary’.14 Military force
and military action created the Reich; and in so doing they swept aside
legitimate institutions, redrew state boundaries and overthrew long-
established traditions, with a radicalism and a ruthlessness that cast a long
shadow over the subsequent development of Germany. They also thereby
legitimized the use of force for political ends to a degree well beyond what
was common in most other countries except when they contemplated
imperial conquests in other parts of the world. Militarism in state and
society was to play an important part in undermining German democracy in
the 1920s and in the coming of the Third Reich.



Bismarck saw to it that the army was virtually a state within a state, with
its own immediate access to the Kaiser and its own system of self-
government. The Reichstag only had the right to approve its budget every
seven years, and the Minister of War was responsible to the army rather
than to the legislature. Officers enjoyed many social and other privileges
and expected the deference of civilians when they met on the street. Not
surprisingly, it was the ambition of many a bourgeois professional to be
admitted as an officer in the army reserve; while, for the masses,
compulsory military service produced familiarity with military codes of
conduct and military ideals and values.15 In times of emergency, the army
was entitled to establish martial law and suspend civil liberties, a move
considered so frequently during the Wilhelmine period that some historians
have with pardonable exaggeration described the politicians and legislators
of the time as living under the permanent threat of a coup d’état from
above.16

The army impacted on society in a variety of ways, most intensively of
all in Prussia, then after 1871 more indirectly, through the Prussian
example, in other German states as well. Its prestige, gained in the stunning
victories of the wars of unification, was enormous. Non-commissioned
officers, that is, those men who stayed on after their term of compulsory
military service was over and served in the army for a number of years, had
an automatic right to a job in state employment when they finally left the
army. This meant that the vast majority of policemen, postmen, railwaymen
and other lower servants of the state were ex-soldiers, who had been
socialized in the army and behaved in the military fashion to which they
had become accustomed. The rule-book of an institution like the police
force concentrated on enforcing military models of behaviour, insisted that
the public be kept at arm’s length and ensured that, in street marches and
mass demonstrations, the crowd would be more likely to be treated like an
enemy force than an assembly of citizens.17 Military concepts of honour
were pervasive enough to ensure the continued vitality of duelling among
civilian men, even amongst the middle classes, though it was also common
in Russia and France as well.18





Map 1. The Unification of Germany, 1864-1871
Over time, the identification of the officer corps with the Prussian

aristocracy weakened, and aristocratic military codes were augmented by
new forms of popular militarism, including in the early 1900s the Navy
League and the veterans’ clubs.19 By the time of the First World War, most
of the key positions in the officer corps were held by professionals, and the
aristocracy was dominant mainly in traditional areas of social prestige and
snobbery such as the cavalry and the guards, much as it was in other



countries. But the professionalization of the officer corps, hastened by the
advent of new military technology from the machine gun and barbed wire
to the aeroplane and the tank, did not make it any more democratic. On the
contrary, military arrogance was strengthened by the colonial experience,
when German armed forces ruthlessly put down rebellions of indigenous
peoples such as the Hereros in German South-West Africa (now
Namibia).20 In 1904-7, in an act of deliberate genocide, the German army
massacred thousands of Herero men, women and children and drove many
more of them into the desert, where they starved. From a population of
some 80,000 before the war, the Hereros declined to a mere 15,000 by 1911
as a result of these actions.21 In an occupied part of the German Empire
such as Alsace-Lorraine, annexed from France in 1871, the army frequently
behaved like conquerors facing a hostile and refractory population. Some of
the most flagrant examples of such behaviour had given rise in 1913 to a
heated debate in the Reichstag, in which the deputies passed a vote of no-
confidence in the government. This did not of course force the government
to resign, but it illustrated none the less the growing polarization of opinion
over the role of the army in German society.22

The extent to which Bismarck managed to control the army’s wilder
impulses and restrain its desire for massive territorial annexations in the
wake of its military victories was not realized by many at the time. Indeed,
particularly after his enforced resignation in 1890, the myth emerged -
encouraged not least by the disgruntled ex-Chancellor and his followers - of
Bismarck himself as a charismatic leader who had ruthlessly cut the
Gordian knots of politics and solved the great questions of the day by force.
It was Bismarck’s revolutionary wars in the 1860S that remained in the
German public memory, not the two subsequent decades in which he tried
to maintain the peace in Europe in order to allow the German Reich to find
its feet. As the diplomat Ulrich von Hassell, a leader of the conservative
resistance to Hitler in 1944, confided to his diary during a visit to
Bismarck’s old residence at Friedrichsruh:

It is regrettable how false is the picture which we ourselves have created
of him in the world, as the jackbooted politician of violence, in childish
pleasure at the fact that someone finally brought Germany to a position
of influence again. In truth, his great gift was for the highest diplomacy



and moderation. He understood uniquely how to win the world’s trust,
the exact opposite of today.23

The myth of the dictatorial leader was not the expression of an ancient,
ingrained aspect of the German character; it was a much more recent
creation.

It was fuelled in the early twentieth century by the public memory of
Bismarck’s tough stance against those whom he regarded as the internal
enemies of the Reich. In the 1870s, reacting against the Pope’s attempts to
strengthen his hold over the Catholic community through the Syllabus of
Errors (1864) and the Declaration of Papal Infallibility (1871), Bismarck
inaugurated what liberals dubbed the ‘struggle for culture’, a series of laws
and police measures which aimed to bring the Catholic Church under the
control of the Prussian state. The Catholic clergy refused to co-operate with
laws requiring them to undergo training at state institutions and submit
clerical appointments to state approval. Before long, those who contravened
the new laws were being hounded by the police, arrested and sent to gaol.
By the mid-1870s, 989 parishes were without incumbents, 225 priests were
in gaol, all Catholic religious orders apart from those involved in nursing
had been suppressed, two archbishops and three bishops had been removed
from office and the Bishop of Trier had died shortly after his release from
nine months in prison.24 What was even more disturbing was that this
massive assault on the civil liberties of some 40 per cent of the population of
the Reich was cheered on by Germany’s liberals, who regarded Catholicism
as so serious a threat to civilization that it justified extreme measures such
as these.

The struggle eventually died down, leaving the Catholic community an
embittered enemy of liberalism and modernity and determined to prove its
loyalty to the state, not least through the political party it had formed in
order, initially, to defend itself against persecution, the so-called Centre
Party. But before this process was even complete, Bismarck struck another
blow against civil liberties with the Anti-Socialist Law, passed by the
Reichstag after two assassination attempts on the aged Kaiser Wilhelm I in
1878. In fact, Germany’s fledgling socialist movement had nothing to do
with the would-be assassins and was a law-abiding organization, putting its
trust in the parliamentary route to power. Once more, however, the liberals
were persuaded to abandon their liberal principles in what was presented to



them as the national interest. Socialist meetings were banned, socialist
newspapers and magazines suppressed, the socialist party outlawed. Capital
punishment, previously in abeyance in Prussia and every other major
German state, was reintroduced. Mass arrests and the widespread
imprisonment of socialists followed.25

The consequences of the Anti-Socialist Law were, if anything, even more
far-reaching than those of the struggle with the Catholic Church. It, too,
completely failed in its immediate aim of suppressing supposed ‘enemies of
the Reich’. The socialists could not legally be banned from standing in
parliamentary elections as individuals, and as Germany’s industrialization
gathered pace and the industrial working class increased ever more rapidly
in numbers, so socialist candidates won an ever-growing share of the vote.
After the law was allowed to lapse in 1890, the socialists reorganized
themselves in the Social Democratic Party of Germany. By the eve of the
First World War the party had over a million members, the largest political
organization anywhere in the world. In the 1912 elections, despite an inbuilt
bias of the electoral system in favour of conservative rural constituencies, it
overtook the Centre Party as the largest single party in the Reichstag. The
repression of the Anti-Socialist Law had driven it to the left, and from the
beginning of the 1890s onwards it adhered to a rigid Marxist creed
according to which the existing institutions of Church, state and society,
from the monarchy and the army officer corps to big business and the stock
market, would be overthrown in a proletarian revolution that would bring a
socialist republic into being. The liberals’ support for the Anti-Socialist
Law caused the Social Democrats to distrust all ‘bourgeois’ political parties
and to reject any idea of co-operating with the political supporters of
capitalism or the exponents of what they regarded as a merely palliative
reform of the existing political system.26 Vast, highly disciplined, tolerating
no dissent, and seemingly unstoppable in its forward march towards
electoral dominance, the Social Democratic movement struck terror into the
hearts of the respectable middle and upper classes. A deep gulf opened up
between the Social Democrats on the one hand and all the ’bourgeois’
parties on the other. This unbridgeable political divide was to endure well
into the 1920s and play a vital role in the crisis that eventually brought the
Nazis to power.

At the same time, however, the party was determined to do everything it
could to remain within the law and not to provide any excuse for the oft-



threatened reintroduction of a banning order. Lenin was once said to have
remarked, in a rare flash of humour, that the German Social Democrats
would never launch a successful revolution in Germany because when they
came to storm the railway stations they would line up in an orderly queue to
buy platform tickets first. The party acquired the habit of waiting for things
to happen, rather than acting to bring them about. Its massively elaborate
institutional structure, with its cultural organizations, its newspapers and
magazines, its pubs, its bars, its sporting clubs and its educational
apparatus, came in time to provide a whole way of life for its members and
to constitute a set of vested interests that few in the party were prepared to
jeopardize. As a law-abiding institution, the party put its faith in the courts
to prevent persecution. Yet remaining within the law was not easy, even
after 1890. Petty chicanery by the police was backed up by conservative
judges and prosecutors, and by courts that continued to regard the Social
Democrats as dangerous revolutionaries. There were few Social Democratic
speakers or party newspaper editors who had not by 1914 spent several
terms of imprisonment after being convicted of lèse-majesté or insulting
state officials; criticizing the monarch or the police or even the civil
servants who ran the country could still count as an offence under the law.
Combating the Social Democrats became the business of a whole
generation of judges, state prosecutors, police chiefs and government
officials before 1914. These men, and the majority of their middle- and
upper-class supporters, never accepted the Social Democrats as a legitimate
political movement. In their eyes, the law’s purpose was to uphold the
existing institutions of state and society, not to act as a neutral referee
between opposing political groups.27

The liberals were certainly of no help in remedying this situation. They
themselves lost heavily in terms of votes and seats in the Reichstag in the
course of the 1880s and 1890s, though they managed to retain a good deal
of support in Germany’s towns and cities. Not the least of their problems
was the fact that they had repeatedly split in the course of the late
nineteenth century, and, even after the more left-oriented groups had joined
forces again in 1910, this still left two mainstream liberal parties, the
National Liberals and the Progressives, whose differences went back to the
refusal of the latter to forgive Bismarck for collecting taxes in Prussia
without parliamentary authorization in the 1860s. Things were just as
divided on the right of the political spectrum, however, where there was not



one Conservative Party but two, since those who had supported Bismarck’s
merging of Prussian particularism into the institutions of the Reich in 1871
—anathema to the die-hard Prussian nobility, the Junkers - maintained a
separate identity as the so-called ‘Free Conservatives’. Moreover, these two
largely Protestant, north German parties had to contend with an even larger
political party of the right, the Centre, whose antimodernism and support
for the Reich were tempered by its advocacy of social welfare and its
critical attitude towards German colonial rule in Africa. Thus Germany
before 1914 had not two mainstream political parties but six - the Social
Democrats, the two liberal parties, the two groups of Conservatives, and the
Centre Party, reflecting among other things the multiple divisions of
German society, by region, religion and social class.28 In a situation where
there was a strong executive not directly responsible to the legislature, this
weakened the prospect of party-politics being able to play a determining
role in the state.



III

Far from causing a general disillusion with politics, the competition of all
these rival political parties helped heat up the political atmosphere until it
reached positively feverish dimensions by 1914. Universal manhood
suffrage in Reichstag elections, backed by a more or less secret ballot and
strict rules of electoral propriety, gave voters confidence in the electoral
system. Voter participation reached the astonishing figure of 85 per cent of
those eligible to cast their ballot in the Reichstag election of 1912.29 All the
evidence goes to show that voters took their duty seriously, and thought
carefully about how to reconcile their ideological position with the broader
political scenario when it came, as it often did, to voting a second time in
run-off ballots under the system of proportional representation adopted by
the German constitution for elections to the Reichstag. The electoral
system, guaranteed by legal provisions and safeguards, opened up a space
for democratic debate and convinced millions of Germans of many political
hues that politics belonged to the people.30 Moreover, the daily press in
Imperial Germany was almost entirely political, with each newspaper
explicitly tied to one or other of the various parties and putting its point of
view in almost everything it published.31 Politics were not just the staple
diet of conversation amongst the elites and the middle classes, but formed a
central focus of discussion in working-class pubs and bars and even
governed people’s choice of leisure activities.32

Political discussion and debate turned increasingly after the beginning of
the twentieth century to the topic of Germany’s place in Europe and the
world. Germans were increasingly aware of the fact that Bismarck’s
creation of the Reich was incomplete in a number of different ways. To
begin with, it included substantial ethnic and cultural minorities, the legacy
of previous centuries of state aggrandisement and ethnic conflict. There
were Danes in the north, French-speakers in Alsace-Lorraine and a small
Slavic group called the Sorbs in central Germany; but above all there were



millions of Poles, inhabiting parts of the former Kingdom of Poland
annexed by Prussia in the eighteenth century. Already under Bismarck the
state increasingly tried to Germanize these minorities, attacking the use of
their languages in the schools and actively encouraging settlement by ethnic
Germans. By the eve of the First World War, the use of German was
mandatory in public meetings throughout the Reich, and land laws were
being reformed in such a way as to deprive the Poles of their fundamental
economic rights.33 The notion that ethnic minorities were entitled to be
treated with the same respect as the majority population was a view held
only by a tiny and diminishing minority of Germans. Even the Social
Democrats thought of Russia and the Slavic East as lands of backwardness
and barbarism by 1914, and had little or no sympathy for the efforts of
Polish-speaking workers in Germany to organize in defence of their
rights.34

Looking beyond Germany and Europe to the wider world, the Reich
Chancellors who came into office after Bismarck saw their country as a
second-class nation when compared with Britain and France, both of which
had major overseas empires that spanned the globe. A latecomer on the
scene, Germany had only been able to pick up the scraps and crumbs left
over by European colonial powers that had enjoyed a head start on them.
Tanganyika, Namibia, Togoland, Cameroon, New Guinea, assorted Pacific
islands and the Chinese treaty port of Jiaozhou were virtually all the
territories that made up Germany’s overseas empire on the eve of the First
World War. Bismarck had thought them of little importance and lent his
assent to their acquisition with great reluctance. But his successors came to
take a different view. Germany’s prestige and standing in the world
demanded, as Bernhard von Bülow, Foreign Secretary in the late 1890s,
then Reich Chancellor until 1909, put it, a ‘place in the sun’. A start was
made on the construction of a massive battle fleet, whose long-term aim
was to win colonial concessions from the British, lords of the world’s
largest overseas empire, by threatening, or even carrying out, the crippling
or destruction of the main force of the British Navy in a titanic
confrontation in the North Sea.35

These increasingly ambitious dreams of world power were articulated
above all by Kaiser Wilhelm II himself, a bombastic, self-important and
extremely loquacious man who lost few opportunities to express his
contempt for democracy and civil rights, his disdain for the opinions of



others and his belief in Germany’s greatness. The Kaiser, like many of those
who admired him, had grown up after Germany had been united. He had
little awareness of the precarious and adventurous route by which Bismarck
had achieved unification in 1871. Following the Prussian historians of his
day, he thought of the whole process as historically preordained. He knew
none of the nervous apprehension about Germany’s future that had led
Bismarck to adopt such a cautious foreign policy in the 1870s and 1880s.
Admittedly, the Kaiser’s character was too erratic, his personality too
mercurial, for him to have any really consistent effect on the conduct of
state affairs, and all too often his ministers found themselves working to
counter his influence rather than implement his wishes. His constant
declarations that he was the great leader that Germany needed merely
served to draw attention to his deficiencies in this respect, and played their
part, too, in fostering the nostalgic myth of Bismarckian decisiveness and
guile. Many Germans came to contrast the ruthlessness of Bismarck’s
amoral statesmanship, in which the end justified the means and statesmen
could say one thing while doing, or preparing to do, another, with
Wilhelm’s impulsive bombast and ill-considered tactlessness.36

Personalities aside, all of these features of the Germany that Bismarck
created could be observed to a greater or lesser degree in other countries as
well. In Italy the charismatic example of Garibaldi, leader of the popular
forces that helped unite the nation in 1859, provided a model for the later
dictator Mussolini. In Spain, the army was no less free of political control
than it was in Germany, and in Italy, as in Germany, it reported to the
sovereign rather than to the legislature. In Austria-Hungary, the civil service
was just as strong and parliamentary institutions even more limited in their
power. In France, a Church-state conflict raged that was not far behind that
of the German ‘struggle for culture’ in its ideological ferocity. In Russia, a
concept equivalent to that of the Reich was also applied to domestic politics
and Russia’s relations with its nearest neighbours.37 The Tsarist regime in
Russia repressed the socialists even more severely than did its German
counterpart and did not yield an inch to the German authorities in its drive
to assimilate the Poles, millions of whom were also under its sway.
Liberalism, however defined, was weak in all the major states of Eastern
and Central Europe by 1914, not just in the German Reich. The political
scene was still more fragmented in Italy than it was in Germany, and the
belief that war was justified to achieve political aims, in particular the



creation of a land empire, was common to many European powers, as the
outbreak of the First World War was to show with such terrible clarity in
August 1914. All over the Continent, the growing forces of democracy
threatened the hegemony of conservative elites. The late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries were the age of nationalism not just in Germany,
but everywhere in Europe, and the ‘nationalization of the masses’ was
taking place in many other countries as well.38

Yet in no nation in Europe other than Germany were all these conditions
present at the same time and to the same extent. Moreover, Germany was
not just any European country. Much has been written by historians about
various aspects of Germany’s supposed backwardness at this time, its
alleged deficit of civic values, its arguably antiquated social structure, its
seemingly craven middle class and its apparently neo-feudal aristocracy.
This was not how most contemporaries saw it at the time. Well before the
outbreak of the First World War, Germany was the Continent’s wealthiest,
most powerful and most advanced economy. In the last years of peace,
Germany was producing two-thirds of continental Europe’s output of steel,
half its output of coal and lignite and twenty per cent more electrical energy
than Britain, France and Italy combined.39 By 1914, with a population of
around 67 million, the German Empire commanded far greater resources of
manpower than any other continental European power with the exception of
Russia. By comparison, the United Kingdom, France and Austria-Hungary
each had a population of between 40 and 50 million at this time. Germany
was the world leader in the most modern industries, such as chemicals,
pharmaceuticals and electricity. In agriculture, the massive use of artificial
fertilizers and farm machinery had transformed the efficiency of the landed
estates of the north and east by 1914, by which time Germany was, for
example, producing a third of the world’s output of potatoes. Living
standards had improved by leaps and bounds since the turn of the century if
not before. The products of Germany’s great industrial firms, such as
Krupps and Thyssen, Siemens and AEG, Hoechst and BASF, were famous
for their quality the world over.40

Viewed nostalgically from the perspective of the early interwar years,
Germany before 1914 seemed to many to have been a haven of peace,
prosperity and social harmony. Yet beneath its prosperous and self-
confident surface, it was nervous, uncertain and racked by internal tensions.
41 For many, the sheer pace of economic and social change was frightening



and bewildering. Old values seemed to be disappearing in a welter of
materialism and unbridled ambition. Modernist culture, from abstract
painting to atonal music, added to the sense of disorientation in some areas
of society.42 The old-established hegemony of the Prussian landed
aristocracy, which Bismarck had tried so hard to preserve, was undermined
by the headlong rush of German society into the modern age. Bourgeois
values, habits and modes of behaviour had triumphed in the upper and
middle reaches of society by 1914; yet simultaneously they were
themselves being challenged by the growing self-assertion of the industrial
working class, organized in the massive Social Democratic labour
movement. Germany, unlike any other European country, had become a
nation-state not before the industrial revolution, but at its height; and on the
basis, not of a single state, but of a federation of many different states
whose German citizens were bound together principally by a common
language, culture and ethnicity. Stresses and strains created by rapid
industrialization interlocked with conflicting ideas about the nature of the
German state and nation and their place in the larger context of Europe and
the world. German society did not enter nationhood in 1871 in a wholly
stable condition. It was riven by rapidly deepening internal conflicts which
were increasingly exported into the unresolved tensions of the political
system that Bismarck had created.43 These tensions found release in an
increasingly vociferous nationalism, mixed in with alarmingly strident
doses of racism and antisemitism, which were to leave a baleful legacy for
the future.



GOSPELS OF HATE



I

Towards the end of 1889, a Berlin primary school headmaster, Hermann
Ahlwardt, was facing the prospect of financial ruin. Born in 1846 into an
impoverished family in Pomerania, he found the income he earned in his
lowly position in the Prussian educational hierarchy too little to cover his
considerable daily living expenses. In desperation, he committed a crime
that seemed almost deliberately calculated to shock the sensibilities of his
superiors: he stole money from the funds collected to pay for the children’s
Christmas party at his school. Soon enough, his misdemeanour was
discovered and he was dismissed from his post. This deprived him of his
last remaining source of income. Many people would have been crushed by
these disasters and overwhelmed by feelings of guilt and remorse. But not
Hermann Ahlwardt. ‘The headmaster’, as he soon came to be known by the
general public, decided to go onto the offensive. Looking around for
someone to blame for his misfortunes, his attention quickly focused on the
Jews.44

Germany’s Jewish community at this time was a highly acculturated,
successful group distinguished from other Germans mainly by its religion.45

In the course of the nineteenth century, civil disabilities attaching to non-
Christians in the German states had gradually been removed, much as
formal religious discrimination in other countries had been abolished - for
example, in Britain through Catholic Emancipation in 1829. The last
remaining legal impediments to full and equal legal rights were swept away
with German unification in 1871. Now that civil marriage had been
introduced in place of religious ceremonies all over Germany, the number
of intermarriages between Jews and Christians began to grow rapidly. In
Breslau, for instance, there were 35 Jewish-Christian marriages for every
100 purely Jewish marriages by 1915, compared with only 9 in the late
1870s. Very few of the Christian partners in such marriages came from the
families of converted Jews themselves, and the marriages were scattered
right across the social scale. In 1904, 19 per cent of Jewish men in Berlin



and 13 per cent of Jewish women married Christian partners. In Düsseldorf,
a quarter of all Jews who married had Christian partners in the mid-1900s,
rising to a third by 1914. By the eve of the First World War, there were 38
intermarriages for every 100 purely Jewish marriages; in Hamburg the
figure was as high as 73. Jews also began to convert to Christianity in
growing numbers; 11,000 converted in the first seventy years of the
nineteenth century and 11,500 in the remaining three decades. Between
1880 and 1919, some 20,000 German Jews were baptized. Success was
slowly dissolving the identity of the Jewish community as an enclosed
religious group.46

The 600,000 or so practising Jews who lived in the German Empire were
a tiny religious minority in an overwhelmingly Christian society,
constituting around 1 per cent of the population as a whole. Excluded for
centuries from traditional sources of wealth such as landowning, they
remained outside the ranks of the Reich’s establishment as informal social
discrimination continued to deny them a place in key institutions such as
the army, the universities and the top ranks of the civil service; indeed, their
access to such institutions actually declined in the 1890s and 1900s.47

Converted Jews suffered sufficiently from everyday antisemitism for many
of them to change their names to something more Christian-sounding.48 As
many as 100,000 German Jews reacted to discrimination in the nineteenth
century by emigrating, notably to the United States; but most stayed,
particularly as the economy began to boom towards the end of the century.
Those who remained were concentrated in the larger towns and cities, with
a quarter of Germany’s Jews living in Berlin by 1910, and nearly a third by
1933. Within these cities they clustered into particular districts; nearly half
of Hamburg’s Jews lived in the two middle-class precincts of Harvestehude
and Rotherbaum in 1885, nearly two-thirds of Frankfurt’s Jews in four of
the city’s fourteen precincts in 1900; 70 per cent of Berlin’s Jews lived in
five central and western districts, most of them overwhelmingly middle
class, by 1925. Even in the cities with the largest Jewish populations -
Berlin, Breslau and Frankfurt - they constituted a very tiny minority,
making up no more than 4.3 per cent, 6.4 per cent and 7.1 per cent of the
population respectively in 1871.49

Many Jews found a place in business and the professions. Alongside the
great banking family of the Rothschilds there emerged many other
important Jewish-owned finance houses, such as the banking firm of



Bleichröder, to whom Bismarck entrusted his personal finances.50 New
types of retailing such as the department stores, of which there were about
200 in Germany before the First World War, often had Jewish owners such
as the Tietz family or the Wertheim brothers.51 Jewish men were
particularly well represented in medicine, the law, science and research,
university teaching, journalism and the arts.52 The Jewish community was
turning slowly from an ostracized religious minority into one ethnic group
among many in an increasingly multi-cultural society, alongside other
minorities like Poles, Danes, Alsatians, Sorbs and the rest. Like the other
groups, it had its own increasingly secular representative institutions,
notably the Central Association of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith,
founded in 1893. Unlike most of the other groups, however, it was
generally economically successful, and, rather than having their own
political party, its members tended to join, and sometimes take leading
positions in, mainstream political parties, particularly on the left and in the
centre of the political spectrum. Most Jews identified strongly with German
nationalism, and if the liberal parties were particularly attractive to them,
this was not least because of their unequivocal support for the creation of a
German nation-state.53 By and large, then, the Jewish story in the late
nineteenth century was a success story, and Jews were associated above all
with the most modern and progressive developments in society, culture and
the economy.54

It was developments such as these that made the Jews the target for
disgruntled and unscrupulous agitators like Hermann Ahlwardt. For the
disaffected and the unsuccessful, those who felt pushed aside by the
Juggernaut of industrialization and yearned for a simpler, more ordered,
more secure, more hierarchical society such as they imagined had existed in
the not-too-distant past, the Jews symbolized cultural, financial and social
modernity. Nowhere was this more the case than in Ahlwardt’s adopted city
of Berlin. In 1873, the city’s economy was dealt a hammer-blow when the
frantic round of spending and investing that had accompanied the euphoria
of the Reich’s foundation came to an abrupt end. A worldwide economic
depression, sparked by the failure of railway investments in the United
States, brought widespread bankruptcies and business failures in Germany.
Small businesses and workshops were particularly badly hit. In their
incomprehension of the wider forces that were destroying their livelihood,



those most severely affected found it easy to believe the claims of Catholic
and conservative journalists that Jewish financiers were to blame.

As the depression went on, the journalists were joined by the court
preacher Adolf Stocker. A man of humble origin who embarked on a
crusade to win back the working classes from the influence of Social
Democracy, Stocker founded a Christian Social Party that fought elections
in the 1880s on an explicitly antisemitic platform. The new cause was aided
by Max Libermann von Sonnenberg, who helped organize a national
petition for the removal of Jews from public positions in 1880. Particularly
extreme was Ernst Henrici, whose rhetoric was so vehement that it caused
riots in the Pomeranian town of Neustettin, culminating in the burning of
the local synagogue. It was towards this movement that Hermann Ahlwardt
gravitated in the late 1880s, avenging his disgrace with a book blaming his
financial misfortunes on the machinations of Jewish money-lenders and
suggesting that Jews were all-powerful in German society. Unfortunately
for him, the evidence he provided for his claims, in the shape of documents
showing the German government to be in the pay of the Jewish banker
Gerson von Bleichröder, turned out to have been written by Ahlwardt
himself, and he was sentenced to four months in prison. No sooner was he
released than he produced another set of sensational and equally unfounded
claims, this time declaring that a Jewish arms manufacturer had supplied
the army with rifles that were deliberately faulty, in order to further a
Franco-Jewish conspiracy to undermine German military effectiveness.
Predictably enough, these claims earned Ahlwardt another prison sentence,
this time of five months.55

But he never served it. For in the meantime he had succeeded in
persuading the peasant farmers of a deeply rural constituency in
Brandenburg to elect him to the Reichstag. Travelling round their farms, he
told them that their misfortunes, brought on them in fact by a world
depression in agricultural prices, had been caused by the Jews, a distant and
to them obscure religious minority who lived far away in the big towns and
financial centres of Europe and the Reich. A seat in the Reichstag gave
Ahlwardt parliamentary immunity. His success testified to the appeal of
such demagogy to rural voters, and indeed other antisemites such as the
Hessian librarian Otto Böckel succeeded in getting elected as well, not least
by offering the peasants concrete measures such as co-operative
organizations in order to get over their economic difficulties. By the early



1890s the threat of such antisemites to the electoral hegemony of the
German Conservative Party in rural districts was perceived to be so serious
that the party itself, alarmed by a government policy that seemed likely to
damage farming interests still further, voted onto its programme a demand
for the combating of the ‘widely obtruding and decomposing Jewish
influence on our popular life’ at its Tivoli conference in 1893.56

This proved in the end to be a turning-point in the fortunes of Germany’s
motley collection of political antisemites. Although a serious attempt was
made by another antisemitic agitator, Theodor Fritsch, to bring the various
strands of political antisemitism together and direct the movement’s appeal
towards the economically discontented urban lower middle class, the
egotism of figures like Böckel prevented any real union from taking place,
and the antisemites were riven by internecine disputes. Fritsch’s influence
was to be exerted in another way. He continued to publish innumerable
popular antisemitic tracts which were widely read, right up to and beyond
his death in September 1933, by which time he was sitting in the Reichstag
as a representative of the Nazi Party. Throughout the prewar years,
however, he remained a marginal political figure. By the early 1900s, the
antisemites had been undermined by the effective coalition of the Berlin
Christian Social movement with the Conservative Party, and stymied in
Catholic areas by the willingness of the Centre Party to engage in a similar
kind of antisemitic rhetoric. Mavericks such as Böckel and Ahlwardt lost
their seats, and their parties, together with the urban-based organizations of
antisemites such as Fritzsch, faded away into nothingness. Ahlwardt
himself alienated even other antisemites with the violence of his language.
He left for the United States for a while, and on his return devoted himself
to combating the evils of Freemasonry. In 1909 he was in prison again, this
time for blackmail; evidently his continuing financial difficulties had driven
him to attempt even more directly criminal solutions than before. He finally
died, somewhat anticlimactically, in a traffic accident, in 1914.57



II

Ahlwardt was an extreme but in some ways not untypical representative of
a new kind of antisemitism that was emerging in Germany and elsewhere in
Europe towards the end of the nineteenth century. Traditional antisemitism
focused on the non-Christian religion of the Jews, and derived its political
power from biblical sanction. The New Testament blamed the Jews for
Christ’s death, condemning them to perpetual obloquy by declaring that
they had willingly agreed to let Christ’s blood be upon them and their
descendants. As a non-Christian minority in a society governed by Christian
beliefs and Christian institutions, the Jews were obvious and easy targets for
popular hatred in times of crisis such as the Black Death in the mid-
fourteenth century, when rampaging mobs all over Europe blamed the Jews
for the mortality that afflicted so many of the population, and took their
revenge in countless acts of violence and destruction. It was no accident
that the history of modern antisemitism in Germany began with the court
preacher Adolf Stocker. Christian hostility to the Jews provided a crucial
launch-pad for modern antisemitism, not least because it often harboured a
strong element of racial prejudice itself and was subsumed into racial
antisemitism in a variety of ways. But by the late nineteenth century it was
becoming increasingly out of date, at least in its purest, most traditional
form, particularly as the Jews were ceasing to be an easily identifiable
religious minority and were beginning to convert and marry into Christian
society at an increasing pace. Searching for a scapegoat for their economic
difficulties in the 1870s, lower-middle-class demagogues and scribblers
turned to the Jews, not as a religious but a racial minority, and began to
advocate not the total assimilation of Jews into German society, but their
total exclusion from it.58

The credit for this turn, if credit is the right word, is generally given to
the obscure writer Wilhelm Marr, whose pamphlet The Victory of Jewdom
over Germandom Viewed from a Non-confessional Standpoint, published in
1873, was the first to insist that, as he put it in a later work: ‘There must be



no question here of parading religious prejudices when it is a question of
race and when the difference lies in the “blood”’.59 Borrowing from the
fashionable theories of the French racist Count Joseph Arthur de Gobineau,
Marr contrasted Jews not with Christians but with Germans, insisting that
the two were distinct races. The Jews, he declared, had gained the upper
hand in the racial struggle, and were virtually running the country; no
wonder, then, that honest German artisans and small businessmen were
suffering. Marr went on to invent the word ‘antisemitism’ and, in 1879, to
found the League of Antisemites, the world’s first organization with this
word in its title. It was dedicated, as he said, to reducing the Jewish
influence on German life. His writing struck an apocalyptically pessimistic
note. In his ‘Testament’ he proclaimed that: ‘The Jewish question is the axis
around which the wheel of world history revolves,’ going on to record
gloomily his view that: ‘All our social, commercial, and industrial
developments are built on a Jewish world view.’60

The roots of Marr’s despair were personal as much as anything else.
Constantly in financial difficulties, he was badly hit by the financial
troubles of the 1870s. His second wife, who was Jewish, supported him
financially until her death in 1874; his third wife, whom he divorced after a
brief and disastrous relationship, was half-Jewish, and he blamed her in part
for his lack of money, since he had to pay her substantial sums to bring up
their child. Marr concluded from this - boldly elevating his personal
experience into a general rule of world history - that racial purity was
admirable, racial mixing a recipe for calamity. Given these very personal
roots of his antisemitism, it is not surprising that Marr did not become
closely involved in active politics; the League of Antisemites was a failure,
and he refused to support the antisemitic parties because he considered
them too conservative.61 But he was quickly joined as a propagandist of the
new racial antisemitism by a range of other writers. The revolutionary
Eugen Dühring, for example, equated capitalism with the Jews and argued
that socialism had to be aimed chiefly at removing the Jews from financial
and political influence. The nationalist historian Heinrich von Treitschke
argued that the Jews were undermining German culture, and popularized
the phrase ‘the Jews are our misfortune’, words that would become a slogan
for many antisemites in the following years, including the Nazis. Writers
such as these were far from marginal figures of the sort represented by
Hermann Ahlwardt. Eugen Dühring, for example, exerted a sufficiently



powerful attraction over the socialist movement for Friedrich Engels to pen
his famous tract the Anti-Dühring in a successful attempt to combat its
influence within the socialist labour movement in 1878. Heinrich von
Treitschke’s history was one of the most widely read of all German histories
in the nineteenth century, and his diatribes against what he saw as Jewish
materialism and dishonesty aroused a massive reaction amongst his fellow-
professors in Berlin, including the classicist Theodor Mommsen, the
pathologist Rudolf Virchow and the historian Gustav von Droysen, who
joined with many other German academics in condemning their colleague’s
‘racial hatred and fanaticism’ in unequivocal terms.62

Such reactions were a reminder that for all the rapidly growing influence
of antisemitic writers, the vast majority of respectable opinion in Germany,
left and right, middle class and working class, remained opposed to racism
of this kind. Attempts to get the German people to swallow antisemitic
ideas whole met with little success. The German working class in particular,
and its main political representative, the Social Democratic Party (the
largest political organization in Germany, with more seats in the Reichstag
than any other party after 1912, and the highest number of votes in national
elections long before that), was resolutely opposed to antisemitism, which it
regarded as backward and undemocratic. Even ordinary rank-and-file party
members rejected its slogans of hatred. As one worker was heard to remark
by a police agent listening out for political talk in the pubs and bars of
Hamburg in 1898:

National feeling must not degenerate into one nation setting itself above
another. Worse still, if one regards the Jews as a subordinate race, and
thus fights the race. Can the Jews help it if they descend from another
lineage? They have always been an oppressed people, hence their
scattering (over the world). For the Social Democrat it’s self-evident that
he wants the equality of everyone with a human spirit. The Jew’s not the
worst by a long way.63

Other workers on other occasions were heard to pour scorn on the
antisemites, condemn antisemitic violence and support the Jewish desire for
civil equality. Such views were entirely typical of workers in the labour
movement milieu before 1914.64



The worst the Social Democrats could be accused of was not taking
seriously enough the threat posed by antisemitism, and of allowing a few
antisemitic stereotypes to creep into a small number of cartoons printed in
their entertainment magazines.65 In some areas, the Social Democrats and
antisemites supported each other in electoral run-offs, but this did not imply
approval of each other’s principles, merely a desire to make temporary
common cause as parties of protest against established elites.66 In a few
backward small towns and villages, mainly in the deeply rural east,
medieval accusations of ritual murder were occasionally brought against
local Jews and won some popular support, even arousing protest
demonstrations on occasion. Not one of them was ever proved by the
courts. Small businessmen, shopkeepers, artisans and peasant farmers were
more inclined to overt antisemitism than most, continuing a tradition of
organized popular antisemitism that can be traced back at least as far as the
1848 Revolution in some areas, though not in its modern, racist form.67 But
among the educated middle classes, non-Jewish businessmen and
professionals for the most part worked quite happily with Jewish
colleagues, whose representation in the liberal political parties was
sufficiently strong to prevent these from taking on board any of the central
arguments or attitudes of the antisemites. The antisemitic parties remained a
fringe, protest phenomenon and largely disappeared shortly after the turn of
the century.

Nevertheless, their decline and fall was to some extent deceptive. One of
the reasons for their disappearance lay in the adoption of antisemitic ideas
by the mainstream parties whose constituents included the economically
imperilled lower-middle-class groups to which the antisemites had
originally appealed - the Conservatives and the Centre Party. The
Conservatives built on the antisemitic policies contained in their 1893
Tivoli programme and continued to demand the reduction of what they
thought of as the subversive influence of Jews in public life. Their
antisemitic prejudices appealed to significant groups in Protestant rural
society in north Germany and to the artisans, shopkeepers and small
businessmen represented in the party’s Christian-social wing. For the much
larger, though under the Reich arguably less influential, Centre Party, the
Jews, or rather a distorted and polemical image of them, symbolized
liberalism, socialism, modernity - all the things the Church rejected. Such a
view appealed to large numbers of peasants and artisans in the party, and



was spread by autonomous protest groups amongst the Catholic peasantry
whose ideas were not dissimilar to those of Otto Böckel; it was also shared
by much of the Church hierarchy, for much the same reason. In the Vatican,
religious and racial antisemitism merged in some of the anti-Jewish
diatribes published by clerical writers in a few of the more hardline
Ultramontane newspapers and magazines.68

Moreover, antisemitic prejudice was powerful enough in the higher
reaches of society, the court, the civil service, the army and the universities
to constitute a permanent reminder to Jews that they were less than equal
members of the German nation.69 The antisemites succeeded in placing ‘the
Jewish question’ on the political agenda, so that at no time was Jewish
participation in key social institutions not a matter for discussion and
debate. Yet this was all relatively low-level, even by the standards of the
time. A historian once speculated on what would happen if a time-traveller
from 1945 arrived back in Europe just before the First World War, and told
an intelligent and well-informed contemporary that within thirty years a
European nation would make a systematic attempt to kill all the Jews of
Europe and exterminate nearly six million in the process. If the time-
traveller invited the contemporary to guess which nation it would be, the
chances were that he would have pointed to France, where the Dreyfus
affair had recently led to a massive outbreak of virulent popular
antisemitism. Or it might be Russia, where the Tsarist ‘Black Hundreds’
had been massacring large numbers of Jews in the wake of the failed
Revolution of 1905.70 That Germany, with its highly acculturated Jewish
community and its comparative lack of overt or violent political
antisemitism, would be the nation to launch this exterminatory campaign
would hardly have occurred to him. Antisemitic politics were still very
much on the fringe. But some of the antisemites’ propaganda claims were
beginning to gain a hearing in the political mainstream - for example, the
idea that something called the ‘Jewish spirit’ was somehow ‘subversive’, or
that Jews had supposedly ‘excessive’ influence in areas of society such as
journalism and the law. Moreover, the antisemitic parties had introduced a
new, rabble-rousing, demagogic style of politics that had freed itself from
the customary restraints of political decorum. This, too, remained on the
fringes, but, here again, it had now become possible to utter in
parliamentary sessions and electoral meetings hatreds and prejudices that in



the mid-nineteenth century would have been deemed utterly inappropriate
in public discourse.71

What the 1880s and early 1890s were essentially witnessing, in addition
to this domestication of antisemitism, was the assembling, on the fringes of
political and intellectual life, of many of the ingredients that would later go
into the potent and eclectic ideological brew of National Socialism. A key
role in this process was played by antisemitic writers like the popular
novelist Julius Langbehn, whose book Rembrandt as Educator (published in
1890) declared the Dutch artist Rembrandt to be a classic north German
racial type, and pleaded for German art to return to its racial roots, a
cultural imperative that would later be taken up with great enthusiasm by
the Nazis. These authors developed a new language of vehemence and
violence in their diatribes against the Jews. The Jews, for Langbehn, were a
‘poison for us and will have to be treated as such’; ‘the Jews are only a
passing plague and a cholera’, as he put it in 1892. Langbehn’s book went
through forty reprints in little over a year and continued to be a best-seller
long after, combining scurrilous attacks on what its author called ‘Jews and
idiots, Jews and scoundrels, Jews and whores, Jews and professors, Jews
and Berliners’ with a call for the restoration of a hierarchical society led by
a ‘secret Kaiser’ who would one day emerge from the shadows to restore
Germany to its former glory.72

Such ideas were taken up and elaborated by the circle that gathered
around the widow of the composer Richard Wagner at Bayreuth. Wagner
had made his home in this north Bavarian town until his death in 1883 and
his epic music-dramas were played every year in the opera house he had
had constructed specially for the purpose. They were designed not least to
propagate pseudo-Germanic national myths, in which heroic figures from
Nordic legend were to serve as model leaders for the German future.
Wagner himself had already been a cultural antisemite in the early 1850s,
arguing in his notorious book Judaism in Music that the ‘Jewish spirit’ was
inimical to musical profundity. His remedy was for the complete
assimilation of Jews into German culture, and the replacement of the Jewish
religion, indeed all religion, by secular aesthetic impulses of the sort he
poured into his own music-dramas. But towards the end of his life his views
took on an increasingly racist tone under the influence of his second wife,
Cosima, daughter of the composer Franz Liszt. By the end of the 1870s she
was recording in her diaries that Wagner, whose outlook on civilization was



distinctly pessimistic by this time, had read Wilhelm Marr’s antisemitic
tract of 1873 and broadly agreed with it. As a consequence of this shift in
his position, Wagner no longer desired the assimilation of the Jews into
German society, but their exclusion from it. In 1881, discussing Lessing’s
classic play Nathan the Wise and a disastrous fire in the Vienna Ring
Theatre, in which more than four hundred people, many of them Jewish,
had died, Cosima noted that her husband said ‘in a vehement quip that all
Jews should burn in a performance of “Nathan” ’.73

After Wagner’s death, his widow turned Bayreuth into a kind of shrine, at
which a band of dedicated followers would cultivate the dead Master’s
sacred memory. The views of the circle she gathered round her at Bayreuth
were rabidly antisemitic. The Wagner circle did its best to interpret the
composer’s operas as pitting Nordic heroes against Jewish villains, although
his music was of course capable of being interpreted in many other ways as
well. Among its leading figures were Ludwig Schemann, a private scholar
who translated Gobineau’s treatise on racial inequality into German in
1898, and the Englishman Houston Stewart Chamberlain, born in 1855,
who married one of Wagner’s daughters and in due course published an
admiring biography of the great man. While Cosima and her friends
propagated their ideas through the periodical publication the Bayreuth
Papers, Schemann went round the country addressing antisemitic meetings
and founding a variety of radical racist organizations, most notably the
Gobineau Society in 1894. None of them was particularly successful. But
Schemann’s championing of the French racial theorist still did a great deal
to bring Gobineau’s term ‘Aryan’ into vogue amongst German racists.
Originally used to denote the common ancestors of the speakers of
Germanic languages such as English and German, the term soon acquired a
contemporary usage, as Gobineau put forward his argument that racial
survival could only be guaranteed by racial purity, such as was supposedly
preserved in the German or ‘Aryan’ peasantry, and that racial intermingling
spelled cultural and political decline.74

It was Chamberlain who had the greatest impact, however, with his book
The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, published in 1900. In this
vaporous and mystical work Chamberlain portrayed history in terms of a
struggle for supremacy between the Germanic and Jewish races, the only
two racial groups that retained their original purity in a world of
miscegenation. Against the heroic and cultured Germans were pitted the



ruthless and mechanistic Jews, whom Chamberlain thus elevated into a
cosmic threat to human society rather than simply dismissing them as a
marginal or inferior group. Linked to the racial struggle was a religious one,
and Chamberlain devoted a good deal of effort to trying to prove that
Christianity was essentially Germanic and that Jesus, despite all the
evidence, had not been Jewish at all. Chamberlain’s work impressed many
of his readers with its appeal to science in support of its arguments; his most
important contribution in this respect was to fuse antisemitism and racism
with Social Darwinism. The English scientist Charles Darwin had
maintained that the animal and plant kingdoms were subject to a law of
natural selection in which the fittest survived and the weakest or least well
adapted went to the wall, thus guaranteeing the improvement of the species.
Social Darwinists applied this model to the human race as well.75 Here
were assembled already, therefore, some of the key ideas that were later to
be taken up by the Nazis.



III

Chamberlain was not alone in putting forward such views. A variety of
authors, scientists and others contributed to the emergence in the 1890s of a
new, tough, selectionist variant of Social Darwinism, one that emphasized
not peaceful evolution but the struggle for survival. A characteristic
representative of this school of thought was the anthropologist Ludwig
Woltmann, who argued in 1900 that the Aryan or German race represented
the height of human evolution and was thus superior to all others.
Therefore, he claimed, the ‘Germanic race has been selected to dominate
the earth’.76 But other races, he claimed, were preventing this from
happening. The Germans, in the view of some, needed more ‘living-space’
—the German word was Lebensraum— and it would have to be acquired at
the expense of others, most likely the Slavs. This was not because the
country was literally overcrowded - there was no evidence for that - but
because those who advanced such views were taking the idea of
territoriality from the animal kingdom and applying it to human society.
Alarmed by the growth of Germany’s burgeoning cities, they sought the
restoration of a rural ideal in which German settlers would lord it over
‘inferior’ Slav peasants, just as they had done, so historians were beginning
to tell them, in East Central Europe in the Middle Ages.77 Such visions of
international politics as an arena of struggle between different races for
supremacy or survival had become common currency in Germany’s
political elite by the time of the First World War. Men such as War Minister
Erich von Falkenhayn, Naval Secretary Alfred von Tirpitz, Reich
Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg’s adviser Kurt Riezler, and Chief of the
Imperial Naval Cabinet Georg Alexander von Müller, all saw war as a
means of preserving or asserting the German race against the Latins and the
Slavs. War, as General Friedrich von Bernhardi famously put it in a book
published in 1912, was a ‘biological necessity’: ‘Without war, inferior or
decaying races would easily choke the growth of healthy budding elements,
and a universal decadence would follow.’ Foreign policy was no longer to



be conducted between states, but between races. Here was one beginning of
the downgrading of the importance of the state that was to play such an
important role in Nazi foreign policy.78

Success in war, an increasing preoccupation among Germany’s leaders
and politicians from the centre to the right after the turn of the century, also
(for some) demanded the undertaking of positive steps to bring about the
improvement of the race. One aspect of the selectionist turn in Social
Darwinism during the 1890s was to put greater emphasis than before on
‘negative selection’. It was all very well improving the race by better
housing, health care nutrition, hygiene and sanitation and similar policies,
some argued. But this would do little to counteract the influence of society’s
abandonment of the principle of the struggle for survival by caring for the
weak, the unhealthy and the inadequate. Such a policy, argued some
medical scientists, whose views were reinforced by the emergence of the
fledgling science of genetics, was bringing about the increasing degeneracy
of the human race. It had to be counteracted by a scientific approach to
breeding that would reduce or eliminate the weak and improve and multiply
the strong. Among those who argued along these lines was Wilhelm
Schallmayer, whose essay advocating a eugenic approach to social policy
won first prize in a national competition organized by the industrialist
Alfred Krupp in 1900. Alfred Ploetz was yet another medical man who
thought that the height of human evolution so far had been reached by the
Germans. He suggested that inferior specimens should be sent to the front if
a war came, so that the unfit would be eliminated first. Most widely read of
all was Ernst Haeckel, whose popularization of Darwinian ideas, The Riddle
of the World, became a runaway best-seller when it was published in
1899.79

It would be a mistake to see such views as forming a coherent or unified
ideology, however, still less one that pointed forward in a straight line to
Nazism. Schallmayer, for instance, was not antisemitic, and he vehemently
rejected any idea of the superiority of the ‘Aryan’ race. Nor was Woltmann
hostile towards Jews, and his fundamentally positive attitude towards the
French Revolution (whose leaders, he somewhat implausibly claimed, were
racially Germanic, like all great historical figures) was far from congenial
to the Nazis. For his part, Haeckel certainly argued that capital punishment
should be used on a large scale to eliminate criminals from the chain of
heredity. He also advocated the killing of the mentally ill through the use of



chemical injections and electrocution. Haeckel was a racist, too, and
pronounced the verdict that no woolly-haired race had ever achieved
anything of historical importance. But on the other hand he thought that war
would be a eugenic catastrophe because it would kill off the best and
bravest young men in the country. As a consequence, Haeckel’s disciples,
organized in the self-styled ‘Monist League’, became pacifists, rejecting the
idea of war altogether - not a doctrine that would endear them to the Nazis.
Many of them would suffer dearly for their principles when war finally
came in 1914.80

The nearest any of this came to prefiguring Nazi ideology was in the
writings of Ploetz, who spiced his theories with a strong dose of
antisemitism and collaborated with Nordic supremacist groups. Still, before
the First World War there seems little evidence that Ploetz himself
considered the ‘Aryan’ race superior to others, although one of his closest
collaborators, Fritz Lenz, certainly did. Ploetz took a ruthlessly meritocratic
line on eugenic planning, arguing, for example, that a panel of doctors
should attend all births and determine whether the baby was fit to survive or
should be killed as weak and inadequate. The Darwinist Alexander Tille
openly advocated the killing of the mentally and physically unfit, and
agreed with Ploetz and Schallmayer that children’s illnesses should be left
untreated so that the weak could be eliminated from the chain of heredity. In
1905 Ploetz and his sometime brother-in-law, the like-minded Ernst Rüdin,
founded the Racial Hygiene Society to propagate their views. It rapidly
gained influence in the medical and welfare professions. Gobineau had been
in many ways a conservative, and thought that the eugenic ideal was
embodied in the aristocracy. These German thinkers took a far tougher and
potentially more revolutionary line, often regarding hereditary traits as
largely independent of social class.81

By the eve of the First World War, their ideas had spread in one form or
another to areas such as medicine, social work, criminology and the law.
Social deviants such as prostitutes, alcoholics, petty thieves, vagrants and
the like were increasingly regarded as hereditarily tainted, and calls
amongst experts for such people to be forcibly sterilized had become too
loud to escape attention. Such was the influence of these ideas on the
welfare establishment that even the Social Democrats could take seriously
the proposal of Alfred Grotjahn to link housing and welfare improvements
with the compulsory sterilization of the insane, the ‘workshy’ and the



alcoholic.82 Developments such as these reflected the growing influence of
the medical profession over rapidly growing specialisms such as
criminology and social work. The triumphs of German medical science in
discovering the bacilli that caused diseases such as cholera and tuberculosis
in the nineteenth century had given it unparalleled intellectual prestige as
well as inadvertently furnishing antisemites with a whole new language in
which to express their hatred and fear of the Jews. As a result, it had
brought about a widespread medicalization of society, in which ordinary
people, including an increasing proportion of the working class, had begun
to adopt hygienic practices such as washing regularly, disinfecting
bathrooms, boiling drinking water and so on. The concept of hygiene began
to spread from medicine to other areas of life, including not only ‘social
hygiene’ but also, crucially, ‘racial hygiene’.

To be sure, for all the discussion and debate over these issues, the effect
that such ideas had on government policies and their implementation before
1914 was not very great. Beyond the scientific establishment, propagandists
for the breeding of a blond, Aryan super-race such as the self-styled Lanz
von Liebenfels, editor of Ostara: Newspaper for Blond People, appealed
only to an underworld of extremist politics and tiny, eccentric political
sects.83 Nevertheless, despite all these qualifications, the emergence of
these ideas, together with the increasing role they played in public debate,
was a significant element in the origins of Nazi ideology. Several
fundamental principles united virtually everyone in this motley crowd of
scientists, doctors and propagandists for racial hygiene. The first was that
heredity played a significant role in determining human character and
behaviour. The second, which followed on from this, was that society, led
by the state, should manage the population in order to increase national
efficiency. The ‘fit’ had to be persuaded, or forced, to breed more, the
‘unfit’ to breed less. Thirdly, however these terms were understood, the
racial hygiene movement introduced an ominously rational and scientific
categorization of people into those who were ‘valuable’ to the nation and
those who were not. ‘Low quality’ - the German term was minderwertig,
literally, ‘worth-less’—became a stock term used by social workers and
medical men for many kinds of social deviant before the First World War.
By labelling people in this way, the race hygienists opened the way towards
the control, the abuse and finally the extermination of the ‘valueless’ by the
state, through measures such as forcible sterilization and even execution,



which some of them at least were already advocating before 1914. Finally,
such a technocratically rationalistic approach to population management
presupposed an entirely secular, instrumental approach to morality.
Christian precepts such as the sanctity of marriage and parenthood, or the
equal value of every being endowed with an immortal soul, were thrown
out of the window. Whatever else such ideas were, they were not traditional
or backward-looking. Indeed, some of their proponents, such as Woltmann
and Schallmayer, thought of themselves as being on the left rather than the
right of the political spectrum, although their ideas were shared by very few
of the Social Democrats. Fundamentally, racial hygiene was born of a new
drive for society to be governed by scientific principles irrespective of all
other considerations. It represented a new variant of German nationalism,
one which was never likely to be shared by conservatives or reactionaries,
or endorsed by the Christian Churches or indeed by any form of organized
or established religion.84

Both antisemitism and racial hygiene were to be key components of Nazi
ideology. They were both part of a general secularization of thought in the
late nineteenth century, aspects of a far wider rebellion against what
increasing numbers of writers and thinkers were coming to see as the stolid
and stultifying complacency of the liberal, bourgeois attitudes that had
dominated Germany in the middle part of the century. The self-satisfaction
of so many educated and middle-class Germans at the achievement of
nationhood in the 1870s was giving way to a variety of dissatisfactions born
of a feeling that Germany’s spiritual and political development had come to
a halt and needed pushing forward again. These were expressed forcefully
by the sociologist Max Weber’s inaugural lecture, in which he dubbed the
unification of 1871 a ‘youthful prank’ of the German nation.85 The most
influential prophet of such views was the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche,
who railed in powerful, punchy prose against the ethical conservatism of his
day. In many ways he was a comparable figure to Wagner, whom he hugely
admired for much of his life. Like Wagner, he was a complex figure whose
work was capable of being interpreted in a wide variety of senses. His
writings argued for the individual to be freed from the conventional moral
restrictions of the time. They were commonly interpreted before 1914 as a
call for personal emancipation. They had a strong influence on a variety of
liberal and radical groups, including, for example, the feminist movement,
where one of the most imaginative figures, Helene Stocker, penned



numerous essays in sub-Nietzschean prose, declaring the master’s message
to be that women should be free to develop their own sexuality outside
marriage, with the aid of mechanical contraceptives and equal rights for
illegitimate children.86

Yet others took a different lesson altogether from the writings of the great
philosopher. Nietzsche was a vigorous opponent of antisemitism, he was
deeply critical of the vulgar worship of power and success which had
resulted (in his view) from the unification of Germany by military force in
1871, and his most famous concepts, such as the ‘will to power’ and the
‘superman’ were intended by him to apply only to the sphere of thought and
ideas, not to politics or action. But the power of his prose allowed such
phrases to be reduced all too easily to slogans, ripped from their
philosophical context and applied in ways of which he would have greatly
disapproved. His concept of an ideal human being, freed from moral
constraints and triumphing through will-power over the weak, could be
appropriated without too much difficulty by those who believed, as he did
not, in the breeding of the human race according to racial and eugenic
criteria. Central to such interpretations was the influence of his sister
Elisabeth Förster, who vulgarized and popularized his ideas, emphasizing
their brutal, elitist aspects, and made them palatable to extreme right-wing
nationalists. Writers such as Ernst Bertram, Alfred Bäumler and Hans
Günther reduced Nietzsche to a prophet of power, and his concept of the
superman to a plea for the coming of a great German leader unfettered by
moral constraints or Christian theology.87

Others, drawing on German anthropological studies of indigenous
societies in New Guinea and other parts of the German colonial empire,
took Nietzsche’s spiritual elitism a step further and called for the creation of
a new society ruled by a band of brothers, an elite of vigorous young men
who would rule the state rather like a medieval knightly brotherhood. In this
deeply misogynistic view of the world, women would have no role to play
except to breed the elite of the future, a belief shared in less radical ways by
many of the eugenicists and racial hygienists. Academic . writers like
Heinrich Schurtz propagated the ideology of the band of brothers through a
variety of publications, but it had its greatest effect in areas such as the
youth movement, in which young, mostly middle-class men devoted
themselves to hiking, communing with nature, singing nationalist songs
around camp fires and pouring scorn on the staid politics, hypocritical



morality and social artificiality of the adult world. Writers such as Hans
Blüher, strongly influenced by the youth movement, went to even greater
extremes in their plea for the state to be reorganized along anti-democratic
lines and led by a close-knit group of heroic men united by homoerotic ties
of love and affection. Advocates of such ideas already began to found
pseudo-monastic, conspiratorial organizations before the First World War,
notably the Germanic Order, established in 1912. In the world of such tiny
secular sects, ‘Aryan’ symbolism and ritual played a central role, as their
members reclaimed runes and sun-worship as essential signs of
Germanness, and adopted the Indian symbol of the swastika as an ‘Aryan’
device, under the influence of the Munich poet Alfred Schuler and the race
theorist Lanz von Liebenfels, who flew a swastika flag from his castle in
Austria in 1907. Strange though ideas like these were, their influence on
many young middle-class men who passed through the youth movement
organizations before the First World War should not be underestimated. If
nothing else, they contributed to a widespread revolt against bourgeois
convention in the generation born in the 1890s and 1900s.88

What such currents of thought emphasized was in sharp contrast to the
bourgeois virtues of sobriety and self-restraint, and diametrically opposite
to the principles on which liberal nationalism rested, such as freedom of
thought, representative government, tolerance for the opinions of others and
the fundamental rights of the individual. The great majority of Germans still
most probably believed in these things at the turn of the century. Certainly
Germany’s most popular political party, the Social Democrats, regarded
itself as the guardian of the principles which the German liberals, in their
view, had so signally failed to defend. The liberals themselves were still
very much a force to be reckoned with, and there were even signs of a
modest liberal revival in the last years of peace before 1914.89 But already
by this time, serious attempts had begun to weld together some of the ideas
of extreme nationalism, antisemitism and the revolt against convention into
a new synthesis, and to give it organizational shape. The political
maelstrom of radical ideologies out of which Nazism would eventually
emerge was already swirling powerfully well before the First World War.90



THE SPIRIT OF 1914



I

Across the border, in German-speaking Austria, another version of radical
antisemitism was provided by Georg Ritter von Schönerer, the son of a
railway engineer who had been given a title of nobility by the Habsburg
Emperor as a reward for his services to the state. The year after its defeat by
Prussia in 1866, the Habsburg monarchy had restructured itself into two
equal halves, Austria and Hungary, bound together by the person of the
Emperor, Franz Josef, and his central administration in Vienna. That
administration was staffed overwhelmingly by German-speakers, and the
six million or so Austrian Germans reconciled themselves to their expulsion
from the German Confederation by identifying strongly with the Habsburgs
and regarding themselves as the Empire’s ruling group. But Schönerer was
not satisfied with this. ‘If only we belonged to the German Empire!’ he
exclaimed in the Austrian Parliament in 1878. A radical, improving
landlord, Schönerer was a proponent of universal manhood suffrage, the
complete secularization of education, the nationalization of the railways—a
reflection, perhaps, of his father’s occupation - and state support for small
farmers and artisans. He regarded the Hungarians and the other nationalities
in the Habsburg monarchy as brakes on the progress of the Germans, who
would, he thought, do far better economically and socially in a union with
the German Reich.91

As time went on, Schönerer’s belief in German racial superiority became
allied to an increasingly intense form of antisemitism. He augmented his
eleven-point German-nationalist Linz Programme of 1879 with a twelfth
point in 1885, demanding ‘the removal of Jewish influence from all
sections of public life’ as a precondition for the reforms he wanted to
achieve. Schönerer’s presence in the Austrian Parliament allowed him to
campaign against the influence of Jews in, for example, railway companies,
and gave him immunity from prosecution when he used extravagant
language to condemn them. He founded a series of organizations to
propagate his views, and one of them, the Pan-German Association,



succeeded in getting twenty-one deputies elected to the Parliament in 1901.
It soon broke up amid bitter personal quarrels among the leadership. But its
example spawned other antisemitic organizations as well. Its constant
harping upon the supposedly evil influence of the Jews made it easier for a
cynical communal politician such as the Christian-Social conservative Karl
Lueger to use antisemitic demagogy to win enough support to install him as
Mayor of Vienna on behalf of the rising right-wing Christian Social Party in
1897. Lueger held this post for the next decade, stamping his influence
indelibly on the city through a mixture of rabble-rousing populism and
imaginative, socially progressive municipal reform.92

Schönerer never enjoyed this kind of popular support. But where
Lueger’s antisemitism, though influential, was essentially opportunistic—‘I
decide who’s a Yid’, he once famously said, when criticized for dining with
influential Jews in Vienna - Schönerer’s was visceral and unyielding. He
proclaimed antisemitism, indeed, ‘the greatest achievement of the
century’.93 As time went on, his ideas became even more extreme.
Describing himself as a pagan, Schönerer spearheaded an anti-Catholic
movement under the slogan ‘away from Rome’, and coined the pseudo-
medieval greeting ‘hail!’—Heil!—using it in Parliament, to the general
outrage of the deputies, in 1902, when he ended a speech by declaring his
allegiance to the German rather than the Austrian royal family - ‘Up with
and hail to the Hohenzollerns!’ Schonerer’s followers called him ‘the
Leader’ (Führer), another term which his movement probably introduced
into the political vocabulary of the far right. He proposed to rename annual
festivals and the months of the year by Germanic titles such as ‘Yulefest’
(Christmas) and ‘Haymoon’ (June). Even more eccentric was his proposal
for a new calendar dating from the defeat of a Roman army by the
Germanic Cimbri at the battle of Noreia in 118 BC. Schönerer actually held
a (not very successful) festival to inaugurate the new millennium with the
year 2001 n.N. (the initials standing for nach Noreia, ‘after Noreia’).94

Schönerer was an uncompromising racial antisemite. ‘Religion’s all the
same, it’s race that is to blame’, was one of his typically catchy slogans. His
extremism got him into trouble with the authorities on more than one
occasion, notably in 1888, when a false newspaper report of the death of
Kaiser Wilhelm I caused him to storm into the guilty newspaper’s offices
and physically attack members of its staff. After he had publicly toasted
Wilhelm as ‘our glorious Emperor’, the outraged Habsburg Emperor, Franz



Josef, deprived him of his noble title, while the Parliament waived his
immunity so that he could serve a four-month term in gaol. This did not
prevent him from declaring after his release that ‘he longed for the day
when a German army would march into Austria and destroy it’. Such
extremism meant that Schönerer never really left the fringes of politics. In
1907, indeed, he failed to secure re-election to the Austrian Parliament and
the number of deputies who followed his line dwindled to three. Schönerer
was perhaps more interested in spreading ideas than in winning power. But
in this guise, he was to have a considerable influence on Nazism later on.95

Antisemitism in Austria was far from being a separate phenomenon from
its German counterpart. The common language and common culture with
Germany, and the fact that Austria had been part of the ‘Holy Roman Reich
of the German Nation’ for over a thousand years, and then of the German
Confederation until its rude expulsion by Bismarck in 1866, meant that
intellectual and political influences crossed the border without too much
difficulty. Schönerer, for example, was a self-confessed disciple of the
German antisemite Eugen Dühring. Citizens of the German Reich,
particularly in the Catholic south, who looked to Vienna for inspiration,
could not help but notice Lueger’s combination of social reform, Catholic
allegiance and antisemitic rhetoric. Schönerer’s racial definition of the
Jews, his cult of the ‘Aryan’ myth, his avowed paganism and distaste for
Christianity, his belief in the superiority of the Germans and his contempt
for other races, especially the Slavs, were in part shared by the more
extreme antisemites within the German Empire. None of his ideas could be
seen as alien; they were essentially part of the same extremist current of
thought. Schönerer’s Pan-Germanism doomed him to failure while the
Habsburg monarchy continued to exist. But if it should ever fall, then its
German-speaking minorities would be confronted in an acute form with the
question of whether they wanted to join the German Reich or form a
separate state on their own. In this eventuality, Pan-Germanism would come
into its own.



II

In the German Reich itself, the accession of Kaiser Wilhelm II in 1888
quickly led to a serious weakening of Bismarck’s position as Reich
Chancellor. When the two differed over the renewal or the lapsing of the
Anti-Socialist Law, with its manifold restrictions on civil liberties,
Bismarck was forced to resign. The lapsing of the law gave rise to a whole
range of new social and political movements in all parts of the political
spectrum. New, colourful figures appeared on the political scene,
contrasting with the drabness of Bismarck’s immediate successors as
Chancellor, Caprivi and Hohenlohe. Among them was one at least who
attracted admiration as precisely the kind of hero the German nationalists
were looking for. Carl Peters was a classic colonial adventurer of the late
nineteenth century, whose exploits quickly became the stuff of legend.
When Bismarck reluctantly acquired nominal German colonies in 1884,
Peters set out to turn his paper conquests into real ones. On reaching the
East African coast, he organized an expedition and departed for the interior,
where he concluded a number of treaties with indigenous rulers.
Characteristically, he had neglected to consult the German government
about this, and Bismarck repudiated the treaties when he heard about them.
Peters got into further trouble when it was revealed that he had not only
been maltreating his bearers but had also had sexual relations with African
women. Reports of his misdemeanours shocked bourgeois opinion. But this
did not deter Peters from pursuing his quest to found a great German
Empire in Africa.96

Peters’s fertile imagination and restless spirit led him to found a variety
of organizations, including a Society for German Colonization in 1884,
which merged with a like-minded group in 1887 to form the German
Colonial Society. Such was Peters’s prominence, combined with the
influence of his supporters, that Bismarck felt obliged to recognize his East
African venture and declare a German protectorate over the areas he had
explored, the first step in the creation of the German colony of Tanganyika.



In 1890, however, Bismarck’s successor Leo von Caprivi agreed to
surrender some of the territory Peters had claimed, most notably the island
of Zanzibar, to the British in return for their cession to Germany of the
North Sea island of Heligoland. Outraged, Peters chaired a meeting
organized early in 1891 by a group of nationalists including the young civil
servant Alfred Hugenberg, who was later to play a fateful role in the rise
and triumph of Nazism. They founded a General German League, renamed
the Pan-German League in 1894. The aim of the new organization was to
push vigorously for German expansion abroad and the Germanization of
national minorities at home. In this it was joined in 1894 by the Society for
the Eastern Marches; this group, which had relatively close ties with
government compared to those enjoyed by the Pan-Germans, devoted itself
to the destruction of Polish identity in Germany’s eastern provinces.
Another, not dissimilar organization, founded in 1881 in response to
struggles over official languages in the Habsburg monarchy, was the
German School Association, which sought to preserve the German
language in areas of German settlement outside the boundaries of the Reich;
it was later renamed the Association for Germandom Abroad, in recognition
of a substantial broadening of its remit to cover all aspects of German
culture in the rest of the world.97

More nationalist associations were to follow. The most significant,
perhaps, was the Navy League, founded in 1898 with money from the arms
manufacturer Krupp, who had an obvious interest in the construction of a
big German navy being approved by the Reichstag at the time. Within a
decade it was dwarfing the other nationalist groups, with a membership
totalling well over 300,000 if affiliated organizations were counted as well.
By contrast, the other nationalist pressure-groups were seldom able to
exceed a membership of around 50,000, and the Pan-Germans seemed to be
permanently stuck below the 20,000 mark.98 Most of these pressure-groups
were run by professional agitators like August Keim, an army officer whose
journalistic activities had caused him promotion problems. Such men were
prominent in a number of nationalist associations and often provided their
radical driving force; Keim, for example, was a leading figure in both the
Navy League and the Defence League and founded other, less well known
associations such as the German League for the Prevention of the
Emancipation of Women (1912), which aimed to send women back to the
home to bear more children for the Reich.99



Alongside such marginal men were ranged disgruntled notables seeking a
new outlet for their political drive in an increasingly democratic world,
where the deference to the propertied and the educated that had sustained
the electoral fortunes of the National Liberals and other parties further to
the right from the 1860s to the 1880s no longer functioned effectively.
Many of these agitators had achieved their status by working hard to get a
university degree then moving up slowly through the ranks of the less
fashionable parts of the civil service. Here, too, a degree of social anxiety
was an important driving force. Identification, perhaps over-identification,
with the German nation gave all the leading figures in the nationalist
associations, whatever their background, a sense of pride and belonging,
and an object for commitment and mobilization.100 The membership of
these various organizations also frequently overlapped, and it was far from
unusual for two or more of them to make common cause in a particular
political fight despite their frequent personal and political rivalries.

Alongside the specific aims that each organization followed, and
irrespective of the frequent internal rows which plagued them, the
nationalist associations generally agreed that Bismarck’s work of building
the German nation was woefully incomplete and urgently needed to be
pushed to its conclusion. Increasingly, too, they began to think that the
Reich leadership was failing to do its duty in this respect. The nationalists’
beliefs were laid bare in a particularly dramatic way in 1912, when the
Chairman of the Pan-German League, the lawyer Heinrich Class, writing
under a pseudonym, published a manifesto with the arresting title: If I Were
the Kaiser. He was not modest in his aims. If he had the power wielded by
Wilhelm II, Class let it be known, he would deal first of all with the internal
enemies of the Reich, the Social Democrats and the Jews. The Social
Democratic victory in the Reichstag elections earlier in the year was, he
thundered, the result of a Jewish conspiracy to undermine the nation. The
Jews were subverting German art, destroying German creativity, corrupting
the German masses. If he were Kaiser, Class wrote, they would
immediately lose their civil rights and be classified as aliens. The Social
Democrats would be banned and their leading officials, parliamentary
deputies, newspaper editors and union secretaries would be expelled from
Germany. The Reichstag suffrage would be restructured so as to give more
voting power to the educated and the propertied, and only the best men



would be allowed to bear office. National rallies and patriotic festivals
would rally the mass of the people to the national cause.101

Internal pacification, the nationalists argued, would include the
suppression of minority cultures such as that of the Poles in the eastern
provinces of Prussia, driving them from their landholdings, banning the use
of their language, and using force if necessary to bring the supposedly
inferior and uncivilized ‘Slavs’ to heel. Led by Class, the Pan-Germans and
their allies advocated a massive arms build-up, greater even than that
already launched by the Navy Laws from 1898 onwards. This would be
followed by a war in which Germany would conquer Europe and annex
German-speaking areas such as Switzerland, the Netherlands, Belgium,
Luxemburg and Austria. They brushed aside any consideration for the other
nationalities who inhabited these areas, and passed over the linguistic and
cultural differences that made it unlikely that even Flemish separatists in
Belgium, let alone other kinds of political dissident, would support them.
They added on Romania for strategic reasons. And they noted that the
Belgian and Dutch overseas possessions, including, for example, the
Congo, would provide the basis for a massive new colonial empire that
would far outweigh its British counterpart. Borrowing eclectically from
Nietzsche, Langbehn, Darwin, Treitschke and other writers, and frequently
vulgarizing their ideas in the process, wrenching them out of context, or
simplifying them to the point of unrecognizability, the Pan-Germans and
their nationalist allies founded their ideology on a world-view that had
struggle, conflict, ‘Aryan’ ethnic superiority, antisemitism and the will to
power as its core beliefs.102

However, at the same time as they harboured these almost limitless
ambitions for German world domination, the Pan-German League and the
other nationalist associations also sounded a strong note of alarm, even
despondency, about Germany’s current state and future prospects. The
German people, they believed, were surrounded by enemies, from the
‘Slavs’ and ‘Latins’ encircling Germany from without, to the Jews, Jesuits,
socialists and sundry subversive agitators and conspirators undermining it
from within. Pan-German racism was expressed in the linguistic usage
through which they reduced every nation to a simple, uniformly acting
racial entity - ‘Germandom’, ‘Slavdom’, ‘Anglo-Saxondom’ or ‘Jewdom’.
Other races were outbreeding the Germans and threatening to ‘flood’ them;
or, like the French, they were declining and therefore exerting a corrupting



influence through their decadence. The extreme nationalists portrayed
themselves as voices in the wilderness; unless they were heard, it would be
too late. Desperate peril demanded desperate remedies. Only by a return to
the racial roots of the German nation in the peasantry, the self-employed
artisan and small businessman, and the traditional nuclear family, could the
situation be rescued. The big cities were sinks of un-German immorality
and disorder. Strong measures were needed to restore order, decency and a
properly German concept of culture. A new Bismarck was needed, tough,
ruthless, unafraid to pursue aggressive policies at home and abroad, if the
nation was to be saved.103

As time went on, the nationalist associations became more vocal in their
criticism of the German government for what they regarded as its weakness
at home and abroad. Jolted into radical action by the Social Democratic
election victory of 1912, following on what they regarded as the
humiliating outcome for Germany of an international crisis over Morocco
the previous year, the usually quarrelsome nationalist associations joined
forces in support for the newly founded Defence League, which aimed to do
for the army what the Navy League had done for the fleet. The new
organization was far more independent from the government than the Navy
League was; it shared in full the views of the Pan-Germans, and it achieved
a membership of 90,000 within two years of its foundation in 1912, giving
the Pan-Germans the kind of mass base they had always failed to create for
themselves. Meanwhile, the Pan-Germans launched a joint campaign with
the Colonial Society to persuade the government to stop recognizing the
legal validity of marriages between German settlers and black Africans in
the colonies. Prominent members of the Conservative Party began to work
with the Pan-Germans. In August 1913 the Agrarian League, a huge
pressure-group of large and small landowners with very close ties to the
Conservatives, joined with the Central Association of German Industrialists
and the national organization of artisans and handicraftsmen to form the
‘Cartel of Productive Estates’. Not only did the Cartel have a membership
running into the millions, it also incorporated many of the central aims and
beliefs of the Pan-Germans, including the sidelining or elimination of the
Reichstag, the suppression of the Social Democrats and the pursuit of an
aggressive foreign policy up to and including the launching of a major war
of conquest.104



These extreme nationalist pressure-groups were not the product of any
kind of manipulative strategy by Wilhelmine elites; they were a genuinely
populist movement of political mobilization from below. But they had no
constituency at all in the working class; the furthest their reservoir of
support went down the social scale was to white-collar workers and clerks,
one of whose trade unions, the virulently antisemitic German-National
Commercial Employees’ Union, railed against the Jewish business interests
which they supposed were keeping their members’ wages down, and
attacked the intrusion of women into secretarial and administrative
positions as the product of Jewish attempts to destroy the German family.105

Yet the new prominence of the nationalist associations from 1912 onwards
put huge pressure on the German government. It became even greater as the
Pan-Germans won new friends in the right-wing press. One of the Pan-
Germans’ supporters, the retired general Konstantin von Gebsattel,
impressed by If I Were the Kaiser, composed a lengthy memorandum calling
for a fight against ‘Jewish machinations and rabble-rousing by Social
Democratic leaders’, a Reich that was ‘not parliamentarian’, a Kaiser who
really ruled instead of being just a figurehead and conducted an aggressive
foreign policy with an ‘armoured fist’, and a franchise which restricted the
influence of the masses to a minimum.

In the proposals put forward in the memorandum, Jews were to be treated
as aliens, barred from acquiring land and deprived of their property if they
emigrated. They were to be excluded from state-run professions such as the
civil service, the law, the universities and the army. Baptism, of course,
made no difference to the fact that someone was a Jew in Gebsattel’s eyes;
anyone with more than a quarter of ‘Jewish blood’ in his or her veins was to
be treated as a Jew and not a German. The ‘Jewish press’ was to be closed
down. All this was necessary because, he said, the whole life of Germany
was dominated by ‘the Jewish spirit’, which was superficial, negative,
destructively critical and materialistic. It was time for the true German spirit
to re-emerge - deep, positive and idealistic. All this was to be brought about
by an effective coup d’état from above, secured by the declaration of a
military state of siege and the introduction of martial law. Gebsattel and his
friend the Pan-German leader Heinrich Class regarded the memorandum as
moderate in tone. The alleged moderation had a reason; the idea was to
send it to Crown Prince Friedrich Wilhelm, the heir to the throne, who was
known for his sympathies with the nationalist cause. He in turn forwarded it



with enthusiasm to his father and to the man currently holding the office of
state once occupied by Bismarck, Reich Chancellor Theobald von
Bethmann Hollweg.106

Bethmann and the Kaiser courteously but firmly rejected Gebsattel’s
ideas, regarding them as impractical and indeed dangerous to the stability of
the monarchy. The Reich Chancellor admitted that the ‘Jewish Question’
was an area in which there were ’great dangers for Germany’s further
development’. But, he went on, Gebsattel’s draconian solutions could not be
taken seriously. The Kaiser poured more cold water on the proposals by
warning his son that Gebsattel was a ‘weird enthusiast’ whose ideas were
often ‘downright childish’. Still, he too conceded that even if it was
economically inadvisable to expel the Jews from Germany, it was important
to ‘exclude the Jewish influence from the army and the administration and
as far as possible to limit it in all the activities of art and literature’. In the
press, too, he considered, ‘Jewdom has found its most dangerous happy-
hunting-ground’, though a general restriction of press freedom as advocated
by Gebsattel would, he thought, be counter-productive. Antisemitic
stereotypes had thus penetrated to the highest levels of the state, reinforced
in the Kaiser’s case by his own reading of Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s
The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, which he praised as a wake-up
call to the German nation. Moreover, as the Pan-Germans, undeterred,
stepped up their criticism of the Chancellor both in public and behind the
scenes, Bethmann felt increasingly constrained to adopt a tough line in his
foreign policy, with fateful results in the crisis that led to the outbreak of the
First World War in August 1914.107



III

Like other European nations, Germany went into the First World War in an
optimistic mood, fully expecting to win, most probably in a relatively short
space of time. Military men like the War Minister, Erich von Falkenhayn,
expected a longer conflict and even feared that Germany might eventually
be defeated. But their expert view did not communicate itself to the masses
or, indeed, to many of the politicians in whose hands Germany’s destiny
lay.108 The mood of invincibility was buoyed up by the massive growth of
the German economy over the previous decades, and fired on by the
stunning victories of the German army in 1914-15 on the Eastern Front. An
early Russian invasion of East Prussia led the Chief of the German General
Staff to appoint a retired general, Paul von Hindenburg, born in 1847 and a
veteran of the war of 1870-71, to take over the campaign with the aid of his
Chief of Staff, Erich Ludendorff, a technical expert and military engineer of
non-noble origins who had won a reputation for himself with the attack on
Liege at the beginning of the war. The two generals enticed the invading
Russian armies into a trap and annihilated them, following this with a string
of further victories. By the end of September 1915 the Germans had
conquered Poland, inflicted huge losses on the Russian armies and driven
them back over 250 miles from the positions they had occupied the
previous year.





Map 2. German Expansion in the First World War
These achievements made the reputation of Hindenburg as a virtually

invincible general. A cult of the hero quickly developed around him, and
his massive, stolid presence seemed to provide an element of stability amid
the changing fortunes of war. But he was in fact a man of limited political
vision and ability. He acted in many ways as a front for his energetic
subordinate Ludendorff, whose ideas about the conduct of the war were far
more radical and ruthless than his own. The pair’s triumphs in the East



contrasted sharply with the stalemate in the West, where within a few
months of the outbreak of war, some eight million troops were facing each
other along 450 miles of trenches from the North Sea to the Swiss border,
unable to penetrate to a meaningful degree into the enemy lines. The soft
ground allowed them to construct line after line of deep defensive trenches.
Barbed-wire entanglements impeded the enemy’s advance. And machine-
gun emplacements all along the line mowed down any troops from the other
side that succeeded in getting close enough to be shot at. Both sides threw
increasing resources into this futile struggle. By 1916 the strain was
beginning to tell.

In all the major combatant nations, there was a change of leadership in
the middle years of the war, reflecting a perceived need for greater energy
and ruthlessness in mobilizing the nation and its resources. In France,
Clemenceau came to power, in Britain Lloyd George. In Germany,
characteristically, it was not a radical civilian politician, but the two most
successful generals, Hindenburg and Ludendorff, who took over the reins of
power in 1916. The ‘Hindenburg Programme’ attempted to galvanize and
reorganize the German economy to bend it to the overriding purpose of
winning the war. Run by another middle-class general, Wilhelm Groener,
the War Office co-opted the trade unions and civilian politicians in the task
of mobilization. But this was anathema to the industrialists and the other
generals. Groener was soon dispensed with. Pushing the civilian politicians
aside, Hindenburg and Ludendorff established a ‘silent dictatorship’ in
Germany, with military rule behind the scenes, severe curbs on civil
liberties, central control of the economy and the generals calling the shots in
the formulation of war aims and foreign policy. All of these developments
were to provide significant precedents for the more drastic fate that
overtook German democracy and civil freedom less than two decades
later.109

The turn to a more ruthless prosecution of the war was counter-
productive in more than one sense. Ludendorff ordered a systematic
economic exploitation of the areas of France, Belgium and East-Central
Europe occupied by German troops. The occupied countries’ memory of
this was to cost the Germans dearly at the end of the war. The generals’
inflexible and ambitious war aims alienated many Germans in the liberal
centre and on the left. And the decision at the beginning of 1917 to
undertake unrestricted submarine warfare in the Atlantic in order to cut off



British supplies from the United States only provoked the Americans to
enter the war on the Allied side. From 1917, the mobilization of the world’s
richest economy began to weigh heavily on the Allied side, and by the end
of the year American troops were coming onto the Western Front in ever
increasing numbers. The only really bright spot from the German point of
view was the continuing string of military successes in the East.

But these, too, had a price. The relentless military pressure of the German
armies and their allies in the East bore fruit early in 1917 in the collapse of
the inefficient and unpopular administration of the Russian Tsar Nicholas II
and its replacement with a Provisional Government in the hands of Russian
liberals. These proved no more capable than the Tsar, however, of
mobilizing Russia’s huge resources for a successful war. With near-famine
conditions at home, chaos in the administration and growing defeat and
despair at the front, the mood in Moscow and St Petersburg turned
increasingly against the war, and the already precarious legitimacy of the
Provisional Government began to disappear into thin air. The chief
beneficiary of this situation was the only political grouping in Russia that
had offered consistent opposition to the war from the very beginning: the
Bolshevik Party, an extremist, tightly organized, ruthlessly single-minded
Marxist group whose leader, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, had argued all along
that defeat in war was the quickest way to bring about a revolution. Seizing
his chance, he organized a swift coup in the autumn of 1917 that met with
little immediate resistance.

The ‘October Revolution’ soon degenerated into bloody chaos. When
opponents of the Bolsheviks attempted a counter-coup, the new regime
responded with a violent ‘red terror’. All other parties were suppressed. A
centralized dictatorship under Lenin’s leadership was established. A newly
formed Red Army led by Leon Trotsky fought a bitter Civil War against the
‘Whites’, who aimed to re-establish the Tsarist regime. Their efforts could
not help the Tsar himself, whom the Bolsheviks quickly put to death, along
with his family. The Bolsheviks’ political police organization, the Cheka,
ruthlessly suppressed the regime’s opponents from every part of the
political spectrum, from the moderate socialist Mensheviks, the anarchists
and the peasant Social Revolutionaries on the left to liberals, conservatives
and Tsarists on the right. Thousands were tortured, killed or brutally
imprisoned in the first camps in what was to become a vast system of
confinement by the 1930s.110



Lenin’s regime eventually triumphed, seeing off the ‘Whites’ and their
supporters, and establishing its control over much of the former Tsarist
Empire. The Bolshevik leader and his successors moved to construct their
version of a communist state and society, with the socialization of the
economy representing, in theory at least, common ownership of property,
the abolition of religion guaranteeing a secular, socialist consciousness, the
confiscation of private wealth creating a classless society, and the
establishment of ‘democratic centralism’ and a planned economy giving
unprecedented, dictatorial powers to the central administration in Moscow.
All this, however, was happening in a state and society that Lenin knew to
be economically backward and lacking in modern resources. More
advanced economies, like that of Germany, had in his view more developed
social systems, in which revolution was even more likely to break out than
had been the case in Russia. Indeed, Lenin believed that the Russian
Revolution could scarcely survive unless successful revolutions of the same
type took place elsewhere as well.111

So the Bolsheviks formed a Communist International (‘Comintern’) to
propagate their version of revolution in the rest of the world. In doing so
they could take advantage of the fact that socialist movements in many
countries had split over the issues raised by the war. In Germany in
particular, the once-monolithic Social Democratic Party, which began by
supporting the war as a mainly defensive operation against the threat from
the East, had been beset by increasing doubts as the scale of the annexations
demanded by the government began to become clear. In 1916 the party split
into pro-war and anti-war factions. The majority continued, with
reservations, to support the war and to propagate moderate reforms rather
than wholesale revolution. Amongst the minority of ‘Independent Social
Democrats’, a few, led by Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, founded
the German Communist Party in December 1918. They were eventually
joined by the mass of the minority’s supporters in the early 1920s.112

It would be difficult to exaggerate the fear and terror that these events
spread amongst many parts of the population in Western and Central
Europe. The middle and upper classes were alarmed by the radical rhetoric
of the Communists and saw their counterparts in Russia lose their property
and disappear into the torture chambers and prison camps of the Cheka.
Social Democrats were terrified that if the Communists came to power in
their own country they would meet the fate suffered by the moderate



socialist Mensheviks and the peasant-oriented Social Revolutionaries in
Moscow and St Petersburg. Democrats everywhere were conscious from the
outset that Communism was intent on suppressing human rights,
dismantling representative institutions and abolishing civil freedoms. Terror
led them to believe that Communism in their own countries should be
stopped at any cost, even by violent means and through the abrogation of
the very civil liberties they were pledged to defend. In the eyes of the right,
Communism and Social Democracy amounted to two sides of the same
coin, and the one seemed no less a threat than the other. In Hungary, a
short-lived Communist regime under Béla Kun took power in 1918, tried to
abolish the Church, and was swiftly overthrown by the monarchists led by
Admiral Miklós Horthy. The counter-revolutionary regime proceeded to
institute a ‘White terror’ in which thousands of Bolsheviks and socialists
were arrested, brutally maltreated, imprisoned and killed. Events in
Hungary gave Central Europeans for the first time a taste of the new levels
of political violence and conflict that were to emerge from the tensions
created by the war.113

In Germany itself, the threat of Communism still seemed relatively
remote at the beginning of 1918. Lenin and the Bolsheviks quickly
negotiated a much-needed peace settlement to give themselves the
breathing-space they required to consolidate their newly won power. The
Germans drove a hard bargain, annexing huge swathes of territory from the
Russians at the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk early in 1918. As large numbers of
German troops were transferred from the now-redundant Eastern Front to
reinforce a new spring offensive in the West, final victory seemed just
around the corner. In his annual proclamation to the German people in
August 1918, the Kaiser assured everybody that the worst of the war was
over. This was true enough, but not in the sense he intended.114 For the
huge blood-letting that Ludendorff’s spring offensive had caused in the
German army opened the way for the Allies, reinforced by massive
numbers of fresh American troops and supplies, to breach German lines and
advance rapidly along the Western Front. Morale in the German army
started to collapse, and ever-larger numbers of troops began to desert or
surrender to the Allies. The final blows came as Germany’s ally Bulgaria
sued for peace and the Habsburg armies in the South began to melt away in
the face of renewed Italian attacks.115 Hindenburg and Ludendorff were
obliged to inform the Kaiser at the end of September that defeat was



inevitable. A massive tightening of censorship ensured that newspapers
continued to hold out the prospect of final victory for some time afterwards
when in reality it had long since disappeared. The shock waves sent out by
the news of Germany’s defeat were therefore all the greater.116 They were
to prove too strong for what remained of the political system of the empire
that Bismarck had created in 1871.

It was in this cauldron of war and revolution that Nazism was forged. A
mere fifteen years separated the defeat of Germany in 1918 from the advent
of the Third Reich in 1933. Yet there were to be many twists and turns
along the way. The triumph of Hitler was by no means inevitable in 1918,
any more than it had been pre-programmed by the previous course of
German history. The creation of the German Reich and its rise to economic
might and Great Power status had created expectations in many people,
expectations that, it was clear by this time, the Reich and its institutions
were unable to fulfil. The example of Bismarck as a supposedly ruthless,
tough leader who was not afraid to use violence and deception to gain his
ends, was present in the minds of many, and the determination with which
he had acted to curb the democratizing threat of political Catholicism and
the socialist labour movement was widely admired in the Protestant middle
classes. The ‘silent dictatorship’ of Hindenburg and Ludendorff had put the
precepts of ruthless, authoritarian rule into practice at a moment of supreme
national crisis in 1916 and created an ominous precedent for the future.

The legacy of the German past was a burdensome one in many respects.
But it did not make the rise and triumph of Nazism inevitable. The shadows
cast by Bismarck might eventually have been dispelled. By the time the
First World War came to an end, however, they had deepened almost
immeasurably. The problems bequeathed to the German political system by
Bismarck and his successors were made infinitely worse by the effects of
the war; and to these problems were added others that boded even more
trouble for the future. Without the war, Nazism would not have emerged as
a serious political force, nor would so many Germans have sought so
desperately for an authoritarian alternative to the civilian politics that
seemed so signally to have failed Germany in its hour of need. So high were
the stakes for which everybody was playing in 1914-18, that both right and
left were prepared to take measures of an extremism only dreamed of by
figures on the margins of politics before the war. Massive recriminations
about where the responsibility for Germany’s defeat should lie only



deepened political conflict. Sacrifice, privation, death, on a huge scale, left
Germans of all political hues bitterly searching for the reason why. The
almost unimaginable financial expense of the war created a vast economic
burden on the world economy which it was unable to shake off for another
thirty years, and it fell most heavily upon Germany. The orgies of national
hatred in which all combatant nations had indulged during the war left a
terrible legacy of bitterness for the future. Yet as the German armies drifted
home, and the Kaiser’s regime prepared reluctantly to hand over to a
democratic successor, there still seemed everything to play for.



DESCENT INTO CHAOS



I

In November 1918 most Germans expected that, since the war was being
brought to an end before the Allies had set foot on German soil, the terms
on which the peace would be based would be relatively equitable. During
the previous four years, debate had raged over the extent of territory
Germany should seek to annex after the achievement of victory. Even the
official war aims of the government had included the assignment to the
Reich of a substantial amount of territory in Western and Eastern Europe,
and the establishment of complete German hegemony over the Continent.
Pressure-groups on the right went much further.117 Given the extent of what
Germans had expected to gain in the event of victory, it might have been
expected that they would have realized what they stood to lose in the event
of defeat. But no one was prepared for the peace terms to which Germany
was forced to agree in the Armistice of 11 November 1918. All German
troops were forced to withdraw east of the Rhine, the German fleet was to
be surrendered to the Allies, vast amounts of military equipment had to be
handed over, the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk had to be repudiated and the
German High Seas Fleet had to be surrendered to the Allies along with all
the German submarines. In the meantime, to ensure compliance, the Allies
maintained their economic blockade of Germany, worsening an already dire
food-supply situation. They did not abandon it until July the following
year.118

These provisions were almost universally felt in Germany as an
unjustified national humiliation. Resentment was hugely increased by the
actions taken, above all by the French, to enforce them. The harshness of
the Armistice terms was thrown into sharp relief by the fact that many
Germans refused to believe that their armed forces had actually been
defeated. Very quickly, aided and abetted by senior army officers
themselves, a fateful myth gained currency among large sections of public
opinion in the centre and on the right of the political spectrum. Picking up
their cue from Richard Wagner’s music-drama The Twilight of the Gods,



many people began to believe that the army had only been defeated
because, like Wagner’s fearless hero Siegfried, it had been stabbed in the
back by its enemies at home. Germany’s military leaders Hindenburg and
Ludendorff claimed shortly after the war that the army had been the victim
of a ‘secret, planned, demagogic campaign’ which had doomed all its heroic
efforts to failure in the end. ‘An English general said correctly: the German
army was stabbed in the back.‘119 Kaiser Wilhelm II repeated the phrase in
his memoirs, written in the 1920s: ’For thirty years the army was my pride.
For it I lived, upon it I laboured, and now, after four and a half brilliant
years of war with unprecedented victories, it was forced to collapse by the
stab-in-the-back from the dagger of the revolutionist, at the very moment
when peace was within reach!‘120 Even the Social Democrats contributed to
this comforting legend. As the returning troops streamed into Berlin on 10
December 1918, the party leader Friedrich Ebert told them: ‘No enemy has
overcome you!’121

Defeat in war brought about an immediate collapse of the political
system created by Bismarck nearly half a century before. After the Russian
Revolution of February 1917 had hastened Tsarist despotism to its end,
Woodrow Wilson and the Western Allies had begun to proclaim that the
war’s principal aim was to make the world safe for democracy. Once
Ludendorff and the Reich leadership concluded that the war was
irremediably lost, they therefore advocated a democratization of the
Imperial German political system in order to improve the likelihood of
reasonable, even favourable peace terms being agreed by the Allies. As a
far from incidental by-product, Ludendorff also reckoned that if the terms
were not so acceptable to the German people, the burden of agreeing to
them would thereby be placed on Germany’s democratic politicians rather
than on the Kaiser or the army leadership. A new government was formed
under the liberal Prince Max of Baden, but it proved unable to control the
navy, whose officers attempted to put to sea in a bid to salvage their honour
by going down fighting in a last hopeless battle against the British fleet. Not
surprisingly, the sailors mutinied; within a few days the uprisings had
spread to the civilian population, and the Kaiser and all the princes, from
the King of Bavaria to the grand Duke of Baden, were forced to abdicate.
The army simply melted away as the Armistice of 11 November was
concluded, and the democratic parties were left, as Ludendorff had



intended, to negotiate, if negotiate was the word, the terms of the Treaty of
Versailles.122

As a result of the Treaty, Germany lost a tenth of its population and 13
per cent of its territory, including Alsace-Lorraine, ceded back to France
after nearly half a century under German rule, along with the border
territories of Eupen, Malmédy and Moresnet. The Saarland was lopped off
from Germany under a mandate with the promise that its people would
eventually be able to decide whether they wanted to become part of France;
it was clearly expected that in the end they would, at least if the French had
anything to do with it. In order to ensure that German armed forces did not
enter the Rhineland, British, French and, more briefly, American troops
were stationed there in considerable numbers for much of the 1920s.
Northern Schleswig went to Denmark, and, in 1920, Memel to Lithuania.
The creation of a new Polish state, reversing the partitions of the eighteenth
century in which Poland had been gobbled up by Austria, Prussia and
Russia, meant the loss to Germany of Posen, much of West Prussia, and
Upper Silesia. Danzig became a ‘Free City’ under the nominal control of
the newly founded League of Nations, the forerunner of the United Nations
organization established after the Second World War. In order to give the
new Poland access to the sea, the peace settlement carved out a ‘corridor’ of
land separating East Prussia from the rest of Germany. Germany’s overseas
colonies were seized and redistributed under mandates from the League of
Nations.123

Just as significant, and just as much of a shock, was the refusal of the
victorious powers to allow the union of Germany and German-speaking
Austria, which would have meant the fulfilment of the radical dreams of
1848. As the constituent nations of the Habsburg Empire broke away at the
very end of the war to form the nation-states of Hungary, Czechoslovakia
and Yugoslavia, or to join new or old neighbouring nation-states such as
Poland and Romania, the six million or so German-speakers left in Austria
proper, sandwiched along and beside the Alps between Germany and Italy,
overwhelmingly considered that the best course of action was to join the
German Reich. Almost nobody considered rump Austria to be either
politically or economically viable. For decades the vast majority of its
population had thought of themselves as the leading ethnic group in the
multi-national Habsburg monarchy, and those who, like Schönerer, had
advocated the solution of 1848 - splitting away from the rest and joining the



German Reich - had been confined to the lunatic fringe. Now, however,
Austria was suddenly cut off from the hinterlands, above all in Hungary, on
which it had formerly been so dependent economically. It was saddled with
a capital city, Vienna, whose population, swollen by suddenly redundant
Habsburg bureaucrats and military administrators, constituted over a third
of the total living in the new state. What had previously been political
eccentricity now seemed to make political sense. Even the Austrian
socialists thought that joining the more advanced German Reich would
bring socialism nearer to fulfilment than trying to go it alone.124

Moreover, the American President Woodrow Wilson had declared, in his
celebrated ‘Fourteen Points’ which he wished the Allied powers to be
working for, that every nation should be able to determine its own future,
free from interference by others.125 If this applied to the Poles, the Czechs
and the Yugoslavs, then surely it should apply to the Germans as well? But
it did not. What, the Allies asked themselves, had they been fighting for, if
the German Reich ended the war bigger by six million people and a
considerable amount of additional territory, including one of Europe’s
greatest cities? So the union was vetoed. Of all the territorial provisions of
the Treaty, this seemed the most unjust. Proponents and critics of the Allied
position could argue over the merits of the other provisions and dispute the
fairness or otherwise of the plebiscites that decided the territorial issue in
places like Upper Silesia; but on the Austrian issue there was no room for
argument at all. The Austrians wanted union; the Germans were prepared to
accept union; the principle of national self-determination demanded union.
The fact that the Allies forbade union remained a constant source of
bitterness in Germany and condemned the new ‘Republic of German-
Austria’, as it was known, to two decades of conflict-ridden, crisis-racked
existence in which few of its citizens ever came to believe in its
legitimacy.126



Map 3. The Treaty of Versailles
Many Germans realized that the Allies justified their ban on a German-

Austrian union, as so much else in the Treaty of Versailles, by Article 231,
which obliged Germany to accept the ‘sole guilt’ for the outbreak of the war
in 1914. Other articles, equally offensive to Germans, ordained the trial of
the Kaiser and many others for war crimes. Significant atrocities had indeed
been committed by German troops during the invasions of Belgium and



northern France in 1914. But the few trials that did take place, in Leipzig,
before a German court, almost uniformly failed because the German
judiciary did not accept the legitimacy of most of the charges. Out of 900
alleged war criminals initially singled out for trial, only seven were
eventually found guilty, while ten were acquitted and the rest never
underwent a full trial. The idea took root in Germany that the whole
concept of war crimes, indeed the whole notion of laws of war, was a
polemical invention of the victorious Allies based on mendacious
propaganda about imaginary atrocities. This left a fateful legacy for the
attitudes and conduct of German armed forces during the Second World
War.127

The real purpose of Article 231, however, was to legitimize the
imposition by the Allies of punitive financial reparations on Germany in
order to compensate the French and the Belgians, in particular, for the
damage caused by four and a quarter years of German occupation They
seized over two million tons of merchant ships, five thousand railway
engines and 136,000 coaches, 24 million tons of coal and much more.
Financial reparations were to be paid in gold over a number of years
stretching far into the future.128 just in case this did not prevent Germany
from financing a reconstruction of its armed might, the Treaty also obliged
the army to be restricted to a maximum strength of 100,000, and banned the
use of tanks, heavy artillery and conscription. Six million German rifles,
over 15,000 aeroplanes, more than 130,000 machine guns and a great deal
of other military equipment had to be destroyed. The German navy was
effectively dismantled and barred from building any large new ships, and
Germany was not allowed to have an air force at all. Such were the terms
with which the Germans were presented as the condition of peace by the
Western Allies in 1918-19.129



II

All of this was greeted with incredulous horror by the majority of
Germans.130 The sense of outrage and disbelief that swept through the
German upper and middle classes like a shock wave was almost universal,
and had a massive impact on many working-class supporters of the
moderate Social Democrats as well. Germany’s international strength and
prestige had been on an upward course since unification in 1871, so most
Germans felt, and now, suddenly, Germany had been brutally expelled from
the ranks of the Great Powers and covered in what they considered to be
undeserved shame. Versailles was condemned as a dictated peace,
unilaterally imposed without the possibility of negotiation. The enthusiasm
which so many middle-class Germans had demonstrated for war in 1914
flipped over into burning resentment at the terms of peace four years later.

In fact, the peace settlement created new opportunities for German
foreign policy in East-Central Europe, where the once-mighty Habsburg
and Romanov empires had been replaced by a squabbling congeries of
small and unstable states such as Austria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary,
Poland, Romania and Yugoslavia. The Treaty’s territorial provisions were
mild compared with what Germany would have imposed on the rest of
Europe in the event of victory, as the programme drawn up by the German
Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg in September 1914 had clearly indicated in
principle, and the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, concluded with the defeated
Russians in the spring of 1918, had graphically demonstrated in practice. A
German victory would have led to a huge reparations bill being served on
the defeated Allies, too, no doubt many times larger than that which
Bismarck had sent to the French after the war of 1870-71. The reparations
bills that Germany actually did have to pay from 1919 onwards were not
beyond the country’s resources to meet and. not unreasonable given the
wanton destruction visited upon Belgium and France by the occupying
German armies. In many ways, the peace settlement of 1918-19 was a brave
attempt at marrying principle and pragmatism in a dramatically altered



world. In other circumstances it might have stood a chance of success. But
not in the circumstances of 1919, when almost any peace terms would have
been condemned by German nationalists who felt they had been unjustly
cheated of victory.131 The lengthy Allied military occupation of parts of
western Germany, along the Rhine valley, from the end of the war until
almost the end of the 1920s, also aroused widespread resentment and
intensified German nationalism in the areas affected. One Social Democrat,
born in 1888, and previously a pacifist, reported later: ‘I came to feel the
rifle butt of the French and became patriotic again.’132 Although the British
and the Americans stationed troops in a large area of the Rhineland, it was
the French, both there and in the Saar, who aroused the most resentment.
Particular outrage was caused by their banning of German patriotic songs
and festivals, their encouragement of separatist movements in the area, and
their outlawing of radical nationalist groups. A miner in the Saarland
alleged that the state mines’ new French owners expressed their
Germanophobia in their harsh treatment of the workers.133 Passive
resistance, particularly amongst patriotic minor state officials such as
railway clerks, who refused to work for the new French authorities,
encouraged a hatred of the politicians in Berlin who had accepted this state
of affairs, and a rejection of German democracy for failing to do anything
about it.134

But if the peace settlement outraged the majority of ordinary Germans,
that was nothing to the effect it had on the apostles of extreme nationalism,
notably the Pan-Germans. The Pan-Germans had greeted the outbreak of
war in 1914 with unbounded enthusiasm, verging on ecstasy. For men like
Heinrich Class, it was the fulfilment of a lifetime’s dream. Things seemed
at last to be going their way. The hugely ambitious plans for territorial
annexation and European hegemony drawn up by the Pan-German League
before the war now seemed to have a chance of becoming reality, as the
government, led by Bethmann Hollweg, drew up a set of war aims that
came very close to them in their sweep and scope. Pressure-groups such as
the industrialists, and parties such as the Conservatives, all clamoured for
extensive new territories to be added to the German Reich after victory.135

But victory did not come and opposition to annexationism grew. In these
circumstances, Class and the Pan-Germans began to realize that they
needed to make another serious attempt to broaden the basis of their support
in order to put pressure on the government again. But as they tried out



various schemes of alliance with other groups to this end, they were
suddenly outflanked by a new movement, launched by Wolfgang Kapp, a
former civil servant, estate owner and associate of the business magnate and
founder-member of the Pan-Germans, Alfred Hugenberg. For Kapp, no
nationalist movement would succeed without a mass base; and in
September 1917, he launched the German Fatherland Party, whose
programme centred on annexationist war aims, authoritarian constitutional
changes, and other planks of the Pan-German platform. Backed by Class,
by industrialists, by the former Naval Secretary Alfred von Tirpitz, and
indeed by all the annexationist groups including the Conservative Party, the
new organization presented itself as being above the party-political fray,
committed only to the German nation, not to any abstract ideology.
Teachers, Protestant pastors, army officers and many others jumped on the
bandwagon. Within a year, the Fatherland Party was claiming a membership
of no less than one and a quarter million.136

But all was not quite as it seemed. For a start, the membership figures
were inflated by a lot of double-counting of people who were enrolled both
as individuals and as members of constituent organizations, so that the true
number of people. who belonged was no more than 445,000, according to
an internal memorandum of September 1918. And then, Class and the Pan-
Germans were quickly pushed aside because the leadership thought their
association would deter potential supporters from less extreme parts of the
political spectrum. The Fatherland Party ran into a great deal of opposition
from liberals, and encountered massive suspicion from the government,
who banned officers and troops from joining and told civil servants they
were not to help it in any way. The party’s ambition to recruit the working
class was frustrated both by the Social Democrats, who levelled withering
criticism at its divisive ideology, and from the war wounded, whose
attendance (by invitation) at a Fatherland Party meeting in Berlin in January
1918 led to angry exchanges with the speakers and resulted in the super-
patriots in the audience throwing them out of the meeting and the police
being called in to break up the fighting. All of this pointed to the fact that
the Fatherland Party was in effect another version of previous ultra-
nationalist movements, even more dominated than they were by middle-
class notables. It did nothing new to win working-class support, it did not
have any working-class speakers, and for all its demagogy, it entirely lacked
the common touch. It stayed firmly within the boundaries of respectable



politics, eschewed violence, and revealed, more than anything else, the
bankruptcy of conventional Pan-German political ambitions; a bankruptcy
confirmed when the Pan-German League proved unable to cope with the
new political world of postwar Germany and fell into sectarian obscurity
after 1918.137



III

What transformed the extreme nationalist scene was not the war itself, but
the experience of defeat, revolution and armed conflict at the war’s end. A
powerful role was played here by the myth of the ‘front generation’ of
1914-18, soldiers bound together in a spirit of comradeship and self-
sacrifice in a heroic cause which overcame all political, regional, social and
religious differences. Writers such as Ernst Jünger, whose book Storm of
Steel became a best-seller, celebrated the experience of the fighting man
and cultivated the rapid growth of nostalgia for the unity of the wartime
years.138 This myth exercised a powerful appeal in particular over the
middle classes, for whom hardships shared, both in reality and in spirit,
with workers and peasants in the trenches during the war, provided material
for nostalgic literary celebration in the postwar years.139 Many soldiers
bitterly resented the outbreak of revolution in 1918. Units returning from
the front sometimes disarmed and arrested workers’ and soldiers’ councils
in the localities through which they passed.140 Some combatants were
converted to radical nationalism as revolutionaries offered them insults
rather than plaudits on their return, forcing them to tear off their epaulettes
and abandon their allegiance to the black-white-red Imperial flag. As one
such veteran later recalled:

On 15 November 1918 I was on the way from the hospital at Bad
Nauheim to my garrison at Brandenburg. As I was limping along with
the aid of my cane at the Potsdam station in Berlin, a band of uniformed
men, sporting red armbands, stopped me, and demanded that I surrender
my epaulettes and insignia. I raised my stick in reply; but my rebellion
was soon overcome. I was thrown (down?), and only the intervention of
a railroad official saved me from my humiliating position. Hate flamed
in me against the November criminals from that moment. As soon as my
health improved somewhat, I joined forces with the groups devoted to
the overthrow of the rebellion.141



Other soldiers experienced an ‘ignominious’ and ‘humiliating’ home-
coming in a Germany that had overthrown the institutions for which they
had been fighting. ‘Was it for this’, one of them later asked, ‘that the fresh
youth of Germany was mowed down in hundreds of battles?’142 Another
veteran, who had lost his leg in combat and was in a military hospital on 9
November 1918, reported:

I shall never forget the scene when a comrade without an arm came into
the room and threw himself on his bed crying. The red rabble, which had
never heard a bullet whistle, had assaulted him and torn off all his
insignia and medals. We screamed with rage. For this kind of Germany
we had sacrificed our blood and our health, and braved all the torments
of hell and a world of enemies for years.143

‘Who had betrayed us?’, another asked, and the answer was not long in
coming: ‘bandits who wanted to reduce Germany to a shambles ... fiendish
aliens.’144

Such feelings were not universal among the troops, and the experience of
defeat did not turn all the veterans into political cannon-fodder for the
extreme right. Large numbers of troops had deserted at the end of the war,
faced with the overwhelming force of their Allied opponents, and showed
no desire to continue fighting.145 Millions of working-class soldiers went
back to their previous political milieu, among the Social Democrats, or
gravitated towards the Communists.146 Some of the veterans’ pressure-
groups were adamant that they never wanted themselves or anyone else to
go through again the kind of experiences to which they had been subjected
in 1914-18. Yet, in the end, ex-soldiers and their resentments did play a
crucial part in fostering a climate of violence and discontent after the war
was over, and the shock of adjusting to peacetime conditions pushed many
towards the far right. Those who were already politically socialized into
conservative and nationalist traditions found their views radicalized in the
new political context of the 1920s. On the left, too, a new willingness to use
violence was conditioned by the experience, real or vicarious, of the war.147

As distance grew from the war, so the myth of the ‘front generation’
generated a widespread feeling that the veterans who had sacrificed so
much for the nation during the war deserved far better treatment than they
actually got, a feeling naturally shared by many veterans themselves.148



The most important of the veterans’ associations fully shared these
resentments and campaigned vigorously for a return to the old Imperial
system under which they had fought. Known as the ‘Steel Helmets: League
of Front-Soldiers’, it was founded on 13 November 1918 by Franz Seldte,
the owner of a small soda-water factory in Magdeburg. Born in 1882, Seldte
had been an active member of a student duelling corps before he fought on
the Western Front, where he was decorated for bravery. At an early public
meeting, when members of the audience doubted his commitment to the
nationalist cause, Seldte demonstratively waved at them the stump of his
left arm, which he had lost at the Battle of the Somme. Instinctively
cautious and conservative, he preferred to emphasize the Steel Helmets’
primary function as a source of financial support for old soldiers fallen on
hard times. He easily fell under the influence of stronger characters,
particularly those whose principles were firmer than his own. One such
figure was his fellow-leader of the Steel Helmets, Theodor Duesterberg,
another ex-army officer who had fought on the Western Front before taking
on a series of staff jobs, particularly liaising with allied powers such as
Turkey and Hungary. Duesterberg, born in 1875, had been educated in an
army cadet school and was a Prussian officer in the classic mould, obsessed
with discipline and order, inflexible and unbending in his political views
and, like Seldte, completely incapable of adjusting to a world without the
Kaiser. Both men therefore believed that the Steel Helmets should be
‘above politics’. But this meant in practice that they wanted to overcome
party divisions and restore the patriotic spirit of 1914. The organization’s
1927 Berlin manifesto declared: ‘The Steel Helmets proclaim the battle
against all softness and cowardice, which seek to weaken and destroy the
consciousness of honour of the German people through renunciation of the
right of defence and will to defence.’ It denounced the Treaty of Versailles
and demanded its abrogation, it wanted the restoration of the black-white-
red national flag of the Bismarckian Reich, and it ascribed the economic
problems of Germany to ‘the deficiency in living-space and the territory in
which to work’. In order to implement this programme, strong leadership
was necessary. The spirit of comradeship born in the war had to provide the
basis for a national unity that would overcome present party differences. By
the mid- 1920s the Steel Helmets boasted some 300,000 members. They
were a formidable and decidedly militaristic presence on the streets when
they held their marches and rallies; in 1927, indeed, no fewer than 132,000



members in military uniforms took part in a march-past in Berlin as a
demonstration of their loyalty to the old order.149

For most Germans, as for the Steel Helmets, the trauma of the First
World War, and above all the shock of the unexpected defeat, refused to be
healed. When Germans referred to ‘peacetime’ after 1918, it was not to the
era in which they were actually living, but to the period before the Great
War had begun. Germany failed to make the transition from wartime back
to peacetime after 1918. Instead, it remained on a continued war footing; at
war with itself, and at war with the rest of the world, as the shock of the
Treaty of Versailles united virtually every part of the political spectrum in a
grim determination to overthrow its central provisions, restore the lost
territories, end the payment of reparations and re-establish Germany as the
dominant power in Central Europe once more.150 Military models of
conduct had been widespread in German society and culture before 1914;
but after the war they became all-pervasive; the language of politics was
permeated by metaphors of warfare, the other party was an enemy to be
smashed, and struggle, terror and violence became widely accepted as
legitimate weapons in the political struggle. Uniforms were everywhere.
Politics, to reverse a famous dictum of the early nineteenth-century military
theorist Carl von Clausewitz, became war pursued by other means.151

The First World War legitimized violence to a degree that not even
Bismarck’s wars of unification in 1864-70 had been able to do. Before the
war, Germans even of widely differing and bitterly opposed political beliefs
had been able to discuss their differences without resorting to violence.152

After 1918, however, things were entirely different. The changed climate
could already be observed in parliamentary proceedings. These had
remained relatively decorous under the Empire, but after 1918 they
degenerated all too often into unseemly shouting matches, with each side
showing open contempt for the other, and the chair unable to keep order.
Far worse, however, was the situation on the streets, where all sides
organized armed squads of thugs, fights and brawls became commonplace,
and beatings-up and assassinations were widely used. Those who carried
out these acts of violence were not only former soldiers, but also included
men in their late teens and twenties who had been too young to fight in the
war themselves and for whom civil violence became a way of legitimizing
themselves in the face of the powerful myth of the older generation of front-
soldiers.153 Not untypical was the experience of the young Raimund



Pretzel, child of a well-to-do senior civil servant, who remembered later
that he and his schoolfriends played war games all the time from 1914 to
1918, followed battle reports with avid interest, and with his entire
generation ‘experienced war as a great, thrilling, enthralling game between
nations, which provided far more excitement and emotional satisfaction
than anything peace could offer; and that’, he added in the 1930s,‘has now
become the underlying vision of Nazism.’154 War, armed conflict, violence
and death were often for them abstract concepts, killing something they had
read about and had processed in their adolescent minds under the influence
of a propaganda that presented it as a heroic, necessary, patriotic act.155

Before long, political parties associated themselves with armed and
uniformed squads, paramilitary troops whose task it was to provide guards
at meetings, impress the public by marching in military order through the
streets, and to intimidate, beat up and on occasion kill members of the
paramilitary units associated with other political parties. The relationship
between the politicians and the paramilitaries was often fraught with
tension, and paramilitary organizations always maintained a greater or
lesser degree of autonomy; still, their political colouring was usually clear
enough. The Steel Helmets, ostensibly just a veterans’ association, left no
doubt about their paramilitary functions when they paraded through the
streets or engaged in brawls with rival groups. Their affinities with the hard
right became closer from the middle of the 1920s, when they took a more
radical stance, banning Jews from membership despite the fact that the
organization was intended to provide for all ex-front-soldiers, and there
were plenty of Jewish veterans who needed its support as much as anyone
else did. The Nationalists also founded their own ‘Fighting Leagues’ which
they had a better chance of bending to their purpose than they did with the
confused and divided Steel Helmets. In 1924 the Social Democrats took a
leading part in founding the Reichsbanner Black-Red-Gold, signifying their
allegiance to the Republic by incorporating the colours of its flag into their
title, though in alliance with the far more ambivalent concept of the Reich;
and the Communists set up the Red Front-Fighters’ League, where the term
‘Red Front’ itself was a telling incorporation of a military metaphor into the
political struggle.156 On the far right there were other, smaller ‘Combat
Leagues’, shading off into illegal, conspiratorial groups such as the
‘Organization Escherich’, closely associated with the Steel Helmets, and the
‘Organization Consul’, which belonged to a murky world of political



assassination and revenge killings. Bands of uniformed men marching
through the streets and clashing with each other in brutally physical
encounters became a commonplace sight in the Weimar Republic, adding to
the general atmosphere of violence and aggression in political life.157

The German Revolution of 1918-19 did not resolve the conflicts that had
been boiling up in the country in the final phase of the war. Few were
entirely satisfied with the Revolution’s results. On the extreme left,
revolutionaries led by Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg saw in the
events of November 1918 the opportunity to create a socialist state run by
the workers’ and soldiers’ councils that had sprung up all over the country
as the old Imperial system disintegrated. With the model of Lenin’s
Bolshevik Revolution in Russia before their eyes, they pressed on with
plans for a second revolution to complete their work. For their part, the
mainstream Social Democrats feared that the revolutionaries might institute
the kind of ‘red terror’ that was now taking place in Russia. Afraid for their
lives, and conscious of the need to prevent the country from falling into
complete anarchy, they sanctioned the recruitment of heavily armed
paramilitary bands consisting of a mixture of war veterans and younger
men, and known as the Free Corps, to put down any further revolutionary
uprisings.

In the early months of 1919, when the extreme left staged a poorly
organized uprising in Berlin, the Free Corps, egged on by the mainstream
Social Democrats, reacted with unprecedented violence and brutality.
Liebknecht and Luxemburg were murdered, and revolutionaries were mown
down or summarily executed in a number of German cities where they had
taken control or appeared to be a threat. These events left a permanent
legacy of bitterness and hatred on the political left, made worse by another
major outbreak of political violence in the spring of 1920. A Red Army of
workers, initially formed by left-wing Social Democrats and Communists to
defend civil liberties in the industrial region of the Ruhr in the face of an
attempted right-wing coup in Berlin, began to advance more radical
political demands. Once the attempted coup had been defeated by a general
strike, the Red Army was put down by Free Corps units, backed by the
mainstream Social Democrats and supported by the regular army, in what
amounted in effect to a regional civil war. Well over a thousand members of
the Red Army were slaughtered, most of them prisoners ‘shot while trying
to escape’.158



These events doomed any kind of co-operation between Social
Democrats and Communists to failure from the outset. Mutual fear, mutual
recriminations and mutual hatred between the two parties far outweighed
any potential purpose they might have had in common. The legacy of the
1918 Revolution was scarcely less ominous on the right. Extreme violence
against the left had been legitimized, if not encouraged, by the moderate
Social Democrats; but this in no way exempted them from being a target
themselves, as the Free Corps now turned on their masters. Many of the
Free Corps leaders were former army officers whose belief in the ‘stab-in-
the-back’ myth was unshakeable. The depth of the Free Corps’ hatred of the
Revolution and its supporters was almost without limit. The language of
their propaganda, their memoirs, their fictional representations of the
military actions they took part in, breathed a rabid spirit of aggression and
revenge, often bordering on the pathological. The ‘reds‘, they believed,
were an inhuman mass, like a pack of rats, a poisonous flood pouring over
Germany, requiring measures of extreme violence if it was to be held in
check.159

Their feelings were shared to a greater or lesser extent by large numbers
of regular officers, and by the vast majority of right-wing politicians. Scores
of young students and others who had missed the war now flocked to their
banner. For these people, socialists and democrats of any hue were no better
than traitors—the ‘November criminals’ or ‘November traitors’ as they
were soon dubbed, the men who had first stabbed the army in the back, then
in November 1918 committed the double crime of overthrowing the Kaiser
and signing the Armistice. For some democratic politicians, indeed, signing
the Treaty of Versailles was tantamount to signing their own death warrant,
as Free Corps members formed secret assassination squads to root out and
kill those they regarded as traitors to the nation, including the democratic
politician Walther Rathenau, the leading socialist Hugo Haase, and the
prominent Centre Party deputy Matthias Erzberger.160 Political violence
reached fresh heights in 1923, a year marked not only by the bloody
suppression of an abortive Communist uprising in Hamburg but also by gun
battles between rival political groups in Munich and armed clashes
involving French-backed separatists in the Rhineland. In the early 1920S,
extreme leftists such as Karl Plättner and Max Hölz carried out campaigns
of armed robbery and ‘expropriation’ that ended only when they were
arrested and sentenced to lengthy terms of imprisonment.161



It was in this atmosphere of national trauma, political extremism, violent
conflict and revolutionary upheaval that Nazism was born. Most of the
elements that went into its eclectic ideology were already current in
Germany before 1914 and had become even more familiar to the public
during the war. The dramatic collapse of Germany into political chaos
towards the end of 1918, a chaos that endured for several years after the
war, provided the spur to translate extreme ideas into violent action. The
heady mixture of hatred, fear and ambition that had intoxicated a small
number of Pan-German extremists suddenly gained a crucial extra element:
the willingness, determination even, to use physical force. National
humiliation, the collapse of the Bismarckian Empire, the triumph of Social
Democracy, the threat of Communism, all this seemed to some to justify the
use of violence and murder to implement the measures which Pan-Germans,
antisemites, eugenicists and ultra-nationalists had been advocating since
before the turn of the century, if the German nation was ever to recover.

Yet such ideas still remained those of a minority even after 1918, and the
use of physical force to put them into effect was still confined to a tiny,
extremist fringe. German society and politics were polarized into extremes
by the collapse of 1918-19, not converted to a general enthusiasm for
extreme nationalism. And, crucially, the centre ground of politics was still
occupied by people and parties committed to the creation of a stable,
functioning parliamentary democracy, to social reform, to cultural freedom
and to economic opportunity for all. The collapse of the Wilhelmine Reich
was their chance too, and they seized it willingly. Before ultra-nationalism
could break out into the political mainstream, it had to smash the barriers
created by Germany’s first democracy, the Weimar Republic.



2

THE FAILURE OF DEMOCRACY



THE WEAKNESSES OF WEIMAR



I

Fear and hatred ruled the day in Germany at the end of the First World War.
Gun battles, assassinations, riots, massacres and civil unrest denied
Germans the stability in which a new democratic order could flourish. Yet
somebody had to take over the reins of government after the Kaiser’s
abdication and the collapse of the Reich created by Bismarck. The Social
Democrats stepped into the breach. A group of leading figures in the labour
movement emerged in the confusion of early November 1918 to form a
revolutionary Council of People’s Delegates. Uniting, for a brief period at
least, the two wings of the Social Democratic movement (the Majority, who
had supported the war, and the Independents, who had opposed it), the
Council was led by Friedrich Ebert, a long-time Social Democratic Party
functionary. Born in 1871, the son of a tailor, he became a saddler and
entered politics through his trade union activities. He worked on the
editorial staff of the Social Democratic newspaper in Bremen, then in 1893
opened a pub in the city, which like so many such institutions functioned as
a centre for local labour organizations. By 1900 he was active in Bremen’s
municipal politics, and as leader of the local Social Democrats he did much
to improve the party’s effectiveness. In 1905 he was elected secretary to the
national party’s central committee in Berlin, and in 1912 he entered the
Reichstag.

Ebert won the respect of his party not as a great orator or charismatic
leader, but as a calm, patient and subtle negotiator who always seemed to
bring the different factions of the labour movement together. He was a
typical pragmatist of the second generation of Social Democratic leaders,
accepting the party’s Marxist ideology but concentrating his efforts on the
day-to-day improvement of working-class life through his expertise in areas
such as labour law and social insurance. It was his hard work that was
mainly responsible for the remodelling and improved efficiency of the
party’s administration and electoral machine before the war, and he took a
great deal of the credit for the party’s famous victory in the Reichstag



elections of 1912. On the death of the party’s long-term leader August
Bebel in 1913, Ebert was elected joint leader of the party alongside the
more radical Hugo Haase. Like many Social Democratic organizers, Ebert
put loyalty to the party above almost everything else, and his outrage at the
refusal of Haase and other opponents of the war to follow majority
decisions in the party was a major factor in persuading him to bring about
their expulsion. Led by Haase, the dissidents formed the Independent Social
Democrats in 1917 and worked from a variety of points of view to bring
about an end to the war. Ebert believed in discipline and order, compromise
and reform, and worked hard to bring about a co-operation with the Centre
Party and the left-liberals during the war, in order to push the Kaiser’s
administration towards an acceptance of parliamentarism. His main aim in
1918-19 was formulated by the characteristic concern of the sober
administrator: to keep essential services going, to stop the economy from
collapsing and to restore law and order. He was converted to the view that
the Kaiser should abdicate only by the realization that a social revolution
would break out if he did not, and, he added in conversation with the
Kaiser’s last Chancellor, Prince Max of Baden, ‘I don’t want that, indeed I
hate it like sin.’1

Instead of revolution, Ebert wanted parliamentary democracy. In
collaboration with the Centre Party and the left-wing liberals, now renamed
the Democrats, Ebert and his associates in the Council of People’s
Delegates organized nationwide elections to a Constituent Assembly early
in 1919, against the opposition of more radical elements who looked to the
workers’ and soldiers’ councils to form the basis of some kind of Soviet-
style administration. Many ordinary electors in Germany, whatever their
private political views, saw voting for the three democratic parties as the
best way to prevent the creation of a German Soviet and ward off the threat
of a Bolshevik revolution. Not surprisingly, therefore, the Social
Democrats, the left-liberal Democrats and the Centre Party gained an
overall majority in the elections to the Constituent Assembly. This met
early in 1919 in the central German town of Weimar, long associated with
the life and work of the eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century German
poet, novelist and dramatist Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.2 The
constitution which it approved on 3 1 July 1919 was essentially a modified
version of the constitution established by Bismarck for his new Reich
nearly half a century before.3 In place of the Kaiser there was a Reich



President who was to be elected, like the President of the United States, by
popular vote. Not only did this give him independent legitimacy in his
dealings with the legislature, it also encouraged his use of the extensive
emergency powers which he was granted under the constitution’s Article
48. In times of trouble, he could rule by decree and use the army to restore
law and order in any federated state if he thought they were under threat.

The power to rule by decree was only intended for exceptional
emergencies. But Ebert, as the Republic’s first President, made very
extensive use of this power, employing it on no fewer than 136 separate
occasions. He deposed legitimately elected governments in Saxony and
Thuringia when they threatened, in his view, to foment disorder. Even more
dangerously, during the 1920 civil war in the Ruhr he issued a backdated
decree applying the death penalty to public-order offences and
retrospectively legitimizing many of the summary executions that had
already been carried out on members of the Red Army by units of the Free
Corps and the regular army.4 It was significant that on both occasions these
powers were used to suppress perceived threats to the Republic from the
left, whereas they went virtually unused against what many saw as the far
greater threat to it posed by the right. There were virtually no effective
safeguards against an abuse of Article 48, since the President could threaten
to use the power given him by Article 25 to dissolve the Reichstag should it
reject a Presidential decree. Moreover, decrees could in any case be used to
create a fait accompli or to bring about a situation in which the Reichstag
had little option but to approve them (for example, though this was never
intended, they could be used to intimidate and suppress opposition to the
government in power). In some circumstances, no doubt, there was
probably little alternative to some kind of rule by decree. But Article 48
included no proper provisions for the ultimate reassertion of power by the
legislature in such an eventuality; and Ebert used it not just for emergencies
but also in non-emergency situations where steering legislation through the
Reichstag would have been too difficult. In the end, Ebert’s excessive use,
and occasional misuse, of the Article widened its application to a point
where it became a potential threat to democratic institutions.5

Ebert’s achievement in steering the Weimar Republic into being was
undeniable. Yet he made many hasty compromises that were to return to
haunt the Republic in different ways later on. His concern for a smooth
transition from war to peace led him to collaborate closely with the army



without demanding any changes in its fiercely monarchist and ultra-
conservative officer corps, which he was certainly in a position to do in
1918-19. Yet Ebert’s willingness to compromise with the old order did not
do anything to endear him to those who regretted its passing. Throughout
the years of his Presidency, he was subjected to a remorseless campaign of
vilification in the right-wing press. For those who thought that the head of
state should possess a remote, Olympian dignity far from the ordinariness
of everyday life, a widely publicized newspaper photograph of the squat,
podgy figure of the Reich President on a seaside holiday with a couple of
friends, dressed only in bathing-trunks, exposed him to ridicule and
contempt. Other opponents in the muck-raking right-wing press attempted
to smear him through associating him with financial scandals. Ebert,
perhaps foolishly, responded by firing off no fewer than 173 libel suits at
those responsible, without ever once gaining satisfaction.6 In a criminal trial
held in 1924, in which the accused was charged with calling Ebert a traitor
to his country, the court fined the man the token sum of 10 marks because,
as it concluded, Ebert had indeed shown himself to be a traitor by
maintaining contacts with striking munitions workers in Berlin in the last
year of the war (although he had in fact done so in order to bring the strike
to a rapid, negotiated end).7 The unending wave of hatred poured over Ebert
by the extreme right had its effect, not merely in undermining his position
but also in wearing him down personally, both mentally and physically.
Obsessed with trying to clear his name from all these smears, Ebert
neglected a ruptured appendix that could have been dealt with quite easily
by the medical science of the time, and he died, aged 54, on 28 February
1925.8

The elections to the post of President that followed were a disaster for the
democratic prospects of the Weimar Republic. The baleful influence of
Weimar’s political fragmentation and lack of legitimacy made itself felt
here, since in the first round, none of the candidates looked like winning, so
the right drafted in the reluctant figure of Field Marshal Paul von
Hindenburg as a rallying-point for their divided supporters. In the
subsequent run-off, if either the Communists or the autonomous Bavarian
wing of the Centre Party had voted for Hindenburg’s best-supported
opponent, the Catholic politician Wilhelm Marx, the Field Marshal might
have been defeated. But, thanks to the egotism above all of the Bavarians,
he was elected by a clear majority. A symbol par excellence of the old



military and Imperial order, Hindenburg was a bulky, physically imposing
man whose statuesque appearance, military uniform, war service medals
and legendary reputation - mostly undeserved - for winning the great Battle
of Tannenberg and for guiding Germany’s military destiny thereafter, made
him into a much-revered figurehead, above all for the right. Hindenburg’s
election was greeted by the forces of the right as a symbol of restoration.
‘On 12/5,’ reported the conservative academic Victor Klemperer (an
alarmed and unsympathetic observer) in his diary, ‘as Hindenburg was
sworn in, there were black-white-red flags everywhere. The Reich flag only
on official buildings.’ Eight out of ten Imperial flags Klemperer observed
on this occasion were, he said, the small ones of the kind used by children.9
For many, Hindenburg’s election was a big step away from Weimar
democracy in the direction of a restoration of the old monarchical order. A
rumour duly did the rounds that Hindenburg had felt it necessary to ask the
ex-Kaiser Wilhelm, now in exile in Holland, for permission before he took
up the post of President. It was untrue, but it said a great deal for
Hindenburg’s reputation that it gained currency.10

Once in office, and influenced by his strong sense of duty, Hindenburg, to
the surprise of many, stuck to the letter of the constitution; but, as his seven-
year term of office wore on, and he moved into his eighties, he became ever
more impatient with the complexities of political events and ever more
susceptible to the influence of his inner circle of advisers, all of whom
shared his instinctive belief that the monarchy was the only legitimate
sovereign power in the German Reich. Persuaded of the correctness of the
use of Presidential emergency powers by the example of his predecessor,
Hindenburg began to feel that a conservative dictatorship exercised in his
name was the only way out of the crisis into which the Republic fell at the
beginning of the 1930S. Whatever influence Hindenburg’s election might
therefore have had in reconciling opponents of the Republic to its existence
in the short run, in the long run it was an unmitigated disaster for Weimar
democracy. By 1930 at the latest, it had become clear that the Presidential
power was in the hands of a man who had no faith in democratic
institutions and no intention of defending them from their enemies.11



II

Besides the office of Reich President, Weimar’s constitution provided for a
national legislature, named, as before, the Reichstag, but now elected by all
adult women as well as all adult men, and by a more direct form of
proportional representation than had been used before 1918. In effect, the
electors voted for the party of their choice, and each party was allotted a
number of seats in the Reichstag precisely corresponding to the proportion
of votes it received in the election. Thus, a party that received 30 per cent of
the vote would be allotted 30 per cent of the seats, and, more worryingly, a
party that received I per cent of the vote would be allotted I per cent of the
seats. It has often been said that such a system favoured small parties and
fringe groups, and this was no doubt true. Yet the fringe parties never
achieved a combined vote of more than 15 per cent, so it was in practice
seldom necessary for the larger parties to take them into account when
forming a government. Where proportional representation did have an
effect, it was in evening out the chances of the larger parties in the
competition for votes, so that, if a first-past-the-post electoral system had
been in operation, the bigger parties would have done better, and more
stable coalition governments with a smaller number of coalition partners
might have been possible, thus perhaps persuading a greater number of
people of the virtues of parliamentarism.12

As it was, changes of government in the Weimar Republic were very
frequent. Between 13 February 1919 and 30 January 1933 there were no
fewer than twenty different cabinets, each lasting on average 239 days, or
somewhat less than eight months. Coalition government, it was sometimes
said, made for unstable government, as the different parties were constantly
squabbling over personalities and policies. It also made for weak
government, since all they could settle on was the lowest common
denominator and the line of least resistance. However, coalition government
in Weimar was not just the product of proportional representation. It also
arose out of long-standing and deep fissures within the German political



system. The parties that had dominated the Imperial scene all survived into
the Weimar Republic. The Nationalists were formed by the amalgamation
of the old Conservative Party with other, smaller groups. The liberals failed
to overcome their differences and remained divided into left (Democrats)
and right (People’s Party). The Centre Party remained more or less
unchanged, though its Bavarian wing split off to form the Bavarian People’s
Party. On the left, the Social Democrats had to face a new rival in the form
of the Communist Party. But none of this was solely or even principally the
product of proportional representation. The political milieux out of which
these various parties emerged had been in existence since the early days of
the Bismarckian Empire.13

These milieux, with their party newspapers, clubs and societies, were
unusually rigid and homogeneous. Already before 1914 this had resulted in
a politicization of whole areas of life that in other societies were much freer
from ideological identifications. Thus, if an ordinary German wanted to join
a male voice choir, for instance, he had to choose in some areas between a
Catholic and a Protestant choir, in others between a socialist and a
nationalist choir; the same went for gymnastics clubs, cycling clubs,
football clubs and the rest. A member of the Social Democratic Party before
the war could have virtually his entire life encompassed by the party and its
organizations: he could read a Social Democratic newspaper, go to a Social
Democratic pub or bar, belong to a Social Democratic trade union, borrow
books from the Social Democratic library, go to Social Democratic festivals
and plays, marry a woman who belonged to the Social Democratic women’s
organization, enrol his children in the Social Democratic youth movement
and be buried with the aid of a Social Democratic burial fund.14 Similar
things could be said of the Centre Party (which could rely on the mass
organization of supporters in the People’s Association for a Catholic
Germany, the Catholic Trade Union movement, and Catholic leisure clubs
and societies of all kinds) but also to a certain extent of other parties too.15

These sharply defined political-cultural milieux did not disappear with the
advent of the Weimar Republic.16 But the emergence of commercialized
mass leisure, the ‘boulevard press’, based on sensation and scandal, the
cinema, cheap novels, dance-halls and leisure activities of all kinds began in
the 1920s to provide alternative sources of identification for the young, who
were thus less tightly bound to political parties than their elders were.17 The
older generation of political activists were too closely tied to their particular



political ideology to find compromise and co-operation with other
politicians and their parties very easy. In contrast to the situation after 1945,
there was no merger of major political parties into larger and more effective
units.18 As in a number of other respects, therefore, the political instability
of the 1920S and early 1930S owed more to structural continuities with the
politics of the Bismarckian and Wilhelmine eras than to the novel
provisions of the Weimar constitution.19

Proportional representation did not, as some have claimed, encourage
political anarchy and thereby facilitate the rise of the extreme right. An
electoral system based on a first-past-the-post system, where the candidate
who won the most votes in each constituency automatically won the seat,
might well have given the Nazi Party even more seats than it eventually
obtained in the last elections of the Weimar Republic, though since the
parties’ electoral tactics would have been different under such a system, and
its arguably beneficial effects in the earlier phases of the Republic’s
existence might have reduced the overall Nazi vote later on, it is impossible
to tell for sure.20 Similarly, the destabilizing effect of the constitution’s
provision for referendums or plebiscites has often been exaggerated; other
political systems have existed perfectly happily with such a provision, and
in any case the actual number of plebiscites that actually took place was
very small. The campaigning they involved certainly helped keep the
overheated political atmosphere of the Republic at boiling point. But
national plebiscites had little direct political effect, despite the fact that one
provincial plebiscite did succeed in overthrowing a democratic government
in Oldenburg in 1932. 21



Map 4. The Weimar Republic
In any case, the governmental instability of Weimar has itself often been

overdrawn, for the frequent changes of government concealed long-term
continuities in particular ministries. Some posts, notably the Ministry of
Justice, were used as bargaining counters in inter-party coalition
negotiations and so saw a succession of many different ministers, no doubt
putting more power than usual into the hands of the senior civil servants,



who stayed there all through, though their freedom of action was curtailed
by the devolution of many functions of judicial administration to the
federated states. But others became the virtual perquisite of a particular
politician through all the vagaries of coalition-building, thus making it
easier to formulate and implement strong and decisive policies. Gustav
Stresemann, the leading figure in the People’s Party, for instance, was
Foreign Minister in nine successive administrations and remained in office
for an unbroken period of over six years. Heinrich Brauns, a Centre Party
deputy, was Minister of Labour in twelve successive cabinets, from June
1920 up to June 1928. Otto Gessler, a Democrat, was Army Minister in
thirteen successive governments, from March 1920 to January 1928. Such
ministers were able to develop and implement long-term policies
irrespective of the frequent turnover of leadership experienced by the
governments they served in. Other ministries were also occupied by the
same politicians through two, three or four different governments.22 Not by
chance, it was in such areas that the Republic was able to develop its
strongest and most consistent policies, above all in the fields of foreign
affairs, labour and welfare.

The ability of the Reich government to act firmly and decisively,
however, was always compromised by another provision of the constitution,
namely its decision to continue the federal structure which Bismarck had
imposed on the Reich in 1871 in an effort to sugar the pill of unification for
German princes such as the King of Bavaria and the Grand Duke of Baden.
The princes had been unceremoniously thrown out in the Revolution of
1918, but their states remained. They were equipped now with democratic,
parliamentary institutions, but still retained a good deal of autonomy in key
areas of domestic policy. The fact that some of the states, like Bavaria, had
a history and an identity going back many centuries, encouraged them to
obstruct the policies of the Reich government if they did not like them. On
the other hand, direct taxation was now in the hands of the Reich
government, and many of the smaller states were dependent on handouts
from Berlin when they got into financial difficulties. Attempts at secession
from the Reich might seem threatening, especially in the Republic’s
troubled early years, but in reality they were never strong enough to be
taken seriously.23 Worse problems could be caused by tensions between
Prussia and the Reich, since the Prussian state was bigger than all the rest
combined; but through the 1920s and early 1930s Prussia was led by



moderate, pro-republican governments which constituted an important
counterweight to the extremism and instability of states such as Bavaria.
When all these factors are taken into account, therefore, it does not seem
that the federal system, for all its unresolved tensions between the Reich
and the states, was a major factor in undermining the stability and
legitimacy of the Weimar Republic.24



III

All in all, Weimar Germany’s constitution was no worse than the
constitutions of most other countries in the 1920s, and a good deal more
democratic than many. Its more problematical provisions might not have
mattered so much had circumstances been different. But the fatal lack of
legitimacy from which the Republic suffered magnified the constitution’s
faults many times over. Three political parties were identified with the new
political system - the Social Democrats, the liberal German Democratic
Party, and the Centre Party. After gaining a clear majority of 76.2 per cent
of the vote in January 1919, these three parties combined won just 48 per
cent of the vote in June 1920, 43 per cent of the vote in May 1924, 49.6 per
cent in December 1924, 49.9 per cent in 1928 and 43 per cent in September
1930. From 1920 onwards they were thus in a permanent minority in the
Reichstag, outnumbered by deputies whose allegiance lay with the
Republic’s enemies to the right and to the left. And the support of these
parties of the ‘Weimar coalition’ for the Republic was, at best, often more
rhetorical than practical, and, at worst, equivocal, compromised or of no
political use at all.25

The Social Democrats were considered by many to be the party that had
created the Republic, and often said so themselves. Yet they were never
very happy as a party of government, took part in only eight out of the
twenty Weimar cabinets and only filled the office of Reich Chancellor in
four of them.26 They remained locked in the Marxist ideological mould of
the prewar years, still expecting capitalism to be overthrown and the
bourgeoisie to be replaced as the ruling class by the proletariat. Whatever
else it was, Germany in the 1920s was undeniably a capitalist society, and
playing a leading role in government seemed to many Social Democrats to
sit rather uneasily alongside the verbal radicalism of their ideology. Unused
to the experience of government, excluded from political participation for
two generations before the war, they found the experience of collaborating
with ‘bourgeois’ politicians a painful one. They could not rid themselves of



their Marxist ideology without losing a large part of their electoral support
in the working class; yet on the other hand a more radical policy, for
example of forming a Red Army militia from workers instead of relying on
the Free Corps, would surely have made their participation in bourgeois
coalition governments impossible and called down upon their heads the
wrath of the army.

The main strength of the Social Democrats lay in Prussia, the state that
covered over half the territory of the Weimar Republic and contained 57 per
cent of its population. Here, in a mainly Protestant area with great cities
such as Berlin and industrial areas like the Ruhr, they dominated the
government. Their policy was to make Prussia a bastion of Weimar
democracy, and, although they did not pursue reforms with any great vigour
or consistency, removing them from power in Germany’s biggest state
became a major objective of Weimar democracy’s enemies by the early
1930s.27 In the Reich, however, their position was far less dominant. Their
strength at the beginning of the Republic owed a good deal to the support of
middle-class voters who considered that a strong Social Democratic Party
would offer the best defence against Bolshevism by effecting a quick
transition to parliamentary democracy. As the threat receded, so their
representation in the Reichstag went down, from 163 seats in 1919 to 102 in
1920. Despite a substantial recovery later on—153 seats in 1928, and 143 in
1930—the Social Democrats permanently lost nearly two and a half million
votes, and, after receiving 38 per cent of the votes in 1919, they hovered
around 25 per cent for the rest of the 1920s and early 1930s. Nevertheless,
they remained an enormously powerful and well-organized political
movement that claimed the allegiance and devotion of millions of industrial
workers across the land. If any one party deserved to be called the bulwark
of democracy in the Weimar Republic, it was the Social Democrats.

The second arm of the ‘Weimar coalition’, the German Democratic Party,
was a somewhat more enthusiastic participant in government, serving in
virtually all the cabinets of the 1920s. It had, after all, been a Democrat,
Hugo Preuss, who had been the principal author of the much-maligned
Weimar constitution. But although they won 75 seats in the election of
January 1919, they lost 36 of them in the next election, in June 1920, and
were down to 28 seats in the election of May 1924. Victims of the rightward
drift of middle-class voters, they never recovered. 28 Their response to their
losses after the elections of 1928 was disastrous. Led by Erich Koch-Weser,



leading figures in the party joined in July 1930 with a paramilitary offshoot
of the youth movement known as the Young German Order and some
individual politicians from other middle-class parties, to transform the
Democrats into the State Party. The idea was to create a strong centrist bloc
that would stem the flow of bourgeois voters to the Nazis. But the merger
had been precipitate, and closed off the possibility of joining together with
other, larger political groups in the middle. Some, mostly left-wing
Democrats, objected to the move and resigned. On the right, the Young
German Order’s move lost it support among many of its own members. The
electoral fortunes of the new party did not improve, and only 14 deputies
represented it in the Reichstag after the elections of September 1930. In
practice the merger meant a sharp shift to the right. The Young German
Order shared the scepticism of much of the youth movement about the
parliamentary system, and its ideology was more than tinged with
antisemitism. The new State Party continued to keep the Social Democratic
coalition in Prussia afloat until the state elections of April 1932, but its aim,
announced by the historian Friedrich Meinecke, was now to achieve a shift
in the balance of political power away from the Reichstag and the states and
towards a strong, unitary Reich government. Here too, therefore, a steady
erosion of support pushed the party to the right; but the only effect of this
was to wipe out whatever distinguished it from other, more effective
political organizations that were arguing for the same kind of thing. The
State Party’s convoluted constitutional schemes not only signalled its lack
of political realism, but also its weakening commitment to Weimar
democracy.29

Of the three parties of the. ‘Weimar coalition’, only the Centre Party
maintained its support throughout, at around 5 million votes, or 85 to 90
seats in the Reichstag, including those of the Bavarian People’s Party. The
Centre Party was also a key part of every coalition government from June
1919 to the very end, and with its strong interest in social legislation
probably had as strong a claim to have been the driving force behind the
creation of Weimar’s welfare state as the Social Democrats did. Socially
conservative, it devoted much of its time to fighting pornography,
contraception and other evils of the modern world, and to defending
Catholic interests in the schools system. Its Achilles heel was the influence
inevitably wielded over it by the Papacy in Rome. As head of the Catholic
Church, Pope Pius XI was increasingly worried by the advance of atheistic



communists and socialists during the 1920s. Together with his Nuncio in
Germany, Eugenio Pacelli, who subsequently became Pope Pius XII, he
profoundly distrusted the political liberalism of many Catholic politicians
and saw a turn to a more authoritarian form of politics as the safest way to
preserve the Church’s interests from the looming threat of the godless left.
This led to his conclusion of a Concordat with Mussolini’s Fascist regime in
Italy in 1929 and later on to the Church’s support for the ‘clerico-fascist’
dictatorship of Engelbert Dollfuss in the Austrian civil war of 1934, and the
Nationalists under General Franco in the Spanish Civil War that began in
1936.30

With such signals emanating from the Vatican even in the 1920s, the
prospects for political Catholicism in Germany were not good. They
became markedly worse in December 1928, when a close associate of Papal
Nuncio Pacelli, Prelate Ludwig Kaas, a priest who was also a deputy in the
German Reichstag, succeeded in being elected leader of the Centre Party as
a compromise candidate during a struggle between factions of the right and
left over the succession to the retiring chairman, Wilhelm Marx. Under
Pacelli’s influence, however, Kaas veered increasingly towards the right,
pulling many Catholic politicians with him. As increasing disorder and
instability began to grip the Reich in 1930 and 1931, Kaas, now a frequent
visitor to the Vatican, began to work together with Pacelli for a Concordat,
along the lines of the agreement recently concluded with Mussolini.
Securing the future existence of the Church was paramount in such a
situation. Like many other leading Catholic politicians, Kaas considered
that this was only really possible in an authoritarian state where police
repression stamped out the threat from the left. ‘Never’, declared Kaas in
1929, ‘has the call for leadership on the grand scale echoed more vividly
and impatiently through the soul of the German people as in the days when
the Fatherland and its culture have been in such peril that the soul of all of
us has been oppressed.’31 Kaas demanded among other things much greater
independence for the executive from the legislature in Germany. Another
leading Centre Party politician, Eugen Bolz, Minister-President of
Württemberg, put it more bluntly when he told his wife early in 1930: ‘I
have long been of the opinion that the Parliament cannot solve severe
domestic political problems. If a dictator for ten years were a possibility - I
would want it.’32 Long before 30 January 1933, the Centre Party had ceased
to be the bulwark of Weimar democracy that it had once been.33



Map 5. The Religious Divide
Thus, even the major political props of democracy in the Weimar

Republic were crumbling by the end of the 1920s. Beyond them, the
democratic landscape was even more desolate. No other parties offered
serious support to the Republic and its institutions. On the left, the Republic
was confronted with the mass phenomenon of the Communists. In the
revolutionary period from 1918 to 1921 they were a tightly knit, elite group



with little electoral support, but when the Independent Social Democrats,
deprived of the unifying factor of opposition to the First World War, fell
apart in 1922, a large number of them joined the Communists, who thus
became a mass party. Already in 1920 the combined forces of the
Independent Social Democrats and the Communists won 88 seats in the
Reichstag. In May 1924 the Communists won 62 seats, and, after a small
drop later in the year, they were back to 54 in 1928 and 77 in 1930. Three
and a quarter million people cast their votes for the party in May 1924 and
over four and a half million in September 1930. These were all votes for the
destruction of the Weimar Republic.

Through all the twists and turns of its policies during the 1920s, the
Communist Party of Germany never deviated from its belief that the
Republic was a bourgeois state whose primary purposes were the protection
of the capitalist economic order and the exploitation of the working class.
Capitalism, they hoped, would inevitably collapse and the ‘bourgeois’
republic would be replaced by a Soviet state along Russian lines. It was the
duty of the Communist Party to bring this about as soon as possible. In the
early years of the Republic this meant preparing for an ‘October revolution’
in Germany by means of an armed revolt. But, after the failure of the
January uprising in 1919 and the even more catastrophic collapse of plans
for an uprising in 1923, this idea was put on hold. Steered increasingly from
Moscow, where the Soviet regime, under the growing influence of Stalin,
tightened its financial and ideological grip on Communist parties
everywhere in the second half of the 1920s, the German Communist Party
had little option but to swing to a more moderate course in the mid-1920s,
only to return to a radical, ‘leftist’ position at the end of the decade. This
meant not only refusing to join with the Social Democrats in the defence of
the Republic, but even actively collaborating with the Republic’s enemies in
order to bring it down.34 Indeed, the party’s hostility to the Republic and its
institutions even caused it to oppose reforms that might lead the Republic to
become more popular among the working class.35

This implacable opposition to the Republic from the left was more than
balanced by rabid animosity from the right. The largest and most significant
right-wing challenge to Weimar was mounted by the Nationalists, who
gained 44 Reichstag seats in January 1919,71 in June 1920, 95 in May 1924
and 103 in December 1924. This made them larger than any other party
with the exception of the Social Democrats. In both elections of 1924 they



won around 20 per cent of the vote. One in five people who cast their ballot
in these elections thus did so for a party that made it clear from the outset
that it regarded the Weimar Republic as utterly illegitimate and called for a
restoration of the Bismarckian Reich and the return of the Kaiser. This was
expressed in many different ways, from the Nationalists’ championing of
the old Imperial flag, black, white and red, in place of the new Republican
colours of black, red and gold, to their tacit and sometimes explicit
condoning of the assassination of key Republican politicians by armed
conspiratorial groups allied to the Free Corps. The propaganda and policies
of the Nationalists did much to spread radical right-wing ideas across the
electorate in the 1920s and prepare the way for Nazism.

During the 1920s, the Nationalists were a partner in two coalition
governments, but the experience was not a happy one. They resigned from
one government after ten months, and when they came into another cabinet
half-way through its term of office, they were forced to make compromises
that left many party members deeply dissatisfied. Severe losses in the
elections of October 1928, when the Nationalists’ representation in the
Reichstag fell from 103 seats to 73, convinced the right wing of the party
that it was time for a more uncompromising line. The traditionalist party
chairman Count Westarp was ousted and replaced by the press baron,
industrialist and radical nationalist Alfred Hugenberg, who had been a
leading light of the Pan-German movement since its inception in the 1890s.
The Nationalist Party programme of 1931, drafted under Hugenberg’s
influence, was distinctly more right wing than its predecessors. It demanded
among other things the restoration of the Hohenzollern monarchy,
compulsory military service, a strong foreign policy directed at the revision
of the Treaty of Versailles, the return of the lost overseas colonies and the
strengthening of ties with Germans living in other parts of Europe,
especially Austria. The Reichstag was to retain only a supervisory role and
a ‘critical voice’ in legislation, and to be joined by ’a representational body
structured according to professional rankings in the economic and cultural
spheres’ along the lines of the corporate state being created at the time in
Fascist Italy. And, the programme went on, ‘we resist the subversive, un-
German spirit in all forms, whether it stems from Jewish or other circles.
We are emphatically opposed to the prevalence of Jewdom in the
government and in public life, a prevalence that has emerged ever more
continuously since the revolution.’36



Under Hugenberg, the Nationalists also moved away from internal party
democracy and closer to the ‘leadership principle’. The party’s new leader
made strenuous efforts to make party policy on his own and direct the
party’s Reichstag delegation in its votes. A number of Reichstag deputies
opposed this, and a dozen of them split off from the party in December
1929 and more in June 1930, joining fringe groups of the right in protest.
Hugenberg allied the party with the extreme right, in an attempt to get a
popular referendum to vote against the Young Plan, an internationally
agreed scheme, brokered by the Americans, for the rescheduling of
reparations payments, in 1929. The failure of the bitterly fought campaign
only convinced Hugenberg of the need for even more extreme opposition to
Weimar and its replacement by an authoritarian, nationalist state harking
back to the glorious days of the Bismarckian Empire. None of this worked.
The Nationalists’ snobbery and elitism prevented them from winning a real
mass following and rendered their supporters vulnerable to the
blandishments of the truly populist demagoguery practised by the Nazis.37

Less extreme, but only marginally less vehemently opposed to the
Republic, was the smaller People’s Party, the heir of the old pro-
Bismarckian National Liberals. It won 65 seats in the 1920 election and
stayed around 45 to 50 for the rest of the decade, attracting about 2.7 to 3
million votes. The party’s hostility to the Republic was partly masked by
the decision of its leading figure, Gustav Stresemann, to recognize political
realities for the moment and accept the legitimacy of the Republic, more out
of necessity than conviction. Although he was never fully . trusted by his
party, Stresemann’s powers of persuasion were considerable. Not least
thanks to his consummate negotiating skills, the People’s Party took part in
most of the Republic’s cabinets, unlike the Nationalists, who stayed in
opposition for the greater part of the 1920s. Yet this meant that the majority
of governments formed after the initial phase of the Republic’s existence
contained at least some ministers who were dubious, to say the least, about
its right to exist. Moreover, Stresemann, already in difficulties with his
party, fell ill and died in October 1929, thus removing the principal
moderating influence from the party’s leadership. 38 From this point on it,
too, gravitated rapidly towards the far right.

Even in the mid-1920S, therefore, the political system was looking
extremely fragile. In other circumstances it might have survived. In
retrospect, indeed, the period 1924-8 has been described by many as



‘Weimar’s Golden Years’. But the idea that democracy was on the way to
establishing itself in Germany at this time is an illusion created by
hindsight. There was in reality no sign that it was becoming more secure;
on the contrary, the fact that the two major bourgeois parties, the Centre
Party and the Nationalists, soon fell into the hands of avowed enemies of
democracy boded ill for the future, even without the shocks to come. That
the allegiance of the People’s Party to the Republic, such as it was, owed
everything to the persistence and intelligent leadership of one man, Gustav
Stresemann, was another sign of fragility. Not even in the relatively
favourable circumstances of 1928 had the parties of the ‘Weimar Coalition’
succeeded in gaining a majority in the Reichstag. The widespread feeling
after 1923 that the threat of a Bolshevik revolution had receded meant that
the bourgeois parties were no longer so willing to compromise with the
Social Democrats in the interests of preserving the Republic as a bulwark
against Communism.39 And more ominously still, paramilitary
organizations such as the Steel Helmets were beginning to extend their
struggle from the streets to the hustings in an attempt to win more influence
for their anti-Republican views. Meanwhile, political violence, though it
fell short of the open civil war that characterized much of the Republic’s
opening phase, still continued at an alarmingly high level throughout the
mid-1920s.40 The brutal fact was that, even in 1928, the, Republic was as
far away from achieving stability and legitimacy as ever.



IV

The Weimar Republic was also weakened by its failure to win the whole-
hearted support of the army and the civil service, both of which found it
extremely difficult to adjust to the transition from the authoritarian Reich to
the democratic Republic in 1918. For the army leadership in particular,
defeat in 1918 posed an alarming threat. Led by one of its most intelligent
and perceptive officers, General Wilhelm Groener, the General Staff agreed
with the Majority Social Democrats under Friedrich Ebert that the threat of
the revolutionary workers’ and soldiers’ council would best be warded off if
they worked in tandem to secure a stable parliamentary democracy. From
Groener’s point of view this was an act of expediency, not of faith. It
secured the preservation of the old officer corps in the reduced
circumstances of the German army after the Treaty of Versailles. The
army’s numbers were restricted to 100,000, it was banned from using
modern technology such as tanks, and a mass conscript military force had to
give way to a small professional one. Groener ran into fierce opposition
from army diehards for compromising with the Social Democrats, just as
his opposite number, the Social Democrats’ military specialist Gustav
Noske, ran into fierce criticism from his party comrades for allowing the
officer corps to remain intact instead of replacing it with a more democratic
structure and personnel.41 But in the desperate circumstances of 1918-19,
their line won through in the end.

Within a short space of time, however, the workers’ and soldiers’
councils had faded from the political scene, and the need for compromise
with the forces of democracy seemed to many leading officers to have lost
its urgency. This became dramatically clear in March 1920, when Free
Corps units, protesting against their impending redundancy, marched on
Berlin and overthrew the elected government in a bid to restore an
authoritarian regime on the lines of the old monarchy. Led by the Pan-
German former civil servant and leading light of the old Fatherland Party,
Wolfgang Kapp, the insurrectionists were also supported by elements within



the armed forces in a number of areas. When the chief of the army
command, General Walther Reinhardt, tried to ensure the forces’ loyalty to
the government, he was ousted in favour of the more right-wing General
Hans von Seeckt. Seeckt promptly banned all army units from opposing the
plotters and turned a blind eye to those which backed them. Subsequently,
he ordered the army to co-operate in the bloody suppression of the workers’
armed uprising against the putsch in the Ruhr. Seeckt had indeed been
hostile to the Republic from the beginning. Aloof, authoritarian and
unapproachable, his upper-class credentials advertised by the monocle he
wore over his left eye, he epitomized the traditions of the Prussian officer
class. But he was also a political realist who saw that the possibilities of
overthrowing the Republic by force were limited. He aimed therefore to
keep the army united and free from parliamentary control waiting for better
times. In this he had the full support of his fellow-officers.42

Under Seeckt’s leadership, the army retained in its ‘war flag’ the old
Imperial colours of black, white and red. Seeckt distinguished sharply
between the German state, which incorporated the abstract ideal of the .
Reich, and the Republic, which he regarded as a temporary aberration.
General Wilhelm Groener, Seeckt’s mentor, described the army in 1928 as
the ‘only power’ and an ‘element of power within the state that no one can
disregard’.43 Under Seeckt’s leadership, the army was far from being a
neutral organization, standing aloof from the party-political fray, whatever
Seeckt might have claimed.44 Seeckt did not hesitate to intervene against
the elected government when he believed that it went against the Reich’s
interests. He even considered taking over the Chancellorship himself on one
occasion, with a programme that envisaged the centralization of the Reich
and the curbing of Prussian autonomy, the abolition of the trade unions and
their replacement by ‘occupational chambers’ (rather like those later created
by Mussolini in Italy), and in general the ‘suppression of all tendencies
directed against the existence of the Reich and against the legitimate
authority of the Reich and the state, through the use of the means of power
of the Reich’.45 In the end, he succeeded in toppling the government, but
did not manage to become Chancellor himself; that was to be left to one of
his successors, General Kurt von Schleicher, who belonged to Seeckt’s
close group of advisers in the years when he ran the army command.

A law unto itself for most of the time, the army did its best during the
1920s to circumvent the restrictions placed upon it by the Treaty of



Versailles. Making common cause behind the scenes with another
diminished and resentful Great Power, the Soviet Union, the army
leadership arranged for clandestine training sessions in Russia for officers
anxious to learn how to use tanks and aeroplanes, and willing to engage in
experiments with poison gas.46 Secret arrangements were made to train
auxiliary troops, in an attempt to get round the limit of 100,000 imposed by
the Treaty on the army’s strength, and the army was constantly eyeing the
paramilitaries as a potential military reserve.47 These subterfuges and
others, including training with make-believe tanks, made clear that the army
had no intention of abiding by the terms of the 1919 Peace Settlement and
would break free from it as soon as circumstances allowed. Far from being
led exclusively by dyed-in-the-wool Prussian conservatives, these
clandestine circumventions of the Treaty were organized above all by
modern-minded technicians, impatient with the constraints of democratic
politics and international agreements.48 The disloyalty of the army, and the
repeated intrigues of its leading officers against civilian governments,
boded ill for the Republic’s continued viability in a real crisis.49

If Germany’s first democracy could not expect much support from its
military servants, then neither could it hope for much support from its civil
servants, whom it likewise inherited from the old German Reich. The civil
service was of huge importance because it covered a very wide area of
society and included not just officials working in the central administration
of the Reich but also all those state employees who had secured the tenure,
status and emoluments originally designed for senior administrators. They
included officials working for the federated states, for state enterprises like
the railways and the postal service, and for state institutions such as
universities and schools, so that university professors and high-school
teachers fell into this category as well. The numbers of civil servants in this
broad sense were enormous. Below this relatively exalted level there were
millions more state servants living off salaries or wages paid by state
institutions. The German state railway was by far the largest single
employer in the Weimar Republic, for instance, with 700,000 people
working for it at the end of the 1920s; it was followed by the postal service
with 380,000. If family members, dependants and pensioners are added on,
about 3 million people relied for their support on the railways alone.50

Altogether, by the end of the 1920s there were 1.6 million civil servants in
Germany, about half of whom worked for the state proper, the other half for



public utilities such as the railways. With such a large number of state
employees, it was clear that the state employment sector was politically
extremely diverse, with hundreds of thousands of employees belonging to
socialist trade unions, liberal political parties or pressure-groups of widely
varying political orientation. A million civil servants belonged to the liberal
German Civil Servants’ League in 1919, though 60,000 split off to form a
more right-wing group in 1921 and another 350,000 seceded to form a trade
union the following year. Civil servants were in no sense, therefore,
uniformly hostile to the Republic at the outset, despite their training and
socialization in the years of the Wilhelmine Reich.51

As the leading figure in the transitional revolutionary administration,
Friedrich Ebert appealed on 9 November 1918 for all civil servants and
state employees to continue working in order to avoid anarchy.52 The
overwhelming majority stayed on. Civil servants’ career structure and
duties were unchanged. The Weimar constitution made them irremovable.
However it might have appeared in theory, in practice this step made it
virtually impossible to dismiss civil servants, given the extreme difficulty of
proving in law that they had violated their oath of allegiance. 53 As an
institution that derived from the authoritarian and bureaucratic states of the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, long before the advent of
parliaments and political parties, the higher civil service in particular had
long been accustomed to regard itself as the true ruling caste, above all in
Prussia. Up to 1918, for instance, all government ministers had been civil
servants, appointed by the monarch, not by the Reichstag or the legislative
assemblies of the federated states. In some Reich ministries, where there
was a rapid turnover of ministers under the Republic, the top civil servant
could wield enormous power, as with Curt Joel in the Ministry of Justice,
who served virtually throughout the Republic, while no fewer than
seventeen Justice Ministers came and went, before he finally became
Minister himself in 1930. For such men, administrative continuity was the
supreme dictate of duty, overriding all political considerations. Whatever
they might have thought privately of the Kapp putschists in March 1920,
senior civil servants in Berlin, including financial officials, thus carried on
with their work in defiance of the putschists’ orders for them to stand
down.54

The neutrality of civil servants on this occasion owed a good deal to their
characteristically punctilious insistence on the duties imposed by their oath



of allegiance. Later on, in 1922, the government introduced a new law
designed to bind civil servants even more closely to the Republic and
impose disciplinary sanctions on those who consorted with its enemies. But
this measure was relatively toothless. Only in Prussia was there a serious
effort, led by Carl Severing and Albert Grzesinski, successive Social
Democratic Ministers of the Interior, to replace old Imperial administrators,
above all in the provinces, with Social Democrats and others loyal to the
Republic.55 Nevertheless, even the Prussian efforts at creating a civil
service loyal to the principles of democracy as well as imbued with a sense
of duty in serving the government of the day proved insufficient in the end.
Because Severing and Grzesinski thought that the parties should be
represented in the higher civil service roughly in proportion to their place in
the Prussian coalition cabinets, this meant that a good number of important
posts were held by men from parties such as the Centre Party, the People’s
Party and to a degree the State Party, whose allegiance to the Republic was
rapidly becoming more tenuous from the end of the 1920s onwards. In the
rest of Germany, including the level of the Reich civil service, even this
degree of reform was barely even attempted, let alone achieved, and the
civil service was far more conservative, even in parts downright hostile to
the Republic.56

The problem, however, was not so much that the higher civil service was
actively helping to undermine Weimar; rather, it was that the Republic did
too little to ensure that civil servants at whatever level were actively
committed to the democratic political order and would resist any attempt to
overthrow it. And those civil servants who were actively hostile to the
Republic - probably a minority, considered overall—were able to survive
with relative impunity. Thus, for instance, one senior Prussian civil servant,
born in 1885, and a member of the Nationalist Party after 1918, founded a
variety of fringe groups for civil servants and others, aiming explicitly to
combat ‘the Reichstag, the red headquarters’, to frustrate the policies of the
‘treasonous and godless Social Democrats’, to oppose the ‘imperialist world
power’ of the Catholic Church and finally to fight against ‘all Jews’. His
antisemitism, fairly latent before 1918, became explicit after the
Revolution. Thereafter, he later recalled, ‘whenever a Jew was carrying on
impertinently on the elevated [railway] or on the train and would not accept
my scolding without further impertinence, I threatened to throw him off the
moving train ... if he did not shut up immediately’. On one occasion he



threatened ‘Marxist’ workers with a gun. His was an obviously extreme
example of a civil servant opposed to the Republic. Yet he was not
dismissed, only disciplined twice and denied promotion, despite being tried
on one occasion for disturbing the peace. ‘I always’, he wrote, ‘took it to be
a weakness of my political enemies in the civil service that they let me get
off so easily every time.’ The worst that happened to him under the
Republic was a blockage of his career prospects.57

There can be little doubt that, even in the Republican bastion of Prussia,
the vast majority of civil servants had little genuine loyalty to the
constitution to which they had sworn their allegiance. Should the Republic
be threatened with destruction, very few of them indeed would even think
of coming to its aid. Devotion to duty kept them working when the state
was challenged, as in the Kapp putsch of 1920, but it would also keep them
working when the state was overthrown. Here was another central
institution whose loyalty was to an abstract concept of the Reich rather than
to the concrete principles of democracy. In this as in other respects, Weimar
was weak in political legitimacy from the start.58 It was beset by
insurmountable problems of political violence, assassination and
irreconcilable conflicts about its right to exist. It was unloved and
undefended by its servants in the army and bureaucracy. It was blamed by
many for the national humiliation of the Treaty of Versailles. And it also
had to face enormous economic problems, beginning with the massive
monetary inflation that made life so difficult for so many in the years when
it was trying to establish itself.



THE GREAT INFLATION



I

Even the most diehard reactionary might eventually have learned to tolerate
the Republic if it had provided a reasonable level of economic stability and
a decent, solid income for its citizens. But from the start it was beset by
economic failures of a dimension unprecedented in German history. As
soon as the First World War had begun, the Reich government had started to
borrow money to pay for it. From 1916 onwards, expenditure had far
exceeded the revenue that the government had been able to raise from loans
or indeed from any other source. Naturally enough, it had expected to
recoup its losses by annexing rich industrial areas to the west and east, by
forcing the defeated nations to pay large financial reparations, and by
imposing a new German-dominated economic order on a conquered
Europe.59 But these expectations were dashed. In the event, it was Germany
that was the defeated nation and Germany that had to foot the bill. This
made things far worse than before. The government had been printing
money without the economic resources to back it. Before the war, the dollar
had been worth just over 4 paper marks on the exchange in Berlin. By
December 1918 it took nearly twice as many marks to buy a US dollar. The
rate continued to decline to just over 12 marks to the dollar in April 1919
and 47 by the end of the year.60

Successive governments of the Weimar Republic were caught in a
political trap that was at least partly of their own making. The need to
export government revenue to other countries in the form of reparations
payments meant an additional drain on resources at a time when wartime
debts still had to be paid and Germany’s economic resources and domestic
market had shrunk. Heavily populated industrial areas in Lorraine and
Silesia had been removed under the terms of the Treaty. Industrial
production was only 42 per cent in 1919 of what it had been in 1913, and
the country was producing less than half the grain it had produced before
the war. Massive expenditure was required to fund the adjustment to a
peacetime economy, and to provide welfare measures for ex-soldiers



seeking jobs, or unable to find them because of war disability. Yet if any
government sought to bridge the gap by raising taxes by any more than a
small amount, it would immediately be accused by its enemies on the
nationalist right of imposing taxes in order to meet Allied reparations bills.
It seemed politically more astute to most governments to tell foreign powers
instead that Germany’s currency problems would only be solved by the
abolition of reparations, or at least by rescheduling them to what would be a
more acceptable level. The energy and aggressiveness with which various
German governments pursued this dangerous policy varied, and during
1920 and 1921 the slide of the mark against the dollar was arrested more
than once. Still, by November 1921 Germans who wanted to buy a US
dollar had to pay 263 marks for it, and by July 1922 the cost had almost
doubled again, to 493 marks.61

Inflation on this scale had different effects on different players in the
economic game. The ability to borrow money to purchase goods,
equipment, industrial plant and the like, and pay it back when it was worth
a fraction of its original value, helped stimulate industrial recovery after the
war. In the period up to the middle of 1922, economic growth rates in
Germany were high, and unemployment low. Without this background of
virtually full employment, a general strike, such as the one which frustrated
the Kapp putsch in March 1920, would have been far more difficult to
mount. Real taxation rates were also low enough to stimulate demand. The
German economy managed the transition to a peacetime basis more
effectively than some European economies where inflation was less
marked.62

But the recovery was built on sand. For, despite a few temporary respites
in the process, the inflation proved to be unstoppable. It took over 1,000
marks to buy a US dollar in August 1922, 3,000 in October, and 7,000 in
December. The process of monetary depreciation was taking on a life of its
own. The political consequences were catastrophic. The German
government could not make the required reparations payments any longer,
since they had to be tendered in gold, whose price on the international
market it could no longer afford to meet. Moreover, by the end of 1922 it
had fallen seriously behind in its deliveries of coal to the French, another
part of the reparations programme. So French and Belgian troops occupied
Germany’s leading industrial district, the Ruhr, in January 1923 in order to
seize the missing coal and force the Germans to fulfil their obligations



under the Treaty. The government in Berlin almost immediately proclaimed
a policy of passive resistance and non-cooperation with the French in order
to deny the occupiers facilities to garner the fruits of Ruhr industrial
production for themselves. The struggle was only called off towards the end
of September. Passive resistance made the economic situation worse.
Anyone who wanted to buy a dollar in January 1923 had to pay over 17,000
marks for it; in April 24,000; in July 353,000. This was hyperinflation on a
truly staggering scale, and the dollar rate in marks for the rest of the year is
best expressed in numbers that soon became longer than anything found
even in a telephone directory: 4,621,000 in August; 98,860,000 in
September; 25,260,000,000 in October; 2,193,600,000,000 in November ;
4,200,000,000,000 in December.63 Newspapers soon began informing their
readers about the nomenclature of big numbers, which varied confusingly
from one country to another. The French, one columnist noted, called a
million million a trillion, while ‘for us on the other hand, a trillion is equal
to a million billion (1,000,000,000,000,000,000), and we must only hope to
God that we don’t get into these or even higher numerical values with our
everyday currency, merely because of the overcrowding of the lunatic
asylums that it would cause.’64

At its height, the hyperinflation seemed terrifying. Money lost its
meaning almost completely. Printing presses were unable to keep up with
the need to produce banknotes of ever more astronomical denominations,
and municipalities began to print their own emergency money, using one
side of the paper only. Employees collected their wages in shopping baskets
or wheelbarrows, so numerous were the banknotes needed to make up their
pay packets; and immediately rushed to the shops to buy supplies before the
continuing plunge in the value of money put them out of reach. The school
student Raimund Pretzel later remembered how at the end of every month
his father, a senior civil servant, would collect his salary, rush off to buy a
season ticket for the railway so that he could get to work for the next
month, send off cheques for regular outgoings, take the entire family for a
haircut, then hand over what was left to his wife, who would go with the
children to the local wholesale market and buy heaps of non-perishable
foodstuffs off which they had to live until the next pay-packet came in. For
the rest of the month the family had no money at all. Letters had to be
mailed with the latest denomination banknotes stapled to the envelope,
since postage stamps of the right value could not be printed fast enough to



keep pace with the price rise. The German correspondent of the British
Daily Mail reported on 29 July 1923: ‘In the shops the prices are
typewritten and posted hourly. For instance, a gramophone at 10 a.m. was
5,000,000 marks but at 3 p.m. it was 12,000,000 marks. A copy of the Daily
Mail purchased on the street yesterday cost 35,000 marks but today it cost
60,000 marks.’65

The most dramatic and serious effects were on the price of food. A
woman sitting down in a café might order a cup of coffee for 5,000 marks
and be asked to give the waiter 8,000 for it when she got up to pay an hour
later. A kilo of rye bread, that staple of the German daily diet, cost 163
marks on 3 January 1923, more than ten times that amount in July, 9 million
marks on I October, 78 billion marks on 5 November and 233 billion marks
a fortnight later, on 19 November.66 At the height of the hyperinflation,
over 90 per cent of the expenditure of an average family went on food.67

Families on fixed incomes started selling their possessions so that they
could have something to eat. Shops began hoarding food in anticipation of
immediate price rises.68 Unable to afford the most basic necessities, crowds
began to riot and to loot food shops. Gunfights broke out between gangs of
miners, who sallied forth into the countryside to strip the fields bare, and
the farmers who were trying to protect their crops and were at the same
time unwilling to sell them for worthless banknotes. The collapse of the
mark made it difficult if not impossible to import supplies from abroad. The
threat of starvation, particularly in the area occupied by the French, where
passive resistance was crippling the transport networks, was very real.69

Malnutrition caused an immediate rise in deaths from tuberculosis.70

Not untypical was the experience of the academic Victor Klemperer,
whose diaries offer a personal insight into the larger sweep of German
history in this period. Living very much from hand to mouth on temporary
teaching contracts, Klemperer, a war veteran, was pleased to receive a small
additional war gratuity in February 1920, but, as he complained, ‘what was
earlier a small income is now just a tip’.71 Over the following months,
Klemperer’s diary was increasingly filled with financial calculations as
inflation gathered pace. Already in March 1920 he was encountering
‘foragers, little people with rucksacks’ on the train outside Munich.72 As
time went on, Klemperer paid increasingly fantastic bills ’with a kind of
dull fatalism‘.73 In 1920 he at last gained a permanent appointment at



Dresden Technical University. But it did not bring financial security. Each
month he received an increasingly astronomical salary with back payments
to make up for inflation since the last payment. Despite receiving nearly a
million marks’ salary at the end of May 1923, he was still unable to pay his
gas and tax bills. Everyone he knew was working out how to make money
speculating on the Stock Exchange. Even Klemperer had a try, but his first
gain, 230,000 marks, paled into insignificance in comparison with that of
his colleague Professor Förster, ‘one of the worst antisemites, Teutonic
agitators and patriots in the university’, who was said to be making half a
million marks a day playing the markets.74

An habitué of cafés, Klemperer paid 12,000 marks for a coffee and cake
on 24 July; on 3 August he noted that a coffee and three cakes cost him
104,000 marks.75 On Monday, 28 August Klemperer reported that a few
weeks previously he had obtained ten tickets for the cinema, one of his
main pleasures in life, for 100,000 marks. ‘Immediately after that, the price
increased immeasurably, and most recently our 10,000-mark seat has
already cost 200,000. Yesterday afternoon,’ he went on, ‘I wanted to buy a
new stock. The middle rows of the stalls already cost 300,000 marks’, and
these were the second cheapest seats in the house; a further price increase
had already been announced for the following Thursday, three days later.76

By 9 October he was reporting: ‘Our visit to the cinema yesterday cost 104
million, including the money for the fare.’77 The situation brought him, like
many others, to the brink of despair:

Germany is collapsing in an eerie, step-by-step manner ... The dollar
stands at over 800 million, it stands every day at 300 million more than
the previous day. All that’s not just what you read in the paper, but has
an immediate impact on one’s own life. How long will we still have
something to eat? Where will we next have to tighten our belts?78

Klemperer spent more and more of his time scrambling about for money,
writing on 2 November:

Yesterday I waited for money in the university cashier’s office the whole
morning up to almost 2. o’clock and in the end I didn’t get a penny, not
even what was left from the October payment, since the dollar rose
yesterday from 65 to 130 billion, so today I will have to pay my gas bill



and other things at twice yesterday’s price. In the case of gas that is
likely to make a difference of a good 150 billion.79

Food riots were breaking out in Dresden, he reported, some of them with an
antisemitic tinge, and Klemperer began to fear that his house would be
broken into in the frantic search for supplies. Work was impossible. ‘Money
matters take up a very great deal of time and frazzle one’s nerves.’80

Germany was grinding to a halt. Businesses and municipalities could no
longer afford to pay their workers or buy supplies for public utilities. By 7
September sixty out of the ninety tram routes in Berlin had stopped
running.81 The situation clearly could not continue any longer. The country
was brought back from the brink by a combination of astute political moves
and clever financial reforms. Beginning his long period of service as
Foreign Minister in August 1923, Gustav Stresemann, who combined the
office with the Reich Chancellorship for the first few months, initiated a
policy of ‘fulfilment’, negotiating the withdrawal of the French from the
Ruhr in September in return for a guarantee that Germany would meet its
reparations payments, come what might. As a result, the international
community agreed to look again at the reparations system, and a plan drawn
up by a committee under the chairmanship of the American financial expert
Charles Dawes was negotiated and accepted the following year.

The Dawes Plan did not hold out any prospect of an end to the payments,
but at least it put in place a series of arrangements to ensure that paying
them was a practical proposition, and for the next five years they were
indeed paid without too many problems.82 Stresemann’s policy did not earn
him any plaudits from the nationalist right, who resisted any concession to
the principle of reparations. But the extent of the hyperinflation by this time
convinced most people that this was the only realistic policy, a view they
would most probably not have taken a year or so earlier.83 On the financial
front, the Stresemann government appointed Hjalmar Schacht, an astute
financier with strong political connections, to head the central state bank,
the Reichsbank, on 22 December 1923. A new currency had already been
issued on 15 November, the Rentenmark, whose value was tied to the price
of gold.84 Schacht put a number of measures in place to defend the
Rentenmark from speculation, and as the new currency, soon renamed the
Reichsmark, became more widely available, it replaced the old one and
achieved general acceptance.85 The hyperinflation was over.



Other countries were affected by postwar inflation, but none so badly as
Germany. At the height of the hyperinflation, which varied from country to
country, prices stood at 14,000 times their prewar level in Austria, 23,000
times in Hungary, 2,500,000 times in Poland and 4,000 million times in
Russia, although the inflation here was not strictly comparable to its
counterparts elsewhere since the Bolsheviks had largely withdrawn the
Soviet economy from the world market. These rates were bad enough. But
in Germany, prices had reached a billion times their prewar level, a decline
that has entered the annals of economic history as the greatest
hyperinflation ever. It was noticeable that all these countries had not fought
on the winning side in the war. Each country eventually stabilized its
currency, but without much reference to the others. No viable new
international financial system emerged in the 1920s to compare with the
elaborate set of institutions and agreements that was to govern international
finance after the Second World War.86



II

The consequences both of the hyperinflation and of the way it came to an
end were momentous. Yet its long-term effects on the economic situation of
Germany’s population are hard to measure. It used to be thought that it
destroyed the economic prosperity of the middle class. But the middle class
was a very diverse group in economic and financial terms. Anyone who had
invested money in war bonds or other loans to the state lost it, but anyone
who had borrowed a large sum of money as a mortgage for a house or flat
was likely to end up acquiring the property for virtually nothing. Often
these two situations were united to one degree or another in the same
person. But for those who depended on a fixed income, the. results were
ruinous. Creditors were embittered. The economic and social cohesion of
the middle class was shattered, as winners and losers confronted one
another across new social divides. The result was a growing fragmentation
of the middle-class political parties in the second half of the 19 20S,
rendering them helpless in the face of demagogic assaults from the far right.
And, crucially, as the deflationary effects of the stabilization began to bite,
all social groups felt the pinch. Popular memory conflated the effects of the
inflation, the hyperinflation and the stabilization into a single economic
catastrophe in which virtually every group in German society was a loser.87

Victor Klemperer was a typical figure in this process. When the
stabilization came, the ‘fear of sudden monetary devaluation, the mad rush
of having to shop’ were over, but ‘destitution’ came in their place, for in the
new currency Klemperer had virtually nothing of any value and hardly any
money at all. After all his speculation, he concluded gloomily, ‘my shares
have a value of scarcely 100 marks, my cash reserves at home about the
same, and that’s all - my life insurance is utterly and completely lost. 150
paper millions are = 0.015 pfennigs.’88

As money lost its value, goods became the only thing worth having, and
a huge crime wave swept the country. Convictions for theft, which had
numbered 115,000 in 1913, peaked at 365,000 in 1923. Seven times more



offenders were convicted of handling stolen goods in 1923 than in 1913. So
desperate were the poor even in 1921 that a Social Democratic newspaper
reported that out of 100 men sent to. Berlin’s Plötzensee prison, 80 had no
socks on, 60 were without shoes and 50 did not even have a shirt on their
back.89 Pilfering in the Hamburg docks, where workers had traditionally
helped themselves to a portion of the cargoes they were paid to load and
unload, reached unprecedented levels. Workers were said to be refusing to
load some goods on the grounds that they could not use any of them. Trade
unions reported that many workers only went to the quayside in order to
steal, and that anyone who tried to stop them was beaten up. Coffee, flour,
bacon and sugar were favoured booty. In effect, workers were increasingly
enforcing payment in kind as money wages declined in value. So
widespread did the phenomenon become that some foreign shipping firms
began unloading goods elsewhere in 1922-3.90 A similar economy of theft
and barter began to replace money transactions in other trades and other
centres as well.

Violence, or the threat of violence, sometimes made itself evident in
spectacular ways. Gangs of up to two hundred heavily armed youths were
seen storming barns in the countryside and carrying off the produce. Yet,
despite this atmosphere of barely controllable criminality, convictions for
wounding fell from 113,000 in 1913 to a mere 3 5,000 in 1923, and there
was a comparable fall in other categories of crime not directly related to
theft. Almost everybody seemed to be concentrating on stealing small
amounts of food and supplies in order to stay alive. There were reports of
girls selling themselves for packets of butter. Bitterness and resentment at
this situation were increased by the feeling that some people were making
huge profits from it, through illicit currency dealing, cross-border
smuggling, profiteering and the illegal moving of goods. The black
marketeer and the profiteer had become objects of denunciation by populist
demagogues even before galloping inflation became hyperinflation. Now
they became popular hate-figures. There was a widespread feeling that
profiteers were partying the night away while honest shopkeepers and
artisans were having to sell their household furniture to buy a loaf of bread.
Traditional moral values appeared to many to be in decline along with
traditional monetary values.91 The descent into chaos - economic, social,
political, moral - seemed to be total.92



Money, income, financial solidity, economic order, regularity and
predictability had been at the heart of bourgeois values and bourgeois
existence before the war. Now all this seemed to have been swept away
along with the equally solid-seeming political system of the Wilhelmine
Reich. A widespread cynicism began to make itself apparent in Weimar
culture, from films like Dr Mabuse the Gambler to Thomas Mann’s The
Confessions of the Swindler Felix Krull (written in 1922 though put aside
and not completed until more than thirty years later). It was not least as a
consequence of the inflation that Weimar culture developed its fascination
with criminals, embezzlers, gamblers, manipulators, thieves and crooks of
all kinds. Life seemed to be a game of chance, survival a matter of the
arbitrary impact of incomprehensible economic forces. In such an
atmosphere, conspiracy theories began to abound. Gambling, whether at the
card table or on the Stock Exchange, became a metaphor for life. Much of
the cynicism that gave Weimar culture its edge in the mid-1920s and made
many people eventually long for the return of idealism, self-sacrifice and
patriotic dedication, derived from the disorienting effects of the
hyperinflation.93 Hyperinflation became a trauma whose influence affected
the behaviour of Germans of all classes long afterwards. It added to the
feeling in the more conservative sections of the population of a world
turned upside down, first by defeat, then by revolution, and now by
economics. It destroyed faith in the neutrality of the law as a social
regulator, between debtors and creditors, rich and poor, and undermined
notions of the fairness and equity that the law was supposed to maintain. It
debased the language of politics, already driven to hyperbolic overemphasis
by the events of 1918-19. It lent new power to stock fantasy-images of evil,
not just the criminal and the gambler, but also the speculator and, fatefully,
the financially manipulative Jew.94



III

Among the groups widely regarded as winners in the economic upheavals
of the early 1920s were the big industrialists and financiers, a fact that
caused widespread resentment against ‘capitalists’ and ‘profiteers’ in many
quarters of German society. But German businessmen were not so sure they
had gained so much. Many of them looked back to the Wilhelmine Reich
with nostalgia, a time when the state, the police and the courts had kept the
labour movement at bay and business itself had bent the ear of government
in key matters of economic and social policy. Misconceived though this
rose-tinted retrovision might have been, the fact remained that big business
had indeed held a privileged position before the war despite occasional
irritations with state interference in the economy.95 The rapidity and scale
of Germany’s industrialization had not only made the country into mainland
Europe’s major economic power by 1914, it had also created a business
sector that was remarkable for the scale of its enterprises and the public
prominence of its managers and entrepreneurs. Men like the arms
manufacturer Krupp, the iron and steel magnates Stumm and Thyssen, the
shipowner Ballin, the electricity company bosses Rathenau and Siemens,
and many more, were household names, rich, powerful and politically
influential.

Such men tended, with varying emphases, to resist unionization and
reject the idea of collective bargaining. During the war, however, they had
softened their antagonism under the impact of growing state interference in
labour relations, and on 15 November 1918 business and the unions,
represented respectively by Hugo Stinnes and Carl Legien, signed a pact
establishing a new framework of collective bargaining, including
recognition of the eight-hour day. Both sides had an interest in warding off
the threat of sweeping socialization from the extreme left, and the
agreement preserved the existing structure of big business while giving the
unions equal representation on a nationwide network of joint bargaining
committees. Like other elements of the Wilhelmine establishment, big



business accepted the Republic because it seemed the most likely way of
warding off something worse.96

Things did not, then, seem too bad for business during the early years of
the Republic. Once they had cottoned on to the fact that the inflation was
going to continue, many industrialists purchased large quantities of
machinery with borrowed money that had lost its value by the time they
came to pay it back. But this did not mean, as some have claimed, that they
drove on the inflation because they saw its advantages for themselves. On
the contrary, many of them were confused about what to do, above all
during the hyperinflation of 1923, and the gains they made from the whole
process were not as spectacular as has often been alleged.97 Moreover, the
sharp deflation that was the inevitable outcome of currency stabilization
brought serious problems for industry, which had in many cases invested in
more plant than it needed. Bankruptcies multiplied, the huge industrial and
financial empire of Hugo Stinnes collapsed, and major companies sought
refuge in a wave of mergers and cartels, most notably the United
Steelworks, formed in 1924 from a number of heavy industrial companies,
and the massive I.G. Farben, the German Dye Trust, created the same year
from the chemical firms of Agfa, BASF, Bayer, Griesheim, Hoechst and
Weiler-ter-Meer, to form the largest corporation in Europe and the fourth
largest in the world after General Motors, United States Steel and Standard
Oil.98

Mergers and cartels were designed not only to achieve market dominance
but also to cut costs and increase efficiency. The new enterprises set great
store by rationalizing their production along the lines of the super-efficient
Ford Motor Company in the United States. ‘Fordism’, as it was known,
automated and mechanized production wherever possible in the interests of
efficiency. It was accompanied by a drive to reorganize work in accordance
with new American time-and-motion studies, known as ‘Taylorism’, much
debated in Germany during the second half of the 1920s.99 Changes along
these lines were achieved to a spectacular degree in the coal-mining
industry in the Ruhr, where 98 per cent of coal was extracted by manual
labour before the war, but only 13 per cent by 1929. The use of pneumatic
drills to dig out the coal, and of mechanized conveyor belts to take it to the
loading point, combined with a reorganization of working practices to bring
about an increase of the annual output of coal per miner from 255 tons in
1925 to 386 tons by 1932. Such efficiency gains enabled the mining



companies to reduce the size of their labour force very quickly, from
545,000 in 1922 to 409,000 in 1925 and 353,000 in 1929. Similar processes
of rationalization and mechanization happened in other areas of the
economy, notably in the rapidly growing automobile industry.100 Yet in
other areas, such as iron and steel production, efficiency gains were
achieved not so much by mechanization and modernization as by mergers
and monopolies. For all the discussions and debates about ‘Fordism’,
‘Taylorism’ and the like, much of German industry still had a very
traditional look to it at the end of the 1920s.101

Adjusting to the new economic situation after stabilization in any case
meant retrenchment, cost-cutting and job losses. The situation was made
worse by the fact that the relatively large birth-cohorts born in the prewar
years were now coming onto the job market, more than replacing those
killed in the war or by the devastating influenza epidemic that swept the
world immediately afterwards. The labour census of 1925 revealed that
there were five million more people in the available workforce than in
1907; the next census, held in 1931, showed an additional million or more.
By the end of 1925, under the twin impacts of rationalization and
generational population growth, unemployment had reached a million; in
March 1926, it topped three million.102 In the new circumstances, business
lost its willingness to compromise with the labour unions. Stabilization
meant that employers were no longer able to pass on the costs of wage
raises by raising their prices. The organized structure of collective
bargaining that had been agreed between employers and unions during the
First World War fell apart. It was replaced by increasingly acrimonious
relations between business and labour, in which labour’s room for
manoeuvre became ever more restricted. Yet employers continued to feel
frustrated in their drive to cut costs and improve productivity by the
strength of the unions and the legal and institutional obstacles placed in
their way by the state. The system of arbitration put in place by the Weimar
Republic loaded the dice in favour of the unions during labour disputes, or
so the employers felt. When a bitter dispute over wages in the iron and steel
industry in the Ruhr was settled by compulsory arbitration in 1928, the
employers refused to pay the small wage increase that had been awarded,
and locked over 200,000 metalworkers out of their plants for four weeks.
The workers were not only backed by the Reich government, led by the
Social Democrats in a Grand Coalition formed earlier in the year, but also



got paid relief by the state. To the employers it began to seem as if the
whole structure of the Weimar Republic was ranged against them.103

Things were made worse from their point of view by the financial
obligations that the state placed on them. In order to try and alleviate the
worst consequences of the stabilization for workers, and to prevent the
recurrence of the near-collapse of welfare provision that had occurred
during the hyperinflation, the government introduced an elaborate scheme
of unemployment insurance in stages in the years 1926 and 1927. Designed
to cushion some 17 million workers against the effects of job losses, the
most substantial of these laws, passed in 1927, required the same
contributions from employers as employees, and set up a state fund to cope
with major crises when the number of unemployed exceeded the figure with
which it was designed to cope. Since this was only 800,000, it was obvious
that the scheme would get into serious trouble should numbers go any
higher. In fact, they had exceeded the limit even before the scheme came
into effect.104 Not surprisingly, this welfare system represented a growing
state intervention in the economy which business disliked. It piled on extra
costs by enforcing employers’ contributions to workers’ benefit schemes,
and it imposed an increasing tax burden on business enterprise and indeed
on well-off businessmen themselves. Most hostile of all were the heavy
industrialists of the Ruhr. Legal restrictions on hours of work prevented
them in many cases from utilizing their plant round the clock. Contributions
to the unemployment benefit scheme launched in 1927 were seen as
crippling. In 1929 the industrialists’ national organization announced its
view that the country could no longer afford this kind of thing and called for
swingeing cuts in state expenditure accompanied by the formal ending of
the bargain with labour that had preserved big business at the time of the
1918 Revolution. Claims that it was the welfare system rather than the state
of the international economy that was causing their problems were
exaggerated, to say the least; but the new mood of hostility towards the
unions and the Social Democrats among many employers in the second half
of the 1920s was unmistakeable none the less.105

Big business was thus already disillusioned with the Weimar Republic by
the late 1920s. The influence it had enjoyed before 1914, still more during
the war and the postwar era of inflation, now seemed to be drastically
diminished. Moreover, its public standing, once so high, had suffered badly
as a result of financial and other scandals that had surfaced during the



inflation. People who lost their fortunes in dubious investments searched for
someone to blame. Such scapegoating focused in 1924-5 on the figure of
Julius Barmat, a Russian-Jewish entrepreneur who had collaborated with
leading Social Democrats in importing food supplies immediately after the
war, then invested the credits he obtained from the Prussian State Bank and
the Post Office in financial speculation during the inflation. When his
business collapsed towards the end of 1924, leaving 10 million
Reichsmarks of debts, the far right took the opportunity to run a scurrilous
press campaign accusing leading Social Democrats such as the former
Chancellor Gustav Bauer of taking bribes. Financial scandals of this kind
were exploited more generally by the far right to back up claims that Jewish
corruption was exerting undue influence on the Weimar state and causing
financial ruin to many ordinary middle-class Germans.106

What could business do to remedy this situation? Its room for political
manoeuvre was limited. From the beginning of the Republic, business
sought both to insulate industry from political interference, and to secure
political influence, or at least good will, through financial donations to the
‘bourgeois’ parties, notably the Nationalists and the People’s Party. Large
concerns often had a financial hold on major newspapers through their
investments, but this seldom translated into a direct political input. Where
the owner did intervene frequently in editorial policy, as in the case of
Alfred Hugenberg (whose press and media empire expanded rapidly during
the Weimar Republic), this often had little to do with the specific interests
of business itself. By the early 1930s, indeed, leading businessmen were so
irritated by Hugenberg’s right-wing radicalism that they were plotting to
oust him from the leadership of the Nationalist Party. Far from speaking
with one voice on the issues that affected it, business was split from top to
bottom not only by politics, as the example of Hugenberg suggests, but by
economic interest, too. Thus, while the Ruhr iron, steel and mining
companies were furiously opposed to the Weimar welfare state and the
Weimar system of collective bargaining, companies like Siemens or I.G.
Farben, the giants of the more modern sectors of the economy, were more
willing to compromise. Some conflict of interest also existed between
export-oriented industries, which did relatively well during the years of
stabilization and retrenchment, and industries producing mainly for the
home market, which included, once again, the Ruhr iron and steel
magnates. Even among the latter, however, there were serious differences of



opinion, with Krupp actually opposing the hard-line stance taken by the
employers in the 1928 lock-out.107 By the end of the 1920s, business was
divided in its politics and hemmed in by the restrictions placed on it by the
Weimar state. It had lost much of the political influence it had enjoyed
during the inflation. Its frustration with the Republic was soon to erupt into
open hostility on the part of some of its most influential representatives.



CULTURE WARS



I

The conflicts that rent Weimar were more than merely political or
economic. Their visceral quality derived much from the fact that they were
not just fought out in parliaments and elections, but permeated every aspect
of life. Indifference to politics was hardly a characteristic of the German
population.in the years leading up to the Third Reich. People arguably
suffered from an excess of political engagement and political commitment.
One indication of this could be found in the extremely high turnout rates at
elections - no less than 80 per cent of the electorate in most contests.108

Elections met with none of the indifference that is allegedly the sign of a
mature democracy. On the contrary, during election campaigns in many
parts of Germany every spare inch of outside walls and advertising columns
seemed to be covered with posters, every window hung with banners, every
building festooned with the colours of one political party or another. This
went far beyond the sense of duty that was said by some to have driven
voters to the polls in prewar years. There seemed to be no area of society or
politics that was immune from politicization.

Nowhere was this more obvious than in the press. No fewer than 4,700
newspapers appeared in Germany in the year 1932, 70 per cent of them on a
daily basis. Many of them were local, with a small circulation, but some of
them, like the liberal Frankfurt Newspaper (Frankfurter Zeitung), were
major broadsheets with an international reputation. Such organs formed
only a small part of the politically oriented press, which together made up
about a quarter of all newspapers. Nearly three-quarters of the politically
oriented papers owed their allegiance to the Centre Party or its equivalent in
the south, the Bavarian People’s Party, or to the Social Democrats.109 The
political parties set great store by their daily papers. Forwards (Vorwärts)
for the Social Democrats, and the Red Flag (Rote Fahne) for the
Communists were key parts of their respective parties’ propaganda
apparatus, and headed up an elaborate structure of weekly magazines, local
newspapers, glossy illustrated periodicals and specialist publications. A



newspaper propaganda organizer like the Communist press chief Willi
Münzenberg could win an almost mythical reputation as a creator and
manipulator of the media.110 At the opposite end of the political spectrum,
an equally legendary status was occupied by Alfred Hugenberg, who as
chairman of the board of the arms manufacturer Krupps had purchased the
Scherl newspaper firm in 1916. Two years later, he also acquired a major
news agency through which he supplied large sections of the press with
stories and leading articles during the Weimar years. By the late 1920s
Hugenberg had in addition become owner of the mammoth film production
company, the UFA. Hugenberg used his media empire to propagate his own,
virulently German nationalist ideas across the land, and to spread the
message that it was time for a restoration of the monarchy. Such was his
reputation that by the end of the 1920s he was being referred to as the
‘uncrowned king’ of Germany and ‘one of the most powerful men’ in the
land.111

Yet, whatever people thought, media power of this kind did not translate
directly into political power. Hugenberg’s domination of the media had
absolutely no effect in stopping the relentless decline of the Nationalists
after 1914. Political papers in general had small circulations: in 1929, for
instance, the Red Flag sold 28,000 copies a day, Forwards 74,000 a day,
and Hugenberg’s The Day (Der Tag) just over 70,000. These were not
impressive figures by any stretch of the imagination. Moreover, sales of the
Red Flag dropped to 15,000 just as the Communist vote was beginning to
increase in the early 1930s. Overall, the circulation of the overtly political
press fell by nearly a third between 1925 and 1932. The up-market liberal
quality dailies also lost circulation.112 The Frankfurt Newspaper, probably
the most prestigious of the liberal quality dailies, slipped from 100,000 in
1915 to 71,000 in 1928. As newspaper editors realized only too well, many
readers of the pro-Weimar liberal press voted for parties that were opposed
to Weimar. The political power of editors and proprietors seemed limited
here, too.113

What was undermining the political press in the 1920s was, above all, the
rise of the so-called ‘boulevard papers’, cheap, sensational tabloids that
were sold on the streets, particularly in the afternoons and evenings, rather
than depending on regular subscribers. Heavily illustrated, with massive
coverage of sport, cinema, local news, crime, scandal and sensation, these
papers placed the emphasis on entertainment rather than information. Yet



they, too, could have a political orientation, like Hugenberg’s Night Edition
(Nachtausgabe), whose circulation grew from 38,000 in 1925 to 202,000 in
1930, or Münzenberg’s World in the Evening (Welt am Abend), which
boosted its sales from 12,000 in 1925 to 220,000 in 1930. By and large, the
pro-Weimar press found it hard to keep up with such competition, though
the liberal-oriented Ullstein press empire did produce the successful Tempo
(145,000 in 1930) and BZ at Midday (BZ am Mittag, 175,000 in the same
year). The Social Democrats were unable to compete in this market.114 It
was at this level that the politics of the press had a real impact. Scandal-
sheets undermined the Republic with their sensational exposure of real or
imagined financial wrongdoings on the part of pro-Republic politicians;
illustrations could convey the contrast with Imperial days. The massive
publicity the popular press gave to murder trials and police investigations
created the impression of a society drowning in a wave of violent crime.
Out in the provinces, ostensibly unpolitical local papers, often fed by right-
wing press agencies, had a similar, if more muted effect. Hugenberg’s press
empire might not have saved the Nationalists from decline; but its constant
harping on the iniquities of the Republic was another factor in weakening
Weimar’s legitimacy and convincing people that something else was needed
in its stead. In the end, therefore, the press did have some effect in swaying
the minds of voters, above all in influencing them in a general way against
Weimar democracy.115

The emergence of the sensationalist popular press was only one among
many new and, for some people, disquieting developments on the media
and cultural scene in the 1920s and early 1930s. Experimental literature, the
‘concrete poetry’ of the Dadaists, the modernist novels of Alfred Döblin,
the social-critical plays of Bertolt Brecht, the biting polemical journalism of
Kurt Tucholsky and Carl von Ossietzky, all divided readers between a
minority who rose to the challenge of the new, and the majority who
regarded such work as ‘cultural Bolshevism’. Alongside the vibrant radical
literary culture of Berlin there was another literary world, appealing to the
conservative nationalist part of the middle classes, rooted in nostalgia for
the lost Bismarckian past and prophesying its return with the longed-for
collapse of the Weimar Republic. Particularly popular was Oswald
Spengler’s The Fall of the West, which divided human history into natural
cycles of spring, summer, autumn and winter, and located early twentieth-
century Germany in the winter phase, characterized by ‘tendencies of an



irreligious and unmetaphysical urban cosmopolitanism‘, in which art had
suffered a ‘preponderance of foreign art-forms’.

In politics, according to Spengler, winter was recognizable by the rule of
the inorganic, cosmopolitan masses and the collapse of established state
forms. Spengler won many adherents with his claim that this heralded the
beginning of an imminent transition to a new spring, that would be
‘agricultural-intuitive’ and ruled by an ‘organic structure of political
existence‘, leading to the ’mighty creations of an awakening, dream-laden
soul’.116 Other writers gave the coming period of revival a new name that
was soon to be taken up with enthusiasm by the radical right: the Third
Reich. This concept was popularized by the neo-conservative writer Arthur
Moeller van den Bruck, whose book of this title was published in 1923. The
ideal of the Reich had arisen, he proclaimed, with Charlemagne and been
resurrected under Bismarck: it was the opposite of the government by party
that characterized the Weimar Republic. At present, he wrote, the Third
Reich was a dream: it would require a nationalist revolution to make it
reality. The political parties that divided Germany would then be swept
away. When the Third Reich finally came, it would encompass all political
and social groupings in a national revival. It would restore the continuity of
German history, recreating its medieval glory; it would be the ‘final Reich’
of all.117 Other writers, such as the jurist Edgar Jung, took up this concept
and advocated a ‘conservative revolution’ that would bring about ‘the Third
Reich’ in the near future.118

Below this level of somewhat rarified abstraction were many other
writers who in one way or another glorified the alleged virtues that, in their
view, the Weimar Republic negated. The ex-army officer Ernst Jünger
propagated the myth of 1914, and in his popular book Storm of Steel
exalted the image of the front-line troops who had found their true being
only in the exercise of violence and the suffering, and inflicting, of pain.119

The Free Corps spawned a whole canon of novels celebrating the veterans’
hatred of revolutionaries, often expressed in blood-curdling terms,
portraying murder and mayhem as the ultimate expression of a resentful
masculinity in search of revenge for the collapse of 1918 and the coming of
revolution and democracy.120 In place of the feeble compromises of
parliamentary democracy, authors such as these, and many others,
proclaimed the need for strong leadership, ruthless, uncompromising, hard,
willing to strike down the enemies of the nation without compunction.121



Others looked back to an idyllic rural world in which the complexities and
‘decadence’ of modern urban life were wholly absent, as in Adolf Bartels’s
novel The Dithmarshers, which had sold over 200,000 copies by 1928.122

All of this expressed a widespread sense of cultural crisis, and not just
among conservative elites. Of course, many aspects of modernist culture
and the media had already been in evidence before the war. Avant-garde art
had impinged on the public consciousness with the work of Expressionists
such as Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, August Macke or Emil Nolde, and abstract
painters such as the Russian-born but Munich-based Wassily Kandinsky.
Atonal and expressionist music was emanating from the Second Viennese
school of Schoenberg, Webern, Berg and Zemlinsky, while sexually explicit
drama in the form of plays such as Spring’s Awakening by Frank Wedekind
had already caused a major furore. There had been constant disputes under
the Wilhelmine Reich about the limits of propriety in literature and the
threat posed by allegedly unpatriotic and subversive, or pornographic and
immoral books, many of which were subject to bans imposed by the
police.123

The sense of cultural crisis which the emergence of modernist art and
culture generated amongst the middle classes after the turn of the century
was held in check under the Wilhelmine regime, and in its more extreme
forms remained confined to a small minority. After 1918, however, it
became far more widespread. The ending, or at least the scaling-down, of
the censorship that had been so harsh during the war and always active
during the Wilhelmine period, encouraged the media to venture into areas
that had previously been taboo. The theatre became the vehicle for radical
experimentation and left-wing agitprop.124 Cheaper reproduction and
printing techniques made it easier to publish inexpensive illustrated papers
and magazines for the mass market. Controversy swirled in particular
around Weimar’s Bauhaus, created by the architect Walter Gropius in a
merger of the Weimar Art Academy and the Weimar School of Arts and
Crafts. An educational centre that sought to join high art with practical
design, its staff included Wassily Kandinsky, Oskar Schlemmer, Paul Klee,
Theo van Doesberg, and László Moholy-Nagy. Its bohemian students, both
male and female, were unpopular with the townspeople, and its radically
simple, clean and ultra-modern designs were condemned by local
politicians as owing more to the art-forms of primitive races than to
anything German. State funding was withdrawn in 1924 and the Bauhaus



moved to Dessau, but it continued to be dogged by controversy, especially
under its new director, Hannes Meyer, whose Communist sympathies led in
1930 to his replacement by the architect Mies van der Rohe. Mies expelled
the Communist students and replaced the Bauhaus’s earlier communitarian
ethos with a more structured, even authoritarian regime. But the Nazi
majority elected to the town council in November 1931 closed it down
following an official inspection by Paul Schulze-Naumburg, the ultra-
conservative author of a book on Art and Race. It then moved to a factory
site in Berlin, but from this time on was no more than a shadow of its
former self. The fate of the Bauhaus illustrated how difficult it was for
avant-garde culture to receive official acceptance even in the culturally
relaxed atmosphere of the Weimar Republic.125

New means of communication added to the sense of old cultural values
under threat. Radio first began to make a real mark as a popular cultural
institution during this period: a million listeners had registered by 1926, and
another 3 million by 1932, and the airwaves were open to a wide variety of
opinion, including the left. Cinemas had already opened in the larger towns
before 1914, and by the late 1920s films were attracting mass audiences
which increased still further with the coming of the talkies at the end of the
decade. A sense of aesthetic disorientation was prompted amongst many
cultural conservatives by Expressionist films such as The Cabinet of Dr
Caligari, with its famously odd-angled sets, and by erotically charged
movies like Pandora’s Box, starring the American actress Louise Brooks. A
sharp satire on bourgeois convention such as The Blue Angel, based on a
book by Heinrich Mann and starring Emil Jannings and Marlene Dietrich,
ran into trouble with its production company, Hugenberg’s UFA, not least
for its portrayal of the cynical and manipulative eroticism of its central
female character.126 The film of Erich Maria Remarque’s novel All Quiet on
the Western Front aroused a furious campaign on the part of ultra-
nationalists who thought its pacifist message unpatriotic.127

Bourgeois culture had held up bland ideals of beauty, spiritual elevation
and artistic purity that seemed mocked by the manifestations of Dada, while
the ‘New Objectivity’ (Neue Sachlichkeit, literally ‘new matter-offactness’)
placed everyday events and objects at the centre in an attempt to
aestheticize modern urban life. This was not to everyone’s taste. Instead of
losing themselves in portentous thoughts inspired by the mythical world of
Wagner’s Ring cycle or the ritual religious music-drama of Parsifal, dress-



suited bourgeois opera-goers were now confronted with the Kroll Opera’s
production of Paul Hindemith’s News of the Day, in which a naked diva
sang an aria sitting in a bathtub. Alongside the mellifluous Late
Romanticism of Germany’s leading establishment composer, Richard
Strauss, formerly an enfant terrible but now the composer of slight and
emotionally undemanding operas such as Intermezzo and The Egyptian
Helena, audiences were now treated to Alban Berg’s Expressionist
masterpiece Wozzeck, set among the poor and downtrodden of the early
nineteenth century and incorporating atonal music and everyday speech
patterns. The conservative composer Hans Pfitzner struck a chord when he
denounced such tendencies as symptoms of national degeneracy, and
ascribed them to Jewish influences and cultural Bolshevism. The German
musical tradition, he thundered, had to be protected from such threats,
which were made more acute by the Prussian government’s appointment in
1925 of the Austrian-Jewish atonalist Arnold Schoenberg to teach
composition at the state music academy in Berlin. Musical life was central
to bourgeois identity in Germany, more, probably, than in any other
European country: such developments struck at its very core.128

An even greater threat, in this view, was posed by the American influence
of jazz, which found its way into works such as The Threepenny Opera,
with music by Kurt Weill and lyrics by Bertolt Brecht. A caustic
denunciation of exploitation set in a world of thieves and criminals, it sent
shock waves through the cultural world on its first performance in 1928; a
similar effect was produced by Ernst Krenek’s Jonny Strikes Up, which was
premiered in February 1927 and featured a black musician as its
protagonist. Many modernist composers found jazz a stimulus to renewing
their art. It was, of course, principally a popular art form, played in various
styles at myriad night-clubs and bars, above all in Berlin, shading off into
dance-halls, revue theatres and hotels. Visiting big bands and chorus lines
such as the Tiller Girls enlivened the Berlin scene, while the more daring
could spend an evening at a club such as the Eldorado, ‘a supermarket of
eroticism’, as the popular composer Friedrich Hollaender called it, and
watch Anita Berber perform pornographic dances with names such as
‘Cocaine’ and ‘Morphium’ to an audience liberally sprinkled with
transvestites and homosexuals, until her early death in 1928 from drug
abuse. Cabaret shows added to all this an element of biting, anti-
authoritarian political satire and aroused pompous conservatives to anger



with their jokes about the ‘nationalist and religious sentiments and practices
of Christians and Germans’, as one of them angrily complained. The wrath
of conventional moralists was aroused by dances such as the tango, the
foxtrot and the charleston, while racist rhetoric was directed against black
musicians (though there were very few of them and most were employed
mainly as drummers or dancers, to lend a flavour of the exotic to the
performance).

The leading music critic Alfred Einstein called jazz ‘the most disgusting
treason against all occidental civilized music’, while Hans Pfitzner, in a
vitriolic attack on the Frankfurt Conservatory for including jazz on its
curriculum, railed against its supposed primitivism as a product of what he
called ‘nigger blood’, the ‘musical expression of Americanism’.129 Jazz and
swing seemed to be the crest of a wave of cultural Americanization, in
which such widely differing phenomena as Charlie Chaplin films and the
modern industrial methods of ‘Fordism’ and ’Taylorism’ were viewed by
some as a threat to Germany’s supposedly historic identity. Mass production
held out the prospect of mass consumption, with the great department stores
offering an astonishing variety of international goods, while foreign-owned
chain-stores such as Woolworth’s put at least some of them within the grasp
of the ordinary working-class family. Mass housing schemes and designs
for modern living challenged the conservative ideal of folk-based style and
aroused fierce debate. For cultural critics on the right, the influence of
America, symbol par excellence of modernity, signified a pressing need to
resurrect the German way of living, German traditions, German ties to
blood and soil.130

Older Germans in particular felt alienated, not least by the new
atmosphere of cultural and sexual freedom that followed the end of official
censorship and police controls in 1918 and was epitomized for many by the
nightclubs of Berlin. One army officer, born in 1878, later recalled:

Returning home, we no longer found an honest German people, but a
mob stirred up by its lowest instincts. Whatever virtues were once found
among the Germans seemed to have sunk once and for all into the
muddy flood ... Promiscuity, shamelessness and corruption ruled
supreme. German women seemed to have forgotten their German ways.
German men seemed to have forgotten their sense of honour and



honesty. Jewish writers and the Jewish press could ‘go to town’ with
impunity, dragging everything into the dirt.131

The feeling that order and discipline had been swept away by the
Revolution, and that moral and sexual degeneracy were taking over society,
was to be found on the left as well as on the right. Social Democrats and
Communists often took a rather puritanical view of personal relationships,
putting political commitment and self-sacrifice above personal fulfilment,
and many were shocked by the openly hedonistic culture of many young
people in Berlin and elsewhere during the ‘Roaring Twenties’. The
commercialization of leisure, in the cinema, the tabloid press, the dance-hall
and the radio, was alienating many young people from the sterner, more
traditional values of labour movement culture.132

The sexual freedom evidently enjoyed by the young in the big cities was
a particular source of disapproval in the older generation. Here, too, there
had been harbingers before the war. The rise of a large and vociferous
feminist movement had accustomed the public and the press to women
speaking out on all kinds of issues, occupying at least some positions of
responsibility, and making their own way in the world. On ‘International
Proletarian Women’s Day’, 8 March, the bigger cities saw annual
demonstrations in the streets for women’s suffrage from 1910 onwards,
with even middle-class feminists staging a procession, albeit in carriages, in
19 I 2. Alongside the eventually successful campaign for female suffrage
came, if only from a minority of feminists, demands for sexual fulfilment,
equal rights for unmarried mothers and the provision of free contraceptive
advice. The ideas of Freud, with their tendency to ascribe sexual motives to
human actions and desires, were already being discussed before the war.133

Berlin in particular, as it grew rapidly to the size and status of a
cosmopolitan metropolis, had already become the centre for a variety of
social and sexual subcultures, including a thriving gay and lesbian scene.134

Critics linked these trends to what they saw as the looming decline of the
family, caused principally by the growing economic independence of
women. The rapid emergence of a service sector in the economy, with its
new employment possibilities for women, from sales positions in the great
department stores to secretarial work in the booming office world (driven
by the powerful feminizing influence of the typewriter), created new forms
of exploitation but also gave increasing numbers of young, unmarried



women a financial and social independence they had not enjoyed before.
This became even more marked after 1918, when there were 11.5 million
women at work, making up 36 per cent of the working population.
Although this was by no means a dramatic change from the situation before
the war, many of them were now in publicly conspicuous jobs such as tram-
conducting, serving in department stores, or, even if it was only a handful,
in the legal, university and medical professions. 135 Increased female
competition for male jobs, and a more general fear among nationalists that
Germany’s strength was being sapped by the birth rate decline that set in
around the turn of the century, merged with wider cultural anxieties to
produce a backlash that was already becoming evident before 1914.136

There was a discernible crisis of masculinity in Germany before the war, as
nationalists and Pan-Germans began to clamour for women’s return to
home and family in order to fulfil their destiny of producing and educating
more children for the nation. The sharpness of the reaction to the feminist
challenge meant that the feminists were forced onto the defensive, began to
marginalize their more radical supporters and increasingly stressed their
impeccably nationalist credentials and their desire not to go too far with
their demands for change.137

After 1918, women were enfranchised and able to vote and stand for
election at every level from local councils up to the Reichstag. They were
formally given the right to enter the major professions, and the part they
played in public life was far more prominent than it had been before the
war. Correspondingly, the hostility of those male supremacists who believed
that women’s place was in the home now won a much wider hearing. Their
disapproval was reinforced by the far more open display of sexuality than
before the war in the liberated atmosphere of the big cities. Even more
shocking to conservatives was the public campaigning for gay rights by
individuals such as Magnus Hirschfeld, founder of the harmless-sounding
Scientific-Humanitarian Committee, in 1897. In fact, Hirschfeld was openly
homosexual, and in numerous publications propagated the controversial
idea that homosexuals were a ‘third sex’ whose orientation was the product
of congenital rather than environmental factors. His Committee was
dedicated to the abolition of Paragraph 175 of the Reich Criminal Code,
which outlawed ’indecent activity’ between adult males. What aroused the
wrath of conservatives was the fact that in 1919 the Social Democratic state
government of Prussia gave Hirschfeld a large grant to convert his informal



Committee into a state-funded Institute for Sexual Science, with its
premises in the grand Tiergarten district in the centre of the capital city. The
Institute offered sex counselling, held popular question-and-answer sessions
on topics like ‘what is the best way to have sex without making a baby?’
and campaigned for the reform of all the laws regulating sexual behaviour.
Hirschfeld quickly built up a wide range of international contacts, organized
in the World League for Sexual Reform, of which his Institute was the
effective headquarters in the 1920s. He was the. driving force behind the
spread of public and private birth control and sex counselling clinics in the
Weimar Republic. Not surprisingly, he was repeatedly vilified by the
Nationalists and the Nazis, whose attempt to tighten up the law still further,
with the support of the Centre Party, was narrowly defeated by the votes of
the Communists, Social Democrats and Democrats on the Criminal Law
Reform Committee of the Reichstag in 1929.138

Nationalist hostility was driven by more than crude moral conservatism.
Germany had lost 2 million men in the war, and yet the birth rate was still
in rapid decline. Between 1900 and 1925, live births per thousand married
women under the age of 45 fell very sharply indeed, from 280 to 146. Laws
restricting the sale of condoms were eased in 1927, and by the early 1930s
there were more than 1,600 vending machines in public places, with one
Berlin firm alone producing 25 million condoms a year. Sex counselling
centres were opened, offering contraceptive advice, and many of these, like
Hirschfeld’s Institute, were funded or in some cases actually operated by
the Prussian and other regional governments, to the outrage of moral
conservatives. Abortion was far more controversial, not least because of the
serious medical risks it entailed, but here, too, the law was relaxed, and the
offence reduced in 1927 from a felony to a misdemeanour. The thundering
denunciation of birth control by the Papal Encyclical Casti Connubii in
December 1930 added fuel to the flames of debate, and in 1931 some 1,500
rallies and demonstrations were held in a massive Communist campaign
against the evils of backstreet abortions.139

To many people, such campaigns seemed part of a deliberate plot to
destroy the fertility and fecundity of the German race. Was it not,
conservatives and radical nationalists asked, all the consequence of female
emancipation and the morally subversive advocacy of sexuality
untrammelled by any desire to procreate? To nationalists, the feminists
seemed to be little better than national traitors for encouraging women to



work outside the home. Yet the feminists themselves were scarcely less
alarmed by the new atmosphere of sexual liberation. Most of them had
castigated the double standard of sexual morality - freedom for men, purity
for women - before the war, and advocated instead a single standard of
sexual restraint for both sexes. Their puritanism, expressed in campaigns
against pornographic books and sexually explicit films and paintings, and in
denunciations of young women who preferred dance-halls to reading-
groups, seemed ridiculous to many women amongst the younger generation,
and by the late 1920s the traditional feminist organizations, already
deprived of their principal cause by the achievement of female suffrage,
were complaining of an ageing membership and a failing appeal to the
young.140 Feminism was on the defensive, and the middle-class women
who were the mainstay of its support were deserting their traditional liberal
milieu for parties of the right. The feminist movement felt the need to
defend itself against charges of undermining the German race by insisting
on its support for nationalist revision of the Treaty of Versailles, for
rearmament, for family values and for sexual self-restraint. As time was to
show, the appeal of right-wing extremism to women proved no less potent
than it was to men.141



II

Young people, and especially adolescent boys, were already developing a
distinctive cultural style of their own before the First World War. A key role
in this was played by the ‘youth movement’, a disparate but rapidly
growing collection of informal clubs and societies that focused on activities
such as hiking, communing with nature and singing folk songs and patriotic
verses while sitting around camp fires. Of course, all the political parties
attempted to recruit young people, particularly after 1918, by providing
them with their own organizations - the Bismarck Youth for the
Nationalists, for example - or the Windthorst League for the Centre Party -
but what was striking about the youth movement in general was its
independence from formal political institutions, often combined with a
contempt for what its leading figures saw as the moral compromises and
dishonesties of adult political life. The movement fostered a distrust of
modern culture, city life and formal political institutions. Many if not most
youth groups wore paramilitary uniforms along the lines of the Boy Scouts,
and were more than tinged with antisemitism, often refusing to admit Jews
to their ranks. Some underlined the need for moral purity, and rejected
smoking, drinking or liaisons with girls. Others, as we have seen, were male
supremacist. Even if the responsibility of the youth movement for paving
the way for Nazism has been exaggerated by historians, the overwhelming
majority of the independent youth organizations were still hostile to the
Republic and its politicians, nationalist in outlook and militaristic in
character and aspirations.142

The influence of the youth movement, which was at its strongest in the
Protestant middle class, was scarcely countered by the impact of the
educational system on young Germans. ‘The whole lot of high school
pupils are nationalistic,’ reported Victor Klemperer in 1925. ‘They learn it
thus from the teachers.’143 But the situation was perhaps a little more
complicated than he imagined. Under the Wilhelmine Reich, the Kaiser’s
personal influence was exercised in favour of displacing liberal traditions of



German education, based on classical models, with patriotic lessons
focusing on German history and the German language. By 1914 many
teachers were nationalist, conservative and monarchist in outlook, while
textbooks and lessons pursued very much the same kind of political line.
But a sizeable minority also held to a variety of opinions on the liberal
centre and left. In the 1920s, moreover, states dominated by the Social
Democrats, notably Prussia, made strenuous efforts to persuade the schools
to educate their pupils as model citizens loyal to the new Republic’s
democratic institutions, and the atmosphere in the school system changed
accordingly. Millions of young people emerged from their schooling as
convinced Communists or Social Democrats, or gave their allegiance to the
Centre Party, besides the other millions who adhered to conservative views
or the politics of the radical right. In the end, neither those teachers who
were liberal or Social Democratic nor those who were conservative and
monarchist seem to have exercised much influence on the political views of
their pupils, and many of their political ideas were dismissed by their
charges as lacking in any relevance to what they perceived as the daily
realities of life under the Weimar Republic. For young men who
subsequently became Nazis, the beginnings of political commitment often
lay more in political rebellion against the rigidities of the school system
than in the inspiration of Nazi or proto-Nazi teachers. One nationalist
school student, born in 1908, remembered that he was always clashing with
his teachers ‘because from childhood I have hated slavish submissiveness’;
he admitted being politicized by a nationalist teacher, but commented at the
same time that his idol’s teaching ‘formed a strong contrast to everything
else that was taught in school’; another nursed a long-term grudge against
his former school, which had repeatedly punished him for insulting Jewish
fellow-students.144

Where the political allegiance of the young to the far right was at its most
obvious was in Germany’s universities, many of them famous centres of
learning with traditions going back to the Middle Ages. Some leftish
professors did manage to secure appointments under the Weimar Republic,
but they were few in number. Universities were still elite institutions after
the war, and drew almost all their students from the middle classes.
Particularly powerful were the student duelling corps, conservative,
monarchist and nationalist to a man. Some of them played an active role in
the violence that attended the suppression of the revolutionary outbreaks



that took place in 1919-21. To neutralize their influence, students in all
universities established democratic representative institutions of a sort
appropriate to the new Republic early in 1919, the General Student Unions.
All students had to belong to these, and were entitled to vote for
representatives on their governing bodies.145

The Student Unions formed a national association and began to have
some influence in areas such as student welfare and university reform. But
they too fell under the influence of the far right. Under the impact of
political events, from the final acceptance of the Treaty of Versailles in
1919 to the French invasion of the Ruhr in 1923, fresh generations of
students streamed into nationalist associations, and flocked to the colours of
the traditional student corps. Soon, right-wing slates of candidates were
being elected to all the Student Unions, while students’ disillusion with
Germany’s new democracy grew as inflation rendered their incomes
worthless and overcrowding made conditions in the universities ever more
unbearable. Student numbers grew rapidly, from 60,000 in 1914 to 104,000
in 1931, not least under the impact of demographic change. Governments
poured money into widening access, and universities became a significant
route to upward social mobility for the sons of lower civil servants, small
businessmen and even to some extent manual labourers. The financial
problems of the Republic forced many students to work their way through
university, creating further resentment. Already in 1924, however, the
chances of the swelling numbers of graduates finding a place in the job
market began to decline; from 1930 they were almost non-existent.146

The vast majority of professors, as their collective public declarations of
support for German war aims in 1914-18 had shown, were also strongly
nationalist. Many contributed to the right-wing intellectual atmosphere with
their lectures denouncing the Peace Settlement of 1919. They added to this
with administrative resolutions and decisions attacking what they saw as the
threat of ‘racially alien’ Jewish students coming to the university from the
east. Many wrote in alarmist terms about the looming prospect (which
existed largely in their own imaginations) of whole subject areas in the
universities being dominated by Jewish professors, and framed their hiring
policy accordingly. In 1923 a massive wave of nationalist outrage swept
through German universities when the French occupied the Ruhr, and
student groups took an active part in stirring up resistance. Well before the
end of the 1920s, the universities had become political hotbeds of the



extreme right. A generation of graduates was being created that thought of
itself as an elite, as graduates still did in a society where only a very small
proportion of the population ever managed to get into university; but an
elite that in the wake of the First World War put action above thought, and
national pride above abstract learning; an elite to which racism,
antisemitism and ideas of German superiority were almost second nature;
an elite that was determined to combat the feeble compromises of an over-
tolerant liberal democracy with the same toughness that their elders had
shown in the First World War.147 For such young men, violence seemed a
rational response to the disasters that had overtaken Germany. To the most
intelligent and highly educated, the older generation of ex-soldiers seemed
too emotionally scarred, too disorderly: what was needed was sobriety,
planning and utter ruthlessness in the cause of national regeneration.148

All these influences were in the end secondary as far as the majority of
these students’ contemporaries were concerned. Far more important to them
was the overriding experience of political dislocation, economic privation,
war, destruction, civil strife, inflation, national defeat and partial occupation
by foreign powers, an experience shared by young people born in the
decade or so leading up to the First World War. A young clerk, born in
1911, later wrote:

We were not spared anything. We knew and felt the worries in the house.
The shadow of necessity never left our table and made us silent. We were
rudely pushed out of our childhood and not shown the right path. The
struggle for life got to us early. Misery, shame, hatred, lies, and civil war
imprinted themselves on our souls and made us mature early.149

The generation born between the turn of the century and the outbreak of the
First World War was indeed a generation of the unconditional, ready for
anything; in more than one respect, it was to play a fateful role in the Third
Reich.



III

Weimar’s radically modernist culture was obsessed, to what many middle-
class people must have felt was an unhealthy degree, by deviance, murder,
atrocity and crime. The graphic drawings of an artist like George Grosz
were full of violent scenes of rape and serial sex killers, a theme found in
the work of other artists of the day as well. Murderers were central figures
in films such as Fritz Lang’s M, plays like Bertolt Brecht’s The Threepenny
Opera and novels such as Alfred Döblin’s modernist masterpiece, Berlin
Alexanderplatz. The trials of real serial killers like Fritz Haarmann or Peter
Kurten, ‘the Düsseldorf vampire’, were nationwide media sensations, with
graphic reporting in the press catering to a mass readership that followed
every twist and turn of events. Corruption became a central theme even of
novels about Berlin written by foreign visitors, as in Christopher
Isherwood’s Mr Norris Changes Trains. The criminal became an object of
fascination as well as fear, fuelling respectable anxieties about social order
and adding to middle-class distaste at the inversion of values that seemed to
be at the centre of modernist culture. The huge publicity given to serial
killers convinced many, not only that the death penalty had to be rigorously
enforced against such ‘bestial’ individuals, but also that censorship needed
to be reintroduced to stop their celebration in popular culture and the daily
boulevard press.150 Meanwhile the inflation and disorder of the postwar
years had seen the emergence of organized crime on a scale almost rivalling
that of contemporary Chicago, particularly in Berlin, where the ’ring
associations’ of the burgeoning criminal underworld were celebrated in
films like M.151

The feeling that crime was out of control was widely shared among those
whose job it was to maintain the law and order that so many people thought
was now under threat. The entire judicial system of the Wilhelmine period
was transported unchanged to the Weimar era; the Civil and Criminal Law
Codes were almost entirely unamended, and attempts to liberalize them, for
example by abolishing the death penalty, ran into the sands.152 As before,



the judiciary was a body of men trained for the judge’s role from the
beginning, not (as in England for example) appointed to the judiciary after a
relatively long career at the bar. Many judges in office during the 1920s had
thus been members of the judiciary for decades, and had imbibed their
fundamental values and attitudes in the age of Kaiser Wilhelm II. Their
position was strengthened under the Republic, since it was a basic political
principle of the new democracy, like others, that the judiciary should be
independent of political control, a principle quickly and uncontroversially
anchored in Articles 102 and 104 of the constitution. Rather like the army,
therefore, the judiciary was able to operate for long stretches of time
without any real political interference.153

The judges were all the more independent because the vast majority of
them regarded laws promulgated by legislative assemblies rather than by a
divinely ordained monarch as no longer neutral but, as the chairman of the
German Judges’ Confederation (which represented eight out of the roughly
ten thousand German judges) put it, ‘party, class and bastard law... a law of
lies’. ‘Where several parties exercise rule,’ he complained, ‘the result is
compromise laws. These constitute mishmash laws, they express the cross-
purposes of the ruling parties, they make bastard law. All majesty is fallen.
The majesty of the law, too.’154 There was some justification, perhaps, in
the complaint that the political parties were exploiting the judicial system
for their own purposes and creating new laws with a specific political bias.
The extreme right- and left-wing parties maintained specific departments
devoted to the cynical business of making political capital out of trials, and
kept a staff of political lawyers who developed a battery of highly
sophisticated and utterly unscrupulous techniques for turning court
proceedings into political sensations.155 No doubt this further contributed to
discrediting Weimar justice in the eyes of many. Yet the judges themselves,
in the altered context of the advent of a parliamentary democracy, could be
regarded as exploiting trials for their own political purposes, too. After
years, indeed decades, of treating Social Democratic and left-liberal critics
of the Kaiser’s government as criminals, judges were unwilling to readjust
their attitudes when the political situation changed. Their loyalty was given,
not to the new Republic, but to the same abstract ideal of the Reich which
their counterparts in the officer corps continued to serve; an ideal built
largely on memories of the authoritarian system of the Bismarckian
Reich.156 Inevitably, perhaps, in the numerous political trials which arose



from the deep political conflicts of the Weimar years, they sided
overwhelmingly with those right-wing offenders who claimed also to be
acting in the name of this ideal, and cheered on the prosecution of those on
the left who did not.

In the mid-1920s the left-wing statistician Emil Julius Gumbel published
figures showing that the 22 political murders committed by left-wing
offenders from late 1919 to mid-1922 led to 38 convictions, including 10
executions and prison sentences averaging 15 years apiece. By contrast, the
354 political murders which Gumbel reckoned to have been committed by
right-wing offenders in the same period led to 24 convictions, no executions
at all, and prison sentences averaging a mere 4 months apiece; 23 right-
wing murderers who confessed to their crimes were actually acquitted by
the courts.157 Of course, these statistics may not have been entirely
accurate. And there were frequent amnesties of ‘political prisoners’ agreed
on by the extreme parties in the Reichstag with enough support from other
political groupings to get them through, so that many political offenders
were released only after serving a relatively short time in gaol. But what
mattered about the behaviour of the judges was the message it sent to the
public, a message bolstered by numerous prosecutions of pacifists,
Communists and other people on the left for treason throughout the Weimar
years. According to Gumbel, while only 3 2 people had been condemned
for treason in the last three peacetime decades of the Bismarckian Reich,
over 10,000 warrants were issued for treason in the four - also relatively
peaceful - years from the beginning of 1924 to the end of 1927, resulting in
1,071 convictions.158

A substantial number of court cases dealt with people brave enough to
expose the secret armaments and manoeuvres of the army in the press.
Perhaps the most famous instance was that of the pacifist and left-wing
editor Carl von Ossietzky, who was condemned in 1931 to eighteen
months’ imprisonment for publishing in his magazine The World Stage (Die
Weltbuhne) an article revealing that the German army was training with
combat aircraft in Soviet Russia, an act that was illegal according to the
terms of the Treaty of Versailles.159 Another, equally celebrated case
involved the left-wing journalist Felix Fechenbach. His offence, committed
in 1919, was to have published Bavarian files from 1914 relating to the
outbreak of the First World War, because this had - in the opinion of the
court - damaged the interests of Germany in the peace negotiations by



suggesting an element of German responsibility. Fechenbach was sentenced
to eleven years’ imprisonment in Munich by a so-called People’s Court, an
emergency body set up to dispense summary justice on looters and
murderers during the Bavarian Revolution of 1918.160 These had been
adapted to deal with ‘treason’ cases during the counter-revolution of the
following year. They were not wound up until 1924 despite their outlawing
by the Weimar constitution five years previously. The creation of these
courts, with their bypassing of the normal legal system, including the
absence of any right of appeal against their verdicts, and their implicit
ascription of justice to ‘the people’ rather than to the law, set an ominous
precedent for the future, and was to be taken up again by the Nazis in
1933.161

In order to try and counter these influences, the Social Democrats
managed to push through a Law for the Protection of the Republic in 1922;
the resulting State Court was intended to remove the trial of right-wing
political offenders from an all-too-sympathetic judiciary and place it in the
hands of appointees of the Reich President. The judiciary soon managed to
neutralize it, and it had little effect on the overall pattern of verdicts.162

Friedrich Ebert and the Social Democrats, although supposedly committed
to opposing the death penalty as a matter of political principle, inserted it
into the Law for the Protection of the Republic and gave retrospective
approval to summary executions carried out in the civil disorders of the
immediate postwar period. In doing so, they made it easier for a future
government to introduce similarly draconian laws for the protection of the
state, and to confound a central principle of justice - that no punishments
should be applied retrospectively to offences which did not carry them at
the time they were committed. 163 This, too, was a dangerous precedent for
the future.

The regular courts had little time for the principles enunciated in the Law
for the Protection of the Republic. Judges almost invariably showed
leniency towards an accused man if he claimed to have been acting out of
patriotic motives, whatever his crime.164 The Kapp putsch of 1920, for
instance, led to the condemnation of only one of the participants in this
armed attempt to overthrow the legitimately elected government, and even
he was sentenced to no more than a brief period of confinement in a fortress
because the judges counted his ‘selfless patriotism’ as a mitigating factor.165

In 1923 four men won their appeal to the Reich Court, the old-established



supreme judicial authority in the land, against a sentence of three months’
imprisonment each for shouting at a meeting of the Young German Order, a
right-wing youth group, in Gotha, the words: ‘We don’t need a Jew-
republic, boo to the Jew-republic!’ In its judgment the Reich Court declared
somewhat unconvincingly that the meaning of these words was unclear:

They could mean the new legal and social order in Germany, in whose
establishment the participation of German and foreign Jews was
outstanding. They could also mean the excessive power and the
excessive influence that a number of Jews that is small in relation to the
total population exercises in reality in the view of large sections of the
people ... It has not even been explicitly established that the accused
shouted abuse at the constitutionally anchored form of state of the Reich,
only that they shouted abuse at the present form of state of the Reich.
The possibility of a legal error is thereby not excluded.166

The distinction the Reich Court made between the two kinds of state, and
the hint that the Weimar Republic was merely some kind of temporary
aberration which was not ‘constitutionally anchored’, demonstrated only
too clearly where the judges’ real allegiance lay. Such verdicts could not
fail to have an effect. Political and indeed other trials were major events in
the Weimar Republic, attended by large numbers of people in the public
galleries, reported at length and in parts verbatim in the press, and debated
passionately in legislative assemblies, clubs and societies. Verdicts such as
these could only give comfort to the far-right opponents of the Republic and
help to undermine its legitimacy.

The right-wing and anti-Republican bias of the judiciary was shared by
state prosecutors as well. In considering what charges to bring against right-
wing offenders, in dealing with pleas, in examining witnesses, even in
framing their opening and closing speeches, prosecutors routinely treated
nationalist beliefs and intentions as mitigating factors. In these various
ways, judges and prosecutors, police, prison governors and warders, legal
administrators and law enforcement agents of all kinds undermined the
legitimacy of the Republic through their bias in favour of its enemies. Even
if they did not deliberately set out to sabotage the new democracy, even if
they accepted it for the time being as an unavoidable necessity, the effect of
their conduct was to spread the assumption that in some way it did not



represent the true essence of the German Reich. Few of them seem to have
been convinced democrats or committed to trying to make the Republic
work. Where the law and its administrators were against it, what chance did
it have?



THE FIT AND THE UNFIT



I

If there was one achievement through which the Weimar Republic could
claim the loyalty and gratitude of the masses, it was the creation of a new
welfare state. Of course, Germany did not lack welfare institutions before
1914, particularly since Bismarck had pioneered such things as health
insurance, accident insurance and old age pensions in an attempt to wean
the working classes away from Social Democracy. Bismarck’s schemes,
which were elaborated and extended in the years following his departure
from office, were pioneering in their day, and cannot be dismissed simply as
fig-leaves for governmental authoritarianism. Some of them, notably the
health insurance system, covered millions of workers by 1914 and
incorporated a substantial element of self-governance that gave many
workers the chance of electoral participation. Yet none of these schemes
reached anywhere near the bottom of the social scale, where police-
administered poor relief, bringing with it the deprivation of civil rights
including the right to vote, was the norm right to the end of the Wilhelmine
period. Still, even here, the operation of the system had been reformed and
standardized by 1914, and the new profession of social work that had
emerged on the back of the Bismarckian reforms was busy assessing and
regulating the poor, the unemployed and the destitute as well as the ordinary
worker.167

On the basis of this modern version of Prussian bureaucratic paternalism,
however, the Weimar Republic erected a far more elaborate and
comprehensive structure, combining, not without tension, the twin
influences of social Catholicism and Protestant philanthropy on the one
hand, and Social Democratic egalitarianism on the other.168 The Weimar
constitution itself was full of far-reaching declarations of principle about the
importance of family life and the need for the state to support it, the
government’s duty to protect young people from harm, the citizen’s right to
work, and the nation’s obligation to provide everybody with a decent
home.169 On the basis of such principles, a whole raft of legislation was



steered through the Reichstag, from laws dealing with youth welfare (1922)
and juvenile courts (1923) to regulations providing relief and job training
for the war disabled (1920), decrees replacing poor relief with public
welfare (1924) and above all, as we have seen, the statutory provision of
unemployment benefits in 1927. Existing schemes of health insurance,
pensions and the like were further elaborated and extended to all. Massive
housing schemes, many of them socially innovative, were initiated, with
over 300,000 new or renovated homes being provided between 1927 and
1930 alone. The number of hospital beds increased by 50 per cent from
prewar days, and the medical profession also expanded accordingly to keep
pace. Infectious diseases declined sharply, and a network of clinics and
social welfare institutions now supported socially vulnerable individuals,
from single mothers to youths who got into trouble with the police.170

The creation of a free and comprehensive welfare system as the
entitlement of all its citizens was one of the major achievements of the
Weimar Republic, perhaps in retrospect its most important. But for all its
elaboration, it failed in the end to live up to the grandiose promises made in
the 1919 constitution; and the gap between promise and delivery ended by
having a major effect on the legitimacy of the Republic in the eyes of many
of its citizens. First, the economic difficulties that the Republic experienced
almost from the outset placed a burden on its welfare system that it was
simply unable to sustain. There were very large numbers of people who
required support as a result of the war. Some 13 million German men
served in the armed forces between 1914 and 1918. Over two million of
them were killed. According to one estimate, this was the equivalent of one
death for every 35 inhabitants of the Reich. This was nearly twice the
proportion of war deaths in the United Kingdom, where one soldier died for
every 66 inhabitants, and almost three times that of Russia, where there was
one war death for every III inhabitants. By the end of the war, over half a
million German women were left as war widows and a million German
children were without fathers. About 2.7 million men came back from the
war with wounds, amputations and disabilities, to form a permanent source
of discontent as the politicians’ promised rewards for their service to the
nation failed to materialize to anyone’s satisfaction.

The government increased taxes on the better-off to try and cope, until
the real tax burden virtually doubled as a percentage of real national
income, from 9 per cent in 1913 to 17 per cent in 1925, according to one



admittedly biased estimate.171 Yet this was in no way enough to cover
expenditure, and governments dared not go any further for fear of being
accused of raising tax revenues to pay reparations and alienating even
further those who paid the most taxes. Not only did the economy have to
bear the burden of unemployment insurance after 1927, it was in 1926 still
paying pensions to nearly 800,000 disabled former soldiers and 360,000
war widows, and supporting over 900,000 fatherless children and orphans,
and all this on top of an existing system of state support for the elderly. The
payment of pensions took up a higher proportion of state expenditure than
anything apart from reparations.172 Finally, the welfare system boosted an
already swollen bureaucracy in the Reich and the federated states, which
increased in size by 40 per cent between 1914 and 1923, almost doubling
the cost of public administration per head of the German population in the
process.173 Such massive expenditure might have been feasible in a
booming economy, but in the crisis-racked economic situation of the
Weimar Republic it was simply not possible without printing money and
fuelling inflation, as happened between 1919 and 1923, or, from 1924, by
cutting back on payments, reducing the staffing levels of state welfare
institutions and imposing ever more stringent means-testing on claimants.

Many claimants thus quickly realized that the welfare system was not
paying them as much as they needed. Local administrators were particularly
stingy, since local authorities bore a sizeable proportion of the financial
burden of welfare payments. They frequently demanded that claimants
should hand over their savings or their property as a condition of receiving
support. Welfare snoopers reported on hidden sources of income and
encouraged neighbours to send in denunciations of those who refused to
reveal them. Moreover, welfare agencies, lacking the staff necessary to
process a large number of claims rapidly, caused endless delays in
responding to applications for support as they corresponded with other
agencies to see if claimants had received benefits previously, or tried to
shift the burden of supporting them elsewhere. Thus, the Weimar welfare
administration quickly became an instrument of discrimination and control,
as officials made it clear to claimants that they would only receive the
minimum due to them, and enquired intrusively into their personal
circumstances to ensure that this was the case.

None of this endeared the Republic to those whom it was intended to
help. Complaints, rows, fisticuffs, even demonstrations were far from



uncommon inside and outside welfare offices. A sharp insight into the kind
of problems which the welfare system was confronting, and the way it went
about dealing with them, is provided by the example of a saddler and
upholsterer, Adolf G.174 Born in 1892, Adolf had fought in the 1914- 18
war and sustained a serious injury - not in a heroic battle against the enemy,
however, but from a kick in his stomach by a horse. It required no fewer
than six intestinal operations in the early 1920s. An old industrial accident
and a family with six children put him into further categories of welfare
entitlement apart from war injury. Unable to find a job after the war, he
devoted himself to campaigning for state support instead. But the local
authorities in Stuttgart demanded as a condition of continuing his accident
benefits after 1921 that he surrender his radio receiver and aerial, since
these were banned from the municipal housing in which he lived. When he
refused to do this, he was evicted with his family, a move to which he
responded with a vigorous campaign of letter-writing to the authorities,
including the Labour Ministry in Berlin. He acquired a typewriter to make
his letters more legible and tried to acquire other kinds of benefits reflecting
his situation as a war invalid and a father of a large family. The conflict
escalated. In 1924 he was imprisoned for a month and a half for assisting an
attempted abortion, presumably because he and his wife thought that in the
circumstances six children were enough; in 1927 he was fined for insulting
behaviour; in 1930 his benefits were cut and restricted to certain purposes
such as the purchase of clothes, while his housing allowance was paid direct
to his landlord; he was charged in 1931 with welfare fraud because he had
been trying to make a little money on the side as a rag-and-bone man, and
again in 1933 for busking. He approached political organizations of the
right and left in order to get help. An attempt to persuade the authorities that
he needed three times more food than the average man because his stomach
injury left him unable to digest most of what he ate was rebuffed with stony
formality. In 1931, at the end of his tether, he wrote to the Labour Ministry
in Berlin comparing the Stuttgart welfare officials to robber barons of the
Middle Ages.175

What angered the somewhat obsessive Adolf G. was not just the poverty
in which he and his family were condemned to live, but still more the
insults done to his honour and standing even in the lower reaches of
German society by a welfare apparatus that seemed determined to question
his motives and his entitlements in seeking the support that he felt he



deserved. The anonymous, rule-bound welfare bureaucracy insulted his
individuality. Such feelings were far from uncommon among welfare
claimants, particularly where their claim for support resulted from the
sacrifices they had made during the war. The huge gulf between the Weimar
Republic’s very public promises of a genuinely universal welfare system
based on need and entitlement, and the harsh reality of petty discrimination,
intrusion and insult to which many claimants were exposed on the part of
the welfare agencies, did nothing to strengthen the legitimacy of the
constitution in which these promises were enshrined.176

More ominous by far, however, was the fact that health and welfare
agencies, determined to create rational and scientifically informed ways of
dealing with social deprivation, deviance and crime, with the ultimate aim
of eliminating them from German society in generations to come,
encouraged new policies that began to eat away at the civil liberties of the
poor and the handicapped. As the social welfare administration
mushroomed into a huge bureaucracy, so the doctrines of racial hygiene and
social biology, already widespread among welfare professionals before the
war, began to acquire more influence. The belief that heredity played some
part in many kinds of social deviance, including not only mental deficiency
and physical disability but also chronic alcoholism, persistent petty
criminality and even ‘moral idiocy’ in groups such as prostitutes (many of
whom were in fact forced into sex work by economic circumstances),
hardened into a dogma. Medical scientists and social administrators began
to compile elaborate card-indexes of the ‘asocial’, as such deviants were
now commonly called. Liberal penal reformers argued that, while some
inmates in state prisons could be reclaimed for society by the right sort of
educational programmes, a great many of them were completely
incorrigible, largely because of the inherited degeneracy of their
character.177 The police played their part, too, identifying a large number of
‘professional criminals’ and ‘habitual offenders’ to place under intensive
surveillance. This frequently became a self-fulfilling prophecy, as
surveillance and identification left released prisoners no chance of engaging
in an honest trade. In Berlin alone, the police fingerprint collection
numbered over half a million ten-finger cards by 1930.178

The spread of such ideas through the professional worlds of medicine,
law enforcement, penal administration and social work had very real
consequences. Psychologists asked to assess the mental health of convicted



criminals began to use biological criteria, as in the case of an unemployed
vagrant, Florian Huber, convicted of armed robbery and murder in Bavaria
in 1922: ‘Huber’, concluded a psychological assessment of the young man,
who had suffered severe injuries in war action, earning him the award of the
Iron Cross,

although in other respects he cannot be proven to be hereditarily
damaged, demonstrated some physical evidence of degeneracy: the
structure of his physiognomy is asymmetrical to the extent that the right
eye is situated markedly lower than the left, he has a tendency towards
full-thfoatedness, his earlobes are elongated, and above all he has been a
stutterer since youth.179

This was taken as evidence, not that he was unfit to stand trial, but that he
was incorrigible and should therefore be executed, which indeed he was.
Legal officials in many parts of Germany now made liberal use of terms
such as ‘vermin’ or ‘pest’ to describe criminals, denoting a new, biological
way of conceptualizing the social order as a kind of body, from which
harmful parasites and alien micro-organisms had to be removed if it was to
flourish. In the search for more precise and comprehensive ways of defining
and applying such concepts, a medical expert, Theodor Viernstein, founded
a ‘Criminal-Biological Information Centre’ in Bavaria in 1923, to gather
information about all known criminal offenders, their families and their
background, and thereby to identify hereditary chains of deviance. By the
end of the decade Viernstein and his collaborators had collected a vast
index of cases and were well on the way to realizing their dream. Soon,
similar centres had been founded in Thuringia, Württemberg and Prussia as
well. Many experts thought that once such dynasties of ‘inferior’ human
beings had been mapped out, compulsory sterilization was the only way to
prevent them reproducing themselves further.180

In 1920 two such experts, the lawyer Karl Binding and the forensic
psychiatrist Alfred Hoche, went one crucial step beyond this and argued, in
a short book in which they coined the phrase ‘a life unworthy of life’, that
what they called ‘ballast existences’, people who were nothing but a burden
on the community, should simply be killed. The incurably ill and the
mentally retarded were costing millions of marks and taking up thousands
of much-needed hospital beds, they argued. So doctors should be allowed to



put them to death. This was an ominous new development in the debate
over what to do with the mentally ill, the handicapped, the criminal and the
deviant. In the Weimar Republic it still met with impassioned hostility on
the part of most medical men. The Republic’s fundamental insistence on the
rights of the individual prevented even the doctrine of compulsory
sterilization from gaining any kind of official approval, and many doctors
and welfare officers still doubted the ethical legitimacy or social
effectiveness of such a policy. The very considerable influence of the
Catholic Church and its welfare agencies was also directed firmly against
such policies. As long as economic circumstances made it possible to
imagine that the Republic’s social aspirations could one day be realized, the
continuing debate on compulsory sterilization and involuntary ‘euthanasia’
remained unresolved.181



II

Middle-class Germans reacted to the 1918 Revolution and the Weimar
Republic in a wide variety of ways. Perhaps the most detailed account we
have of one man’s response is from the diaries of Victor Klemperer, whose
experience of the inflation we have already noted. Klemperer was in many
ways typical of the educated middle-class German who just wanted to get
on with his life, and relegated politics to a relatively small part of it, though
he voted at elections and always took an interest in what was going on in
the political world. His career was neither entirely conventional nor
outstandingly successful. After making a living as a newspaper writer,
Klemperer had turned to the university world, qualifying shortly before the
war with the obligatory two theses, the first on German, the second on
French literature. As a relative newcomer and outsider, he was obliged to
start his academic career in a post at the University of Naples, from where
he observed the deterioration of the international situation before 1914 with
concern. He supported the German declaration of war in 1914 and
considered the German cause a just one. He returned to Germany and joined
up, served on the Western Front and was invalided out in 1916, working in
the army censorship office up to the end of the war.

Like other middle-class Germans, Klemperer saw his hopes for a stable
career dashed with the defeat of Germany. For such a man, only a return to
orderly and political circumstances could provide the basis for a steady
income and a permanent job in a German academic institution.182 The
events of the last two months of 1918 were upsetting to him in more than
one respect. He wrote in his diary:

The newspaper now brings so much shame, disaster, collapse, things
previously considered impossible, that I, filled to bursting with it, just
dully accept it, hardly read any more ... After all I see and hear, I am of
the opinion that the whole of Germany will go to the Devil if this
Soldiers’ and Workers’ Un-Council, this dictatorship of senselessness



and ignorance, is not swept out soon. My hopes are pinned on any
general of the army that is returning from the field.183

Working temporarily in Munich, he was alarmed by the antics of the
revolutionary government early in 1919 - ‘they talk enthusiastically of
freedom and their tyranny gets ever worse’ - and recorded hours spent in
libraries trying to do his academic work while the bullets of the invading
Free Corps whizzed past outside.184 Normality and stability were what
Klemperer wanted; yet they were not to be had. In 1920, as we have seen,
he managed to obtain a professorship at Dresden Technical University,
where he taught French literature, researched and wrote, edited a journal
and became increasingly frustrated as he saw younger men obtain senior
positions at better institutions. In many ways he was a typical moderate
conservative of his time, patriotic, bourgeois, German through and through
in his cultural attitudes and identity, and a believer in the notion of national
character, which he expressed at length in his historical work on eighteenth-
century French literature.

Yet in one crucial respect he was different. For Victor Klemperer was
Jewish. The son of a preacher in the extremely liberal Reform Synagogue in
Berlin, he had been baptized as a Protestant, one of a growing number of
German Jews who acculturated in this way. This was more a social than a
religious decision, since he does not seem to have had a very strong
religious faith of any kind. In 1906 he provided further evidence of his
acculturation by marrying a non-Jewish German woman, the pianist Eva
Schlemmer, with whom he came to share many intellectual and cultural
interests, above all, perhaps, an enthusiasm for the cinema. The couple
remained childless. Yet, through all the vicissitudes of the 1920s, it was his
marriage that gave stability to his life, despite the couple’s increasingly
frequent bouts of ill-health, exaggerated perhaps by growing hypochondria.
185 Throughout the 1920s he lived a stable, if less than completely
contented life, disturbed early on by fears of civil war, although this never
materialized and looked less likely after 1923.186 He filled his diary with
reports of his work, his holidays, his amusements, his relationships with his
family, friends and colleagues, and other aspects of the daily routine. ‘I
often ask myself’, he wrote on 10 September 1927, ‘why I write such an
extensive diary’, a question to which he had no real answer: it was simply a
compulsion - ‘I can’t leave it alone.‘187 Publication was dubious. So what



was his purpose? ‘Just collect life. Always collect. Impressions, knowledge,
reading, events, everything. And don’t ask why or what for.’188

Klemperer occasionally let slip that he felt his career blocked by the fact
that he was Jewish. Despite his increasing output of scholarly works on
French literary history, he was stuck in Dresden’s Technical University with
no prospect of moving to a post in a major university institution. ‘There are
reactionary and liberal universities,’ he noted on 26 December 1926: ‘The
reactionaries don’t take any Jews, the liberal ones always have two Jews
already and don’t take a third.’189 The growth of antisemitism in the
Weimar Republic also posed problems for Klemperer’s political position.
‘It’s gradually becoming clear to me’, he wrote in September 1919, ‘how
new and insurmountable a hindrance antisemitism means for me. And I
volunteered for the war! Now I am sitting, baptized and nationalistic,
between all stools.’190 Klemperer was rather unusual amongst middle-class
Jewish professionals in his conservative political views. The increasingly
rabid antisemitism of the German Nationalists, with whose general political
line he rather sympathized, made it impossible for him to support them,
despite all his nostalgia for the prewar days of the Bismarckian and
Wilhelmine Reich. Like many Germans, Klemperer found himself
‘apathetic and indifferent’ when he contemplated the violent party-political
conflicts of the Weimar Republic.191 Instinctively hostile to the left,
Klemperer was none the less obliged to record in March 1920, as he heard
the news of the Kapp putsch in Berlin:

My inclination to the right has suffered greatly ... as a result of
permanent antisemitism. I would dearly like to see the current putschists
put up against a wall, I truly cannot work up any enthusiasm for the
oath-breaking army, and really not at all for the immature and disorderly
students - but neither can I for the ‘legal’ Ebert government either and
less still for the radical left. I find them all off-putting.

‘What an agonizing tragicomedy’, he wrote, ‘that 5,000-8,000 soldiers can
overthrow the whole German Reich.’192

Surprisingly, perhaps, for a man who devoted his working life to the
study of French literature, he was very much in favour of waging another
war against the French - perhaps as a result of his experiences on the
Western Front during the war, still more as a result of his evident outrage at



the Treaty of Versailles. But this hardly seemed possible under the Weimar
Republic. On 20 April 1921 he wrote:

The monarchy is my banner, I long for the old German power, I want all
the time to strike once again against France. But-what kind of disgusting
company one keeps with the German racists! It will be even more
disgusting if Austria joins us. And everything we now feel was felt with
more or less justification by the French after 70. And I would not have
become a professor under Wilhelm II, and yet ...193

Already in 1925 he was regarding the election of Hindenburg as President
as a potential disaster, comparable to the assassination of the Archduke
Franz Ferdinand in 1914. ‘Fascism everywhere. The terrors of the war have
been forgotten, the Russian terror is driving Europe into reaction.’194 As
time went on, Klemperer grew weary of the constant political excitement.
In August 1932, as the Weimar Republic entered its final turbulent phase,
he wrote:

Moreover: I don’t need to write the history of my times. And the
information I provide is dull, I am half repelled, half full of a fear to
which I don’t want to surrender myself, completely without enthusiasm
for any party. The whole thing is meaningless, undignified, miserable -
nobody plays a part for himself, everyone’s a puppet ... Hitler before the
gates - or who else? And what will become of me, the Jewish professor?

He preferred instead to write about the small black kitten that had wandered
into their house, and instantly became their pet.195 Under the influence not
only of the threatening political situation, but also of his wife’s serious,
clinical depression and frequent illnesses, Klemperer wrote less and less,
and seemed by the end of 1932 on the verge of abandoning his diary
altogether.

Klemperer’s political pessimism owed a lot to the personal troubles he
was experiencing. Yet his attitude was shared by many patriotic, liberal-
conservative German Jews who felt ill at ease amidst the conflicts of the
Weimar Republic. Beyond that, his distaste for the extremes of politics and
his disquiet at the violence and fanaticism that surrounded him was surely
characteristic of many middle-class Germans, whatever their background.



His Jewish ethnicity not only caused him to suffer some adverse
discrimination, but it also gave him a sharp and sardonic eye for political
developments that were ominous for the future, as he rightly guessed. Yet
he did not suffer unduly from antisemitism, he did not experience any
violence, indeed, he did not record a single instance of a personal insult in
his diary at this time. In formal terms, Jews such as Klemperer enjoyed far
more freedom and equality under the Weimar Republic than they had ever
done before. The Republic opened up new opportunities for Jews in the
civil service, politics and the professions as well as in government: a Jewish
Foreign Minister like Walther Rathenau would have been unthinkable under
the Wilhelmine Reich, for instance. The Jewish-owned parts of the press,
particularly the newspapers controlled by the two liberal Jewish firms of
Mosse and Ullstein, which together produced over half the newspapers sold
in Berlin in the 1920s, strongly supported the liberal institutions of the
Republic. The arts’ new-found freedom from censorship and official
disapproval brought many Jewish writers, painters and musicians to
prominence as apostles of modernist culture, where they mingled easily
with non-Jewish figures like the composer Paul Hindemith, the poet and
playwright Bertolt Brecht, or the artists Max Beckmann and George Grosz.
Jews signalled their support for the Republic by voting particularly for the
Democrats, and to a lesser extent for the parties of the left.196

On the other hand, partly in reaction to these developments, the 1920s
also witnessed a broadening and deepening of the currents of antisemitism
in German politics and society. Even before the war, the Pan-Germans _
and others on the right had pumped out propaganda accusing the Jews of
undermining the German nation. This kind of racist conspiracy theory was
more than shared by military leaders such as Ludendorff. It found notorious
expression during the war in the so-called Jewish census of October 1916,
ordered by senior army officers who hoped it would give them support in
refusing Jews admission to the officer corps once the war was over. The aim
was to reveal the cowardly and disloyal nature of the Jews by showing
statistically that Jews were under-represented in the army, and that those
who had joined up were over-represented in desk-jobs. In fact, it showed
the reverse: many Jewish Germans, like Victor Klemperer, were nationalist
to the core, and identified strongly with the Reich. German Jews were over-
rather than under-represented in the armed forces and at the front.
Confounding the expectations of antisemitic officers to such a degree, the



results of the census were suppressed. But the knowledge that it had been
ordered caused a great deal of anger among German Jews, even if the
attitudes it revealed were not shared by the majority of rank-and-file
troops.197

After the war, the widespread belief on the right that the German army
had been ‘stabbed in the back’ by revolutionaries in 1918 translated easily
into antisemitic demagogy. It was, men like Ludendorff evidently believed,
‘the Jews’ who had done the stabbing, who led subversive institutions like
the Communist Party, who agreed to the Treaty of Versailles, who set up the
Weimar Republic. In fact, of course, the German army was defeated
militarily in 1918. There was, as we have seen, no stab-in-the-back.
Leading politicians who signed the Treaty, like Matthias Erzberger, were
not Jewish at all. If Jews like Rosa Luxemburg were over-represented in the
Communist Party leadership, or, like Eugen Levine in the revolutionary
upheavals in Munich early in 1919, they were not acting as Jews but as
revolutionaries, alongside many non-Jews (such as Karl Liebknecht, whom
many right-wingers thought instinctively must be Jewish because of his
ultra-left political views). Most Jewish Germans supported the solid liberal
parties of the centre, or to a lesser extent the Social Democrats, rather than
the revolutionary left, whose violent activism shocked and appalled a
respectable citizen like Klemperer. Nevertheless, the events of 1918-19
gave a boost to antisemitism on the right, convincing many waverers that
racist conspiracy theories about the Jews were correct after all.198

Alongside extreme right-wing propaganda scapegoating Jews for the
catastrophes of 1918-19, there also emerged a more popular form of
antisemitism, directed particularly at war profiteers and the small number of
financiers who managed to get rich quick in the throes of the inflation.
Antisemitism had always surged at times of economic crisis, and the
economic crises of the Weimar Republic dwarfed anything that Germany
had witnessed before. A fresh source of conflict arose in the gathering pace
of immigration on the part of impoverished Jewish refugees fleeing
antisemitic violence and civil war in Russia. There were perhaps 80,000
‘Eastern Jews’ in Germany before the First World War, and their arrival,
along with that of a much larger number of immigrant workers from Poland
and elsewhere, had led the Reich government to introduce a virtually
unique kind of citizenship law in 1913, allowing only those who could
show German ancestry to claim German nationality.199 After the war there



was a renewed influx, as the Bolshevik Revolution swept across Russia,
prompting antisemitic pogroms and murders on a huge scale by the
Revolution’s Tsarist opponents. Although the immigrants acculturated
quickly, and were relatively few in number, they nevertheless formed an
easy target for popular resentments. At the height of the hyperinflation, on 6
November 1923, a newspaper reporter observed serious disturbances in a
district of Berlin with a high proportion of Jewish immigrants from the
East:

Everywhere in the side-streets a howling mob. Looting takes place under
cover of darkness. A shoe-shop at the corner of Dragoon Street is
ransacked, the shards of the window-panes are lying around on the
street. Suddenly a whistle sounds. In a long human chain, covering the
entire width of the street, a police cordon advances. ‘Clear the street!’ an
officer cries. ‘Go into your houses!’ The crowd slowly moves on.
Everywhere with the same shouts: ‘Beat the Jews to death!’
Demagogues have manipulated the starving people for so long that they
fall upon the wretched creatures who pursue a miserable goods trade in
the Dragoon Street cellar ... it is inflamed racial hatred, not hunger, that
is driving them to loot. Young lads immediately follow every passer-by
with a Jewish appearance, in order to fall upon him when the moment is
right.200

Such a public outburst of violence was symptomatic of the new
preparedness of antisemites, like so many other groups on the fringes of
German politics, to stir up or actively employ violence and terror to gain
their ends, rather than remaining content, as they mostly had been before
1914, with mere words. A wave of still imperfectly documented incidents
of personal violence against Jews and their property, attacks on synagogues,
acts of desecration carried out in Jewish cemeteries, was the result.201

It was not just an unprecedented willingness to translate vehement
prejudice into violent action that broadly distinguished post-1918
antisemitism from its prewar counterpart. While the overwhelming majority
of Germans still rejected the use of physical force against Jews during the
Weimar Republic, the language of antisemitism became embedded in
mainstream political discourse as never before. The ‘stab-in-the-back’, the
‘November traitors’, the ‘Jewish Republic’, the ‘Jewish-Bolshevik



conspiracy’ to undermine Germany - all these and many similar demagogic
slogans could be regularly read in the papers, whether as expressions of
editorial opinion or in reporting of political incidents, speeches and trials.
They could be heard day after day in legislative assemblies, where the
rhetoric of the Nationalists, the second largest party after the Social
Democrats during the middle years of the Republic, was shot through with
antisemitic phrases. These were more extreme and more frequently
employed than they had been by the Conservatives before the war, and were
amplified by splinter groups of the right that collectively enjoyed much
more support than the antisemitic parties of Ahlwardt, Böckel and their ilk.
Closely allied to many of these groups was the German Protestant Church,
deeply conservative and nationalist by conviction and also prone to
outbursts of antisemitism; but Catholic antisemitism also took on new
vigour in the 1920s, animated by fear of the challenge of Bolshevism,
which had already launched violent attacks on Christianity in Hungary and
Russia at the end of the war. There were large swathes of the German
electorate on the right and in the centre that fervently desired a rebirth of
German national pride and glory after 1918. They were to a greater or lesser
degree convinced as a result that this had to be achieved by overcoming the
spirit of ‘Jewish’ subversion that had supposedly brought Germany to its
knees at the end of the war.202 The sensibility of many Germans was so
blunted by this tide of antisemitic rhetoric that they failed to recognize that
there was anything exceptional about a new political movement that
emerged after the end of the war to put antisemitism at the very core of its
fanatically held beliefs: the Nazi Party.



3

THE RISE OF NAZISM



BOHEMIAN REVOLUTIONARIES



I

When Kurt Eisner was released from Cell 70 in Munich’s Stadelheim gaol
under a general amnesty proclaimed in October 1918, there was little
indication that he was soon to become one of Germany’s leading
revolutionaries. Best known as a theatre critic, he personified the bohemian
lifestyle associated with Munich’s Schwabing district, close to the city
centre.1 His appearance advertised his bohemianism. Small and heavily
bearded, he went around wearing a black cloak and a huge, broad-brimmed
black hat; a pair of little steel-rimmed spectacles was perched on his nose.
Eisner was not a native Bavarian, but came from Berlin, where he was born
into a middle-class Jewish family in 1867. He was identified with the right-
wing fringe of the Social Democratic Party, losing his job with its local
newspaper in the early 1900s because of his support for the ‘revisionists’
who wanted the Social Democrats to abandon their Marxism. Like many
‘revisionists’, however, Eisner was opposed to the war. He took a leading
role in forming the anti-war Independent Social Democratic Party and
subsequently organized a series of strikes in January 1918 to try to bring an
end to the conflict.2

When things began to fall apart on November 1918, it was Eisner who,
thanks to his gift for rhetoric and his disdain for political convention, took
the lead in Munich. As the Majority Social Democrats proposed a
traditional political march through the Bavarian capital in an orderly
demonstration for peace, led by a brass band and carrying banners, Eisner
jumped onto the speakers’ platform and told the crowd to occupy the army
barracks and take control of the city. Accompanied by a group of followers,
Eisner proceeded to do just that, meeting with no resistance from the
soldiers. Obtaining authorization from the local revolutionary workers’ and
soldiers’ council, Eisner proclaimed Bavaria a Republic and established a
revolutionary government staffed by Majority and Independent Social
Democrats, with himself at its head. But his government failed utterly in the
basic tasks of maintaining food supplies, providing jobs, demobilizing the



troops and keeping the transport system going. The conservative Bavarian
peasantry, outraged at the events in Munich, were withholding foodstuffs,
and the Allies had requisitioned most of the railway locomotives. Workers
began to heckle Eisner and shout him down at meetings. In cabinet, Eisner
was angrily told by one of its members: ‘You are an anarchist ... You are no
statesman, you are a fool ... We are being ruined by bad management.’3 Not
surprisingly, therefore, elections held on 12 January resulted in a crushing
victory for the Majority Social Democrats and a humiliating defeat for
Eisner’s Independents.

Eisner was everything the radical right in Bavaria hated: a bohemian and
a Berliner, a Jew, a journalist, a campaigner for peace during the war, and
an agitator who had been arrested for his part in the January strikes of 1918.
Indeed, with his secretary, the journalist Felix Fechenbach, he even
published secret and incriminating documents on the outbreak of the war
from the Bavarian archives. He was, in short, the ideal object onto which
the ‘stab-in-the-back’ legend could be projected. On 21 February 1919, the
far right’s detestation found its ultimate expression as a young, aristocratic
student, Count Anton von Arco-Valley, shot Eisner twice at point-blank
range as he was walking through the street on his way to the Bavarian
Parliament, killing him instantly.4 The assassination unleashed a storm of
violence in the Bavarian capital. Eisner’s guards immediately shot and
wounded Arco-Valley, who was surrounded by an angry crowd; only
Fechenbach’s prompt intervention saved him from being lynched on the
spot. While the injured assassin was bundled off to the same cell in
Stadelheim prison that Eisner had occupied only the year before, one of
Eisner’s socialist admirers walked into the Parliament shortly afterwards,
drew a gun, and in full view of all the other deputies in the debating
chamber, fired two shots at Eisner’s severest critic, the Majority Social
Democratic leader Erhard Auer, who barely survived his wounds.
Meanwhile, ironically, a draft resignation document was discovered in
Eisner’s pocket. The assassination had been completely pointless.

Afraid of further violence, however, the Bavarian Parliament suspended
its meetings, and, without a vote, the Majority Social Democrats declared
themselves the legitimate government. A coalition cabinet headed by an
otherwise obscure Majority Social Democrat, Johannes Hoffmann, was
formed, but it was unable to restore order as massive street demonstrations
followed Eisner’s funeral. In the power vacuum that ensued, arms and



ammunition were distributed to the workers’ and soldiers’ councils. News
of the outbreak of a Communist Revolution in Hungary suddenly
galvanized the far left into declaring a Council Republic in which
Parliament would be replaced by a Soviet-style regime.5 But the leader of
the new Bavarian Council Republic was no Lenin. Once more, literary
bohemianism had come to the fore, this time in the form of a dramatist
rather than a critic. Only 25, Ernst Toller had made his name as a poet and,
playwright. More of an anarchist than a socialist, Toller enrolled like-
minded men in his government, including another playwright, Erich
Mühsam, and a well-known anarchist writer, Gustav Landauer. Faced with
the outspoken support of the Munich workers’ and soldiers’ councils for
what Schwabing’s wits soon dubbed ‘the regime of the coffee house
anarchists’, Hoffmann’s Majority Social Democratic cabinet fled to
Bamberg, in northern Bavaria. Meanwhile, Toller announced a
comprehensive reform of the arts, while his government declared that
Munich University was open to all applicants except those who wanted to
study history, which was abolished as hostile to civilization. Another
minister announced that the end of capitalism would be brought about by
the issue of free money. Franz Lipp, the Commissar for Foreign Affairs,
telegraphed Moscow to complain that ‘the fugitive Hoffmann has taken
with him the keys to my ministry toilet’, and declared war on Wurttemberg
and Switzerland ‘because these dogs have not at once loaned me sixty
locomotives. I am certain’, he added, ‘that we will be victorious.’6

An attempt by the Hoffmann government to overthrow the Council
Republic with an improvised force of volunteers was easily put down by the
‘Red Army’ recruited from the armed members of the workers’ and
soldiers’ councils. Twenty men died in the exchanges of fire, however, and
the situation was now clearly becoming much more dangerous. On the same
day as the fighting took place, organized Communists under the Russian
Bolsheviks Max Levien and Eugen Leviné pushed the ‘coffee house
anarchists’ brusquely aside. Without waiting for the approval of the German
Communist Party, they established a Bolshevik regime in Munich and
opened communications with Lenin, who asked politely whether they had
managed to nationalize the banks yet. Levien, who had been accidentally
caught in Germany at the outbreak of war in 1914 and drafted into the
German army, followed Lenin’s instructions, and began arresting members
of the aristocracy and the upper middle class as hostages. While the main



church in Munich was turned into a revolutionary temple presided over by
the ‘Goddess Reason’, the Communists set about expanding and training a
Red Army, which soon numbered 20,000 well-armed and well-paid men. A
series of proclamations announced that Bavaria was going to spearhead the
Bolshevization of Europe; workers had to receive military training, and all
weapons in private possession had to be surrendered on pain of death.7

All this frightened the Hoffmann government far more than the week-
long regime of the coffee house anarchists had done. The spectre loomed of
an axis of Bolshevik revolutionary regimes in Budapest, Munich and
possibly Vienna as well. The Majority Social Democrats in Bamberg clearly
needed a serious fighting force at their disposal. Hoffmann signed up a
force of 35,000 Free Corps soldiers under the leadership of the Bavarian
colonel Franz Ritter von Epp, backed by regular military units including an
armoured train. They were equipped with machine guns and other serious
military hardware. Munich was already in chaos, with a general strike
crippling production, and public services at a standstill. Looting and theft
were spreading across the city, and now it was blockaded by the Free Corps
as well. No quarter would be given, they announced; anyone in Munich
found bearing arms would immediately be shot. Terrified, the Munich
workers’ and soldiers’ councils passed a vote of no-confidence in the
Communists, who had to resign, leaving the city without a government. In
this situation, a panicky unit of the Red Army began to take reprisals
against hostages imprisoned in a local school, the Luitpold Gymnasium.
These included six members of the Thule Society, an antisemitic, Pan-
German sect, founded towards the end of the war. Naming itself after the
supposed location of ultimate ‘Aryan’ purity, Iceland (‘Thule’), it used the
‘Aryan’ swastika symbol to denote its racial priorities. With its roots in the
pre-war ‘Germanic Order’, another conspiratorial organization of the far
right, it was led by the self-styled Baron von Sebottendorf, who was in
reality a convicted forger known to the police as Adam Glauer. The Society.
included a number of people who were to be prominent in the Third Reich.8
It was known that Arco-Valley, the assassin of Kurt Eisner, had been trying
to become a member of the Thule Society. In an act of revenge and
desperation, the Red Army soldiers lined up ten of the hostages, put them in
front of a firing squad, and shot them dead. Those executed included the
Prince of Thurn and Taxis, the young Countess von Westarp and two more
aristocrats, as well as an elderly professor who had been arrested for



making an uncomplimentary remark in public about a revolutionary poster.
A handful of prisoners taken from the invading Free Corps made up the
rest.

The news of these shootings enraged the soldiers beyond measure. As
they marched into the city, virtually unopposed, their victory became a
bloodbath. Leading revolutionaries like Eugen Levine were arrested and
summarily shot. The anarchist Gustav Landauer was taken to Stadelheim
prison, where soldiers beat his face to a pulp with rifle butts, shot him
twice, then kicked him to death in the prison courtyard, leaving the body to
rot for two days before it was removed. Coming across a meeting of a
Catholic craftsmen’s society on 6 May, a drunken Free Corps unit, told by
an informer that the assembled workmen were revolutionaries, arrested
them, took them to a nearby cellar, beat them up and killed a total of 21 of
the blameless men, after which they rifled the corpses for valuables.
Numerous other people were ‘shot trying to escape’, killed after being
reported as former Communists, mown down after being denounced for
supposedly possessing arms, or hauled out of houses from which shots had
allegedly been fired, and executed on the spot. All in all, even the official
estimates gave a total of some 600 killed at the hands of the invaders;
unofficial observers made the total anything up to twice as high.9 After the
bloodbath, moderates such as Hoffmann’s Social Democrats, despite having
commissioned the action, did not stand much of a chance in Munich. A
‘White’ counter-revolutionary government eventually took over, and
proceeded to prosecute the remaining revolutionaries while letting off the
Free Corps troops, a few of whom had been convicted for their murderous
atrocities, with the lightest of sentences. Munich became a playground for
extremist political sects, as virtually every social and political group in the
city burned with resentment, fear and lust for revenge.10 Public order had
more or less vanished.

All this was deeply disturbing to the officers who were now faced with
the task of reconstructing a regular army from the ruins of the old one. Not
surprisingly, considering the fact that the workers’ and soldiers’ councils
had enjoyed considerable influence amongst the troops, those who ran the
new army were concerned to ensure that soldiers received the correct kind
of political indoctrination, and that the many small political groups
springing up in Munich posed no threat to the new, post-revolutionary
political order. Among those who were sent to receive political



indoctrination in June 1919 was a 30-year-old corporal who had been in the
Bavarian army since the beginning of the war and had stayed in it through
all the vicissitudes of Social Democracy, anarchy and Communism, taking
part in demonstrations, wearing a red armband along with the rest of his
comrades, and disappearing from the scene with most of them when they
had been ordered to defend Munich against the invading forces in the
preceding weeks. His name was Adolf Hitler.11



II

Hitler was the product of circumstances as much as anything else. Had
things been different, he might never have come to political prominence. At
the time of the Bavarian Revolution, he was an obscure rank-and-file
soldier who had so far played no part in politics of any kind. Born on 20
April 1889, he was a living embodiment of the ethnic and cultural concept
of national identity held by the Pan-Germans; for he was not German by
birth or citizenship, but Austrian. Little is known about his childhood, youth
and upbringing, and much if not most of what has been written about his
early life is highly speculative, distorted or fantastical. We do know,
however, that his father Alois changed his name from that of his mother,
Maria Schicklgruber, to whom he had been born out of wedlock in 1837, to
that of his stepfather, Johann Georg Hiedler or Hitler, in 1876. There is no
evidence that any of Hitler’s ancestors was Jewish. Johann Georg freely
acknowledged his true paternity of Hitler’s father. Alois was a customs
inspector in Braunau on the Inn, a minor but respectable official of the
Austrian government. He married three times; Adolf was the only child of
his third marriage to survive infancy apart from his younger sister Paula.
‘Psychohistorians’ have made much of Adolf’s subsequent allusions to his
cold, stern, disciplinarian and sometimes violent father and his warm,
much-loved mother, but none of their conclusions can amount to any more
than speculation.12



Map 6. Nationalities in the Hasburg Empire 1910
What is clear is that the Hitler family was often on the move, changing

houses several times before settling in 1898 in a suburb of Linz, which
Adolf ever after regarded as his home town. The young Hitler did poorly at
school and disliked his teachers, but otherwise does not seem to have stood
out amongst his fellow-pupils. He was clearly unfitted for the regular,
routine life and hard work of the civil service, for which his father had



intended him. After his father’s death early in 1903, he lived in a flat in
Linz, where he was looked after by his mother, his aunt and his younger
sister, and dreamed of making a future career as an artist while spending his
time drawing, talking with friends, going to the opera and reading. But in
1907 two events occurred which put an end to this idle life of fantasizing.
His mother died of breast cancer, and his application to the Viennese
Academy of Art was rejected on the grounds that his painting and drawing
were not good enough; he would do better, he was told, as an architect.
Certainly, his forte lay in drawing and painting buildings. He was
particularly impressed by the heavy, oppressive, historicist architecture of
the public buildings on Vienna’s Ringstrasse, constructed as symbolic
expressions of power and solidity at a time when the real political
foundations of the Habsburg monarchy were beginning to crumble.13 From
the very beginning, buildings interested Hitler mainly as statements of
power. He retained this interest throughout his life. But he lacked the
application to become an architect. He tried again to join the Academy of
Art, and was rejected a second time. Disappointed and emotionally bereft,
he moved to Vienna. He took with him, in all probability, two political
influences from Linz. The first was the Pan-Germanism of Georg Ritter von
Schonerer, whose supporters in the town were particularly numerous, it
seems, in the school that Hitler attended. And the second was an
unquenchable enthusiasm for the music of Richard Wagner, whose operas
he frequently attended in Linz; he was intoxicated by their romanticization
of Germanic myth and legend, and by their depiction of heroes who knew
no fear. Armed with these beliefs, and confident in his future destiny as a
great artist, he spent the next five years in the Austrian capital.14

Hitler’s subsequent account of this period lent a retrospective coherence
to it that it does not seem to have possessed in reality. There is, again, little
reliable independent evidence about what he did or thought. But a few
things seem clear enough. First, unable to come to terms with his failure to
get into the Academy, Hitler conceived a violent hatred for bourgeois
convention, the establishment, rules and regulations. Rather than train or
apply for a regular job, he lived an idle, chaotic, bohemian life, and spent
his savings on going to Wagner operas. When the money ran out, he was
forced to sleep rough, or find night-quarters in a doss-house. Things only
looked up when he received some money from his aunt, and began to sell
small paintings, mostly copies, providing himself with the means to live in



a Men’s Home, where he rented a cheap room and was able to use the
library and the reading-room. Here he stayed for three years, living a life
that belonged to the outermost fringes of bohemian culture.

The political views Hitler had imbibed in Linz were strengthened as he
encountered in a more direct form the Pan-Germanism of Schönerer that
had been so influential in Linz. Hitler undoubtedly loathed the Habsburg
monarchy and its capital city, whose institutions had denied him the
fulfilment of his artistic ambitions. He found Schönerer’ s demand that the
German-speaking areas of Austria be absorbed into the German Empire
irresistibly appealing as a result. The racial mixing of Vienna was repulsive
to him; only a racially homogeneous nation could be a successful one. But
Schonerer, he realized, was incapable of winning the support of the masses.
This was the achievement of Vienna’s Mayor Karl Lueger, whose
antisemitic demagogy revealed, Hitler thought, a true understanding of
men. Hitler could scarcely ignore the everyday antisemitism of the kind of
newspapers that were available in the reading-room of the Men’s Home,
and the cheap antisemitic pamphlets he later described reading at this time.
And his enthusiasm for Wagner, whose operas he went to hundreds of times
in this period, can only have strengthened his political views. Virtually all
the followers of Schönerer, Wagner and Lueger were antisemitic by this
time, many of them rabidly so, and there is no reason why Hitler should
have been an exception. The fact that he sold his pictures to Jewish traders
and borrowed money from Jewish inmates of the Men’s Home does not
mean that he was not antisemitic. Nevertheless, it is likely that his
antisemitism at this time had an abstract, almost theoretical quality to it; his
hatred of Jews only became visceral, personal and extreme at the end of the
First World War.15

Some of the most interesting pages of Hitler’s later autobiographical
work My Struggle (Mein Kampf) describe the feelings of excitement he
experienced when watching Social Democratic mass demonstrations in
Vienna. He found the Social Democrats’ Marxism abhorrent, and thought
their propaganda full of loathsome and vicious slanders and lies. Why did
the masses believe in it, then, rather than in the doctrines of someone like
Schönerer? His answer was that the Social Democrats were intolerant of
other views, suppressed them within the working class as far as they could,
projected themselves simply and strongly and won over the masses by
force. ‘The psyche of the great masses’, he wrote, ‘is not receptive to



anything that is half-hearted and weak ... The masses love a commander
more than a petitioner.’ He added: ‘I achieved an equal understanding of the
importance of physical terror towards the individual and the masses ...
Terror at the place of employment, in the factory, in the meeting hall, and
on the occasion of mass demonstrations will always be successful unless
opposed by equal terror.’ The Social Democrats, he concluded, ‘command
weaklings in both mind and force. They know how to create the illusion
that this is the only way of preserving the peace, and at the same time,
stealthily but steadily, they conquer one position after another, sometimes
by silent backmail, sometimes by actual theft ...’ All of this may have been
to some extent retrospective rationalization, as Hitler projected his own
feelings and purposes back onto the most successful mass movement of the
Austria of his youth. But, certainly for anyone who lived in Vienna before
1914, there was no escaping the power of the Social Democrats over the
masses, and it is reasonable to suppose that Hitler was impressed by it and
learned from it even as he rejected the doctrines which the Social
Democrats purveyed.16

Perhaps the most important political lesson he derived from his time in
Vienna, however, was a deep contempt for the state and the law. There is no
reason to disbelieve his later statement that as a follower of Schönerer he
considered the Habsburg monarchy to be the oppressor of the Germanic
race, forcing it to mix with others and denying it the chance of uniting with
Germans in the Reich. ‘If the species itself is in danger of being oppressed
or utterly eliminated,’ he wrote, ‘the question of legality is reduced to a
subordinate rule.’ Racial self-preservation was a higher principle than
legality, which could often be no more than a cloak for tyranny. Any means
were justified in this struggle. Moreover, the ‘rotten state’ of the Habsburgs
was completely dominated by parliamentarism, a political system for which
Hitler acquired an abiding contempt by spending a great deal of time in the
public gallery of the Austrian Parliament, where parties of rival nationalities
shouted, and screamed at each other, each in its own language, and
prevented anything much being achieved. He conceived a special hatred for
the Czechs, who were specially disruptive. It was Schonerer’s mistake to try
and reach his goal through Parliament, he thought. Hitler concluded that
only a strong leader directly elected by the people could get anything
done.17



There is no indication, however, that Hitler thought of himself as that
leader before 1914, or indeed that he considered entering politics at all. On
the contrary, he was still wedded to the idea of becoming an artist. The
abject financial misery to which his failure to achieve this ambition had
brought him was alleviated somewhat by the payment of a legacy from his
father’s estate, which he received at the age of 24, on 20 April 1913. Hitler
quickly wound up his affairs in Vienna and departed for Germany, thus
giving practical expression to the Pan-Germanism he had imbibed from
Schönerer. He later described, with every appearance of authenticity, the
happiness he felt when he moved to Munich, leaving behind him the
colourful and, to him, repulsive racial cosmopolitanism of the Austrian
capital and the sense of political confusion and decline that characterized
the Habsburg political system. Such a system, he felt, was not worth
fighting for; and not the least reason why he left was to avoid the military
service for which he was shortly to become liable. Now he was in Germany,
he felt at home.

He rented a room on the edge of Schwabing, and resumed the kind of life
he had led in Vienna, copying postcards of famous Munich buildings in
watercolour and selling enough of them to make a meagre living. Like other
Schwabing bohemians, he whiled away much of his time in coffee houses
and beer-cellars, but he was an outsider to the real bohemian world as well
as the world of respectable society, for while men like Eisner, Toller,
Landauer or Mühsam were heavily involved in the theatre, discussing
anarchist utopias, or making a name for themselves as poets and writers,
Hitler continued his previous, aimless existence, and made no attempt to
acquire in Munich the artistic training he had been denied in Vienna. And
while the official art establishment remained closed to him, the unofficial
avant-garde that generated so much excitement in the more fashionable of
Schwabing’s coffee houses, with painters like Wassily Kandinsky, Paul
Klee, Franz Marc, August Macke and the ‘Blue Rider’ group, broke with
convention and moved into Expressionism and abstraction. The avant-garde
aroused in Hitler only incomprehension and revulsion. His own practice of
art was limited to painstaking, lifeless reproductions of buildings; his own
taste in art never moved beyond the kind of conventional, classically
inspired representations that were the stock-in-trade of the Academy that he
had so wanted to join in Vienna.18 What Hitler did share with the



Schwabing bohemians, however, was an inner contempt for bourgeois
convention and rules, and a belief that art could change the world.

Hitler was rescued from his existence as a bohemian on the margins of
cultural life by the outbreak of the First World War. A photograph exists of
him in the crowd that gathered in the centre of Munich on 2 August to
celebrate the declaration of war, his face shining with excitement. Three
days later, he volunteered to join the Bavarian army. In the chaos and
confusion of the first days of the war, when vast numbers were
volunteering, nobody seems to have thought of checking up on whether or
not he was a German citizen. He was enlisted on 16 August, and was sent
almost immediately to the Western Front. This was, he wrote later, a
‘release from the painful feelings of my youth’. For the first time, he had a
mission he could believe in and follow, and a close-knit group of comrades
with whom he could identify. His heart ‘overflowed with proud joy’ at the
fact that he was now fighting for Germany.19 For the next four years he
remained with his regiment, acting as a dispatch runner, gaining promotion
to corporal, and winning two decorations for bravery, the second being the
Iron Cross, First Class, on the recommendation, ironically, of a Jewish
officer. Shortly afterwards he was caught in a poison-gas attack, a frequent
occurrence on both sides in the later stages of the war. Temporarily blinded,
he was sent to a military hospital at Pasewalk, in Pomerania in the German
north-east, to recover. Here he learned in due course of the German defeat,
the Armistice and the Revolution.20

In My Struggle, Hitler described this as ‘the greatest villainy of the
century’, the negation of all his hopes, rendering all his sacrifices futile. As
he was told the news, ‘everything went black before my eyes’, he tottered
back to his dormitory and wept. There is no reason to doubt that it was a
terrible trauma for him. The memory of 1918 was to play a central role in
all his subsequent thought and action. How had the disaster happened?
Searching for an explanation, Hitler seized eagerly on the rapidly spreading
story of the ‘stab-in-the-back’. The Jews, whom he already regarded with
suspicion and distaste, must have been to blame, he thought. All the
inchoate and confused ideas and prejudices he had so far garnered from
Schönerer, Lueger, Wagner and the rest now suddenly fell into a coherent,
neat and utterly paranoid pattern. Once more, he looked to propaganda as
the prime political mover: enemy war propaganda, undermining Germany’s
will from without, Jewish, socialist propaganda spreading doubt and



defeatism from within. Propaganda, he learned from contemplating the
disaster, must always be directed at the masses:

All propaganda must be popular and its intellectual level must be
adjusted to the most limited intelligence among those it is addressed to.
Consequently the greater the mass it is intended to reach, the lower its
purely intellectual level will have to be ... The receptivity of the great
masses is very limited, their intelligence is small, but their power of
forgetting is enormous. In consequence of these facts, all effective
propaganda must be limited to a very few points and must harp on these
in slogans until the last member of the public understands what you want
him to understand by your slogan.

And it had to appeal to the emotions rather than to reason, because: ‘The
people in their overwhelming majority are so feminine by nature and
attitude that sober reasoning determines their thoughts and actions far less
than emotion and feeling.’ Finally, propaganda had to be continuous and
unvarying in its message. It should never admit a glimmer of doubt in its
own claims, or concede the tiniest element of right in the claims of the other
side.21

Armed with these thoughts - or perhaps earlier, more rudimentary
versions of them - Hitler obeyed his superior officer’s orders and went
along to the political instruction courses in June 1919 that were to launch
him on his political career. The moment was the right one. Munich was a
world that in the view of many conservatives had been turned upside down,
and it was time to put it the right way up again. Where Prussia had failed,
Bavaria could show the way. The whole language of politics in Munich
after the overthrow of the Communist regime was permeated by nationalist
slogans, antisemitic phrases, reactionary keywords that almost invited the
rabid expression of counter-revolutionary sentiment. Hitler was to prove
adept as few others were at mastering its cadences and mobilizing the
stereotypical images of the enemies of order into an emotionally violent
language of extremism.22



III

The courses Hitler attended were designed to root out any lingering socialist
sentiments from regular Bavarian troops and indoctrinate them with the
beliefs of the far right. Among the lecturers were the conservative Munich
history professor Karl Alexander von Müller, and the Pan-German
economic theorist Gottfried Feder, who put an antisemitic gloss on
economics by accusing the Jews of destroying the livelihood of hard-
working ‘Aryans’ through using capital unproductively. So readily did
Hitler imbibe the ideas of such men that he was picked out by his superiors
and sent as an instructor on a similar course in August 1919. Here for the
first time he discovered a talent for speaking to a large audience. Comments
by those attending his lectures referred admiringly to his passion and
commitment and his ability to communicate with simple, ordinary men.
They also noted the vehemence of his antisemitism. In a letter written on 16
September, Hitler expounded his beliefs about the Jews. The Jews, he
wrote, in a biological metaphor of the kind that was to recur in many
subsequent speeches and writings, brought about ’the racial tuberculosis of
peoples’. He rejected ’antisemitism from purely emotional grounds’ which
led to pogroms, in favour of an ‘antisemitism of reason’, which had to aim
at ‘the planned legislative combating and removal of the Jews’ privileges’.
‘Its final aim must unshakeably be the removal of the Jews altogether.’23

In the rabidly vengeful, ultra-nationalist atmosphere of the months
following the Free Corps’ violent suppression of the Munich Revolution,
such sentiments were far from unusual. Hitler had by now become a trusted
political agent of the army. In this capacity he was sent to report on one of a
large range of political groups that sprang up in Munich in this period, to
see whether it was dangerous or whether it could be enrolled in the cause of
counter-revolution. This was the German Workers’ Party, founded on 5
January 1919 by one Anton Drexler, a locksmith who had previously
belonged to the Fatherland Party. Drexler insisted that he was a socialist and
a worker, opposed to unearned capital, exploitation and profiteering. But



this was socialism with a nationalistic twist. Drexler ascribed the evils he
fought to the machinations of the Jews, who had also devised the pernicious
ideology of Bolshevism. He directed his appeal not to industrial workers
but to the ‘productive estates’, to all those who lived from honest labour.24

In the short run, this meant the lower middle classes, but equally, in a
tradition going back to Adolf Stocker’s Christian Social movement in the
1880s and echoing many similar nationalist initiatives in both Germany and
Austria before and above all immediately after the war, Drexler’s party
sought in the longer term to win the working class over from Marxism and
enlist it in the service of the Pan-German cause.

The fledgling party was in fact another creation of the hyperactive Thule
Society. There was nothing unusual about Drexler or his tiny party in the
far-right hothouse of Munich after the defeat of the Revolution. What was
unusual was the attention Hitler aroused when he went to a meeting of the
party on 12 September 1919 and spoke passionately from the floor against a
previous speaker who had advocated Bavaria’s separation from the Reich.
Impressed, Drexler readily acquiesced when Hitler, again acting on the
orders of his army superiors, applied to join. Although he later claimed to
have been only the seventh person to join the party, he was in fact enrolled
as member number 555. This was less impressive than it sounded; the
German Workers’ Party membership began, following a habit long
established amongst fringe political groups, not with the number 1, but with
the number 501, to suggest that it enjoyed a membership of hundreds rather
than just a few score.25

Hitler, still encouraged by his superior officers in the army, rapidly
became the party’s star speaker. He built on his success to push the party
into holding ever larger public meetings, mostly in beer-halls, advertised in
advance by brash poster campaigns, and often accompanied by rowdy
scenes. By the end of March 1920, now indispensable to the Party, he had
clearly decided that this was where his future lay. Demagogy had restored
to him the identity he had lost with the German defeat. He left the army and
became a full-time political agitator. The appeal of radical antisemitism in
counter-revolutionary Munich was obvious, and had already been tapped by
a much larger organization with similar views, the German-Racial Defence
and Defiance League. This was yet another far-right group that used the
swastika as its main political symbol. With its headquarters in Hamburg, the
League boasted some 200,000 members all over Germany, drawn from ex-



members of the Fatherland Party, from disgruntled ex-soldiers and from
nationalist-inclined students, teachers and white-collar workers. It ran a
sophisticated propaganda machine, churning out millions of leaflets and
putting on mass meetings where the public numbered thousands rather than
the hundreds which Drexler’s organization was able to attract.26 The
League was far from being the only far-right movement of this kind;
another, much smaller one, the German-Socialist Party, led by the engineer
Alfred Brunner, also had branches in a number of German cities, though its
membership was only a tenth of the size of the League’s. But neither had a
speaker whose pulling power in any way compared to Hitler’s.27

While conventional right-wing politicians delivered lectures, or spoke in
a style that was orotund and pompous, flat and dull, or rough and brutish,
Hitler followed the model of Social Democratic orators such as Eisner, or
the left-wing agitators from whom he later claimed to have learned in
Vienna. And he gained much of his oratorical success by telling his
audiences what they wanted to hear. He used simple, straightforward
language that ordinary people could understand, short sentences, powerful,
emotive slogans. Often beginning a speech quietly, to capture his audience’s
attention, he would gradually build to a climax, his deep, rather hoarse
voice would rise in pitch, climbing in a crescendo to a ranting and
screaming finale, accompanied by carefully rehearsed dramatic gestures, his
face glistening with sweat, his lank, dark hair falling forward over his face
as he worked his audience into a frenzy of emotion. There were no
qualifications in what he said; everything was absolute, uncompromising,
irrevocable, undeviating, unalterable, final. He seemed, as many who
listened to his early speeches testified, to speak straight from the heart, and
to express their own deepest fears and desires. Increasingly, too, he exuded
self-confidence, aggression, belief in the ultimate triumph of his party, even
a sense of destiny. His speeches often began with an account of his own
poverty-stricken early life, to which he drew an implicit parallel with the
downcast, downtrodden and desperate state of Germany after the First
World War, then, his voice rising, he would describe his own political
awakening, and point to its counterpart in Germany’s future recovery and
return to glory. Without necessarily using overtly religious language, Hitler
appealed to religious archetypes of suffering, humiliation, redemption and
resurrection lodged deep within his listeners’ psyche; and in the



circumstances of postwar and post-revolutionary Bavaria, he found a ready
response.28

Hitler’s speeches reduced Germany’s complex social, political and
economic problems to a simple common denominator: the evil
machinations of the Jews. In My Struggle, describing how, in his view,
Jewish subversives had undermined the German war effort in 1918, he
declared:

If at the beginning of the war and during the war twelve or fifteen
thousand of these Hebrew corrupters of the people had been held under
poison gas, as happened to hundreds of thousands of our very best
German workers in the field, the sacrifice of millions at the front would
not have been in vain. On the contrary: twelve thousand scoundrels
eliminated in time might have saved the lives of a million real Germans,
valuable for the future. But it just happened to be in the line of bourgeois
‘statesmanship’ to subject millions to a bloody end on the battlefield
without batting an eyelid, but to regard ten or twelve thousand traitors,
profiteers, usurers, and swindlers as a sacred national treasure and
openly proclaim their inviolability.29

Such uncompromising radicalism lent Hitler’s public meetings a revivalist
fervour that was hard for less demagogic politicians to emulate. The
publicity he won was enhanced by the tactic of advertising them with red
posters, to attract the left, with the result that protests from socialist
listeners often degenerated into fisticuffs and brawls.

In the climate of postwar counter-revolution, national brooding on the
‘stab-in-the-back’, and obsession with war profiteers and merchants of the
rapidly mushrooming hyperinflation, Hitler concentrated especially on
rabble-rousing attacks on ‘Jewish’ merchants who were supposedly pushing
up the price of goods: they should all, he said, to shouts of approval from
his audiences, be strung up.30 Perhaps to emphasize this anti-capitalist
focus, and to align itself with similar groups in Austria and Czechoslovakia,
the party changed its name in February 1920 to the National Socialist
German Workers’ Party; hostile commentators soon abbreviated this to the
word ‘Nazi’, just as the enemies of the Social Democrats had abbreviated
the name of that party earlier on to ‘Sozi’. Despite the change of name,
however, it would be wrong to see Nazism as a form of, or an outgrowth



from, socialism. True, as some have pointed out, its rhetoric was frequently
egalitarian, it stressed the need to put common needs above the needs of the
individual, and it often declared itself opposed to big business and
international finance capital. Famously, too, antisemitism was once declared
to be ‘the socialism of fools’. But from the very beginning, Hitler declared
himself implacably opposed to Social Democracy and, initially to a much
smaller extent, Communism: after all, the ‘November traitors’ who had
signed the Armistice and later the Treaty of Versailles were not
Communists at all, but the Social Democrats and their allies.31

The ‘National Socialists’ wanted to unite the two political camps of left
and right into which, they argued, the Jews had manipulated the German
nation. The basis for this was to be the idea of race. This was light years
removed from the class-based ideology of socialism. Nazism was in some
ways an extreme counter-ideology to socialism, borrowing much of its
rhetoric in the process, from its self-image as a movement rather than a
party, to its much-vaunted contempt for bourgeois convention and
conservative timidity. The idea of a ‘party’ suggested allegiance to
parliamentary democracy, working steadily within a settled democratic
polity. In speeches and propaganda, however, Hitler and his followers
preferred on the whole to talk of the ‘National Socialist movement’, just as
the Social Democrats had talked of the ‘workers’ movement’ or, come to
that, the feminists of the ‘women’s movement’ and the apostles of prewar
teenage rebellion of the ‘youth movement’. The term not only suggested
dynamism and unceasing forward motion, it also more than hinted at an
ultimate goal, an absolute object to work towards that was grander and
more final than the endless compromises of conventional politics. By
presenting itself as a ‘movement’, National Socialism, like the labour
movement, advertised its opposition to conventional politics and its
intention to subvert and ultimately overthrow the system within which it
was initially forced to work.

By replacing class with race, and the dictatorship of the proletariat with
the dictatorship of the leader, Nazism reversed the usual terms of socialist
ideology. The synthesis of right and left was neatly symbolized in the
Party’s official flag, personally chosen by Hitler in mid-1920: the field was
bright red, the colour of socialism, with the swastika, the emblem of racist
nationalism, outlined in black in the middle of a white circle at the centre of
the flag, so that the whole ensemble made a combination of black, white



and red, the colours of the official flag of the Bismarckian Empire. In the
wake of the 1918 Revolution these came to symbolize rejection of the
Weimar Republic and all it stood for; but by changing the design and
adding the swastika, a symbol already used by a variety of far-right racist
movements and Free Corps units in the postwar period, the Nazis also
announced that what they wanted to replace it with was a new, Pan-German,
racial state, not the old Wilhelmine status quo.32

By the end of 1920, Hitler’s early emphasis on attacking Jewish
capitalism had been modified to bring in ‘Marxism’, or in other words
Social Democracy, and Bolshevism as well. The cruelties of the civil war
and ‘red terror’ in Lenin’s Russia were making an impact, and Hitler could
use them to lend emphasis to common far-right views of the supposedly
Jewish inspiration behind the revolutionary upheavals of 1918-19 in
Munich. Nazism would also have been possible, however, without the
Communist threat; Hitler’s anti-Bolshevism was the product of his
antisemitism and not the other way round.33 His principal political targets
remained the Social Democrats and the vaguer spectre of ‘Jewish
capitalism’. Borrowing the stock arguments of antisemitism from before the
war, Hitler declared in numerous speeches that the Jews were a race of
parasites who could only live by subverting other peoples, above all the
highest and best of all races, the Aryans. Thus they divided the Aryan race
against itself, both organizing capitalist exploitation on the one hand and
leading the struggle against it on the other.34 The Jews, he said in a speech
delivered on 6 April 1920, were ‘to be exterminated’; on 7 August the same
year he told his audience that they should not believe ‘that you can fight a
disease without killing the cause, without annihilating the bacillus, and do
not think that you can fight racial tuberculosis without taking care that the
people are free of the cause of racial tuberculosis’. Annihilation meant the
violent removal of the Jews from Germany by any means. The ‘solution of
the Jewish question’, he told his listeners in April 1921, could only be
solved by ‘brute force’. ‘We know’, he said in January 1923, ‘that if they
come to power, our heads will roll in the sand; but we also know that when
we get our hands on power: “Then God have mercy on you!” ’35
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I

At the end of the First World War, General Erich Ludendorff, Germany’s
military dictator for the last two years or so of the conflict, thought it
prudent to remove himself from the political scene for a while. Dismissed
from office on 25 October 1918 after a bitter row with the newly appointed
last, liberal government of the Kaiser, he lingered on for a while in Berlin,
then, donning dark glasses and false whiskers, he slipped across the Baltic
to Sweden to sit out the Revolution. By February 1919 he evidently thought
the worst was over and returned to Germany. Such was the prestige he had
gained in the war that he quickly became the figurehead of the radical right.
A Pan-German annexationist in 1914-18, and a rabid opponent of the Peace
Settlement, he immediately began conspiring to overthrow the new
Republican order. Gathering a group of his former aides around him, he lent
his support to the short-lived putsch mounted against the government in
Berlin by Wolfgang Kapp and the Free Corps in March 1920, and when this
failed, left for the more congenial atmosphere of Munich. Here he soon
came into contact with the ultra-nationalist circle that had by now gathered
round the previously unknown figure of Adolf Hitler.36

By the time the two eventually met, Hitler had acquired the first members
of the devoted band of enthusiasts who would play a key role in one
capacity or another in the growth of the Nazi Party and the building of the
Third Reich. Most devoted of all was the student Rudolf Hess, a pupil of
the geopolitical theorist Karl Haushofer at Munich University. The son of
an authoritarian businessman who had refused to allow him to study before
the war, Hess seemed to be looking for a strong leader to whom he could
bind himself unconditionally. Like a number of subsequently prominent
Nazis, he came from outside the German Reich: Hess was born in
Alexandria in 1894. Service in the war, which he ended as an Air Force
lieutenant, gave him one kind of authority to obey, study with Haushofer
another. Neither gave him what he really wanted, any more than did the
Free Corps or the Thule Society, of which Hess was also a member. It was



eventually provided by Hitler, whom he met in 1920. Antisemitism was a
shared passion: Hess denounced the ‘pack of Jews’ who he thought had
betrayed Germany in 1918, and even before he met Hitler he led
expeditions to working-class districts of Munich to slip thousands of
antisemitic leaflets under the front doors of workers’ flats.37 Henceforth,
Hess directed all the force of his hero-worship towards Hitler. Naive,
idealistic, without personal ambition or greed, and, according to Haushofer,
not very bright, Hess had an inclination to believe in irrational and mystical
doctrines such as astrology; his dog-like devotion to Hitler was almost
religious in its fervour; he regarded Hitler as a kind of Messiah. From now
on, he would be Hitler’s silent, passive slave, drinking in his master’s words
at the regular coffee round in the Café Heck, and gradually taking much of
the burden of the routine work Hitler so hated off his shoulders. In addition,
he introduced Hitler to an elaborate version of the common Pan-German
theory of ‘living-space’, Lebensraum, with which Haushofer justified
German claims to conquer Eastern Europe, and which the novelist Hans
Grimm popularized with his best-seller Race without Space (Volk ohne
Raum) in 1926.38

Useful to Hitler in another way was the failed racist poet and dramatist
Dietrich Eckart, a former medical student. Eckart was already active in far-
right circles in December 1918, when he started publishing a political
weekly, In Plain German (Auf gut deutsch), with backing from a number of
Bavarian businessmen and also the political fund of the army. Eckart
blamed his failure to get his plays performed on what he believed to be the
Jewish domination of culture. He was in personal contact with other racists
and ‘Aryan’ supremacists like Houston Stewart Chamberlain, whose work
he did much to popularize. Like many antisemites, he defined as ‘Jewish’
anyone who was ‘subversive’ or ‘materialistic’, including, among others (in
his view), Lenin and Kaiser Wilhelm II. Well connected and well off,
Eckart, like Hess, was a member of the Thule Society and raised the funds
from his friends, and from the army, for the Nazi Party to buy the Society’s
ailing newspaper, the Racial Observer (Völkischer Beobachter), in
December 1920. He became editor himself, bringing much-needed
journalistic experience to its twice-weekly editions and expanding it into a
daily early in 1923. Eventually, however, his relative independence, and his
rather patronizing attitude towards Hitler, led to a cooling of relations



between the two men, and he was dismissed as editor of the paper in March
1923, dying later in the year.39

Two associates he brought into the Party from the Thule Society served
Hitler more reliably, however, and a good deal longer. The first of these was
the Baltic-German architect Alfred Rosenberg. Another leading Nazi from
beyond the Reich, he was born in Reval, Estonia, in 1893. He fled the
Russian Revolution, conceiving an intense hatred for Bolshevism, and at
the end of the war arrived in Munich, where he became a contributor to
Eckart’s little magazine. He had already become an antisemite before 1914,
as a result of reading Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s work at the age of 16.
An enthusiast for the Tsarist police forgery The Protocols of the Elders of
Zion, which purported to provide evidence of an international Jewish plot to
subvert civilization, Rosenberg also read Gobineau and Nietzsche, and after
the war wrote polemical tracts attacking Jews and Freemasons. His main
desire was to be taken seriously as an intellectual and a cultural theorist. In
1930 Rosenberg was to publish his magnum opus, named The Myth of the
Twentieth Century in homage to the principal work of his idol, Houston
Stewart Chamberlain. This was intended to provide the Nazi Party with a
major work of theory. The book had sold over a million copies by 1945 and
some of its ideas were not without influence. But Hitler himself claimed
never to have read more than a small part of it and disliked what he saw as
its pseudo-religious tone, and it is unlikely that more than a few of the most
dedicated readers managed to plough their way through its acres of turgid
prose to the end. Still, in their frequent conversations in Munich cafés,
Rosenberg more than anyone probably turned Hitler’s attention towards the
threat of Communism and its supposed creation by a Jewish conspiracy, and
alerted Hitler to what he considered the fragile nature of the Soviet Russian
polity. Through Rosenberg, Russian antisemitism, with its extreme
conspiracy theories and its exterminatory thrust, found its way into Nazi
ideology in the early 1920s. ‘Jewish-Bolshevism’ now became a major
target of Hitler’s hate.40

The other man whom Eckart brought into the Nazi Party was Hans Frank.
He was born in Karlsruhe in 1900, the son of a lawyer who initially
followed in his father’s footsteps. While still a law student, in 1919, he
joined the Thule Society and served in the Epp Free Corps in the storming
of Munich. Frank quickly fell under Hitler’s spell, though he never became
one of his inner circle. Hearing him speak in January 1920, Frank felt, like



many others, that Hitler’s words came directly from the heart: ‘He uttered
what was in the consciousness of all those present,’ he said later.
Throughout his life, he was fascinated by the pornography of violence: he
admired brutal men of action, and frequently used the language of violence
with a directness and aggression unmatched by almost any other leading
Nazi, in an attempt to seem like them; but his legal training and background
gave him a residual belief in the law that sometimes sat uneasily alongside
his penchant for coarse language and his defence of murderous actions. He
qualified as a lawyer, with a doctorate in 1924, and his legal expertise,
however limited, was to prove extremely useful to the Party. Up to 1933 he
represented it in over 2,400 cases brought against its members, usually for
acts of violence of one kind or another. Soon after he defended some Nazi
thugs in court for the first time, a senior lawyer who had been one of his
teachers said: ‘I beg you to leave these people alone! No good will come of
it! Political movements that begin in the criminal courts will end in the
criminal courts!’41

By the time these men and many more like them had become part of the
Nazi Party, the fledgling movement had an official Programme, composed
by Hitler and Drexler with a little help from the ‘racial economist’ Gottfried
Feder, and approved on 24 February 1920. Its 25 points included the
demand for ‘the union of all Germans in a Greater Germany’, the
revocation of the 1919 Peace Treaties, ‘land and territory (colonies) to feed
our people‘, the prevention of ’non-German immigration’, and the death
penalty for ‘common criminals, usurers, profiteers etc.’Jews were to be
denied civil rights and registered as aliens, and they were to be banned from
owning or writing for German newspapers. A pseudo-socialist note was
sounded by the demand for the abolition of unearned incomes, the
confiscation of war profits, the nationalization of business trusts and the
introduction of profit-sharing. The Programme concluded with a demand
for ‘the creation of a strong central state power for the Reich’ and the
effective replacement of the federated state parliaments by corporations
based on estate and occupation’.42 It was a typical far-right document of its
time. In practice, it did not mean very much, and, like the Social
Democrats’ Erfurt Programme of 1891, was often bypassed or ignored in
the everyday political struggle, although it was soon declared to be
‘unalterable’, so as to prevent it from becoming a focus for internal
dissension.43



Dissension there was, however, with other causes, principally Drexler’s
efforts to merge the party with other far-right organizations in the Bavarian
capital. Drexler. had his eye in particular on the ‘German-Socialist Party’, a
similar-sized group with virtually identical aims to those of the Nazis.
Unlike the Nazi Party, it had a presence in north Germany. A merger would
give more influence to those who, like Feder, disapproved of the vulgarity
of Hitler’s constant rabble-rousing speeches. Hitler, fearing he would be
submerged in the new movement, scotched the negotiations in April 1921
by threatening to resign. Another crisis blew up when Hitler was with
Eckart in Berlin on a fund-raising mission for the Racial Observer. Merger
talks began again in his absence, this time also involving a third small
antisemitic party, based in Augsburg and led by one Otto Dickel, whose
abilities as a public speaker were rated by some almost as highly as Hitler’s
own. Unable to prevent the Nazi Party going along with Dickel’s scheme to
create a merged ‘Western League’ (named after his somewhat mystical
racist tract The Resurrection of the West), Hitler threw a tantrum and
resigned from the Party altogether. This brought matters to a head, as
Drexler back-pedalled and asked Hitler to name the conditions on which he
would rejoin. In the end, few were prepared to do without the man whose
demagogy had been the sole reason for the Party’s growth over the previous
months. The merger plans were abandoned. Hitler’s uncompromising
conditions were accepted with acclaim at an extraordinary general meeting
on 29 July: they culminated in the demand that he should be made Party
chairman ’with dictatorial powers’ and that the Party be purged of the
‘foreign elements which have now penetrated it’.44

Having secured his complete mastery over the Nazi Party, Hitler now
enjoyed its full support for the propaganda campaign he quickly unfolded.
It soon descended from provocation to violence. On 14 September 1921 a
group of young Nazis went with Hitler to a meeting of the Bavarian
League, a separatist organization, and marched onto the platform with the
intention of silencing the speaker, Otto Ballerstedt. Someone switched all
the lights off, and when they came on again, chants of ‘Hitler’ prevented
Ballerstedt from continuing. As the audience protested, Hitler’s young
thugs attacked the separatist leader, beat him up, and pushed him roughly
off the platform onto the floor, where he lay bleeding profusely from a head
wound. Soon the police appeared and closed the meeting down. Ballerstedt
insisted on prosecuting Hitler, who duly served a month in Munich’s



Stadelheim gaol. The police warned him that if he continued in this way he
would be sent back to Austria as an alien. The warning had little effect. In
early November 1921, shortly after his release, Hitler was at the centre of
another beer-cellar brawl, with beer-mugs flying across the room as Nazis
and Social Democrats traded blows. Soon the Nazis were arming
themselves with knuckledusters, rubber truncheons, pistols and even
grenades. In the summer of 1922, a crowd of Nazis shouted, whistled and
spat at Reich President Ebert as he was visiting Munich. An outing to a
nationalist rally in Coburg in October 1922 culminated in a pitched battle
with Social Democrats in which the Nazis eventually drove their opponents
from the streets with their rubber truncheons.45 Not surprisingly, the Nazi
Party was soon banned in most German states, especially after the murder
of Foreign Minister Rathenau in June 1922, when the Berlin government
attempted a clampdown on far-right extremists whether or not they had
been involved in the assassination. But not in right-wing Bavaria.46

The new note of physical violence in the Nazi campaign reflected not
least the rapid growth of the Party’s paramilitary wing, founded early in
1920 as a ‘hall protection’ group, soon renamed the ’Gymnastics and Sports
Section’. With their brown shirts and breeches, jackboots and caps - a
uniform that only found its final form in 192447—its members soon became
a familiar sight on Munich’s streets, beating up their opponents on the
streets and attacking anyone they thought looked like a Jew. What turned
them from a small group of bully-boys into a major paramilitary movement
was a series of events that had little to do with Hitler. The relative immunity
from police interference which they enjoyed reflected in the first place the
fact that the Bavarian government, led by Gustav Ritter von Kahr, had long
been sympathetic to paramilitary movements of the far right, as part of the
counter-revolutionary ’white terror’ of 1919—20. In this atmosphere,
Captain Hermann Ehrhardt, former commander of a Free Corps brigade,
had established an elaborate network of assassination squads that had
carried out political murders all over Germany, including the killing of
several leading Republican politicians, and the murder of a number of their
own members whom they suspected as double agents.48 Kahr himself
regarded the Republic as a Prussian creation, to be countered by the
maintenance of Bavaria as a centre of anti-Republican ‘order’, and to this
end he maintained a massive, so-called Denizens’ Defence Force, set up
immediately after the crushing of the Communist Council Republic in the



spring of 1919. Heavily armed and militarily equipped, it clearly
contravened the terms of the Treaty of Versailles and was compulsorily
wound up early in 1921. Its dissolution was the signal for a reorganization
of Bavaria’s radical right and a sharp increase in the incidence of violence,
as its members reformed into a huge variety of armed bands, many of them
Bavarian separatist in orientation, all of them antisemitic.49

Ehrhardt brought his Free Corps veterans into the Nazis’ ‘Gymnastics
and Sports Section’ in August 1921; they were hardened graduates of
violent confrontations with Poles and others in Silesia, where the Peace
Settlement had created massive German resentment by lopping off territory
held by Germany before the war to give to the newly founded Polish state.
The deal with Ehrhardt was brokered by Ernst Röhm, another Free Corps
veteran, who had participated in the assault on Munich in the early spring of
1919. Born in 1887, the son of a Bavarian railway official, Röhm had joined
the army in 1906 and became an officer two years later. He served at the
front in the war, but was invalided out - shrapnel had partially destroyed his
nose and badly damaged his face, and he had been seriously wounded at
Verdun. After this, Röhm worked for the War Ministry in Bavaria and was
in charge of arranging the supply of weapons, first for Kahr’s Denizens’
Defence Force and then for its fragmented successor groups. Known to
such people as the ‘machine-gun king’, Röhm boasted a huge range of
contacts on the far right. Among other things, he was a staff officer and
enjoyed a high reputation in the army, and acted as a liaison officer with the
paramilitaries. He clearly had a talent for organization. But his interest did
not really lie in politics. Ernst Röhm was the epitome of a front-line
generation that had come to believe in its own myth.50

Röhm’s penchant was for mindless violence, not political conspiracy. An
analysis of his writings has shown that he used words like ‘prudent’,
‘compromise’, ‘intellectual’, ‘bourgeois’ or ‘middle-class’ almost
invariably in a pejorative sense; his positive, admiring expressions included
‘strapping’, ‘daredevil’, ‘ruthless’ and ‘faithful’. The first words of his
autobiography, published in Munich in 1928, were: ’I am a soldier.’ He
described himself as ‘contrary’ and complained: ‘The Germans have
forgotten how to hate. Feminine complaining has taken the place of
masculine hatred.’51 ‘Since I am an immature and wicked person,’ he wrote
with characteristic openness, ‘war and unrest appeal to me more than well-
behaved bourgeois order.’52 He had no interest at all in ideas, and glorified



the rough and brutal lifestyle of the soldier in his acts as well as his creed.
He had nothing but contempt for civilians, and revelled in the lawlessness
of wartime life. Drinking and carousing, fighting and brawling cemented
the band of brothers among whom he found his place; women were treated
with disdain, strangers to the military life had no place in his world.

Röhm saw in Hitler, whose own penchant for using physical violence to
further his ends was already more than obvious, a natural vehicle for his
desires, and took the lead in building up the Party’s paramilitary wing
movement, renamed the ‘Storm Division’ (Sturmabteilung, or SA) in
October 1921. His connections in the army hierarchy, in the upper levels of
Bavarian politics, and with the paramilitaries, were invaluable to the
fledgling organization. At the same time, however, he always maintained a
degree of independence from Hitler, never really fell under his personal
spell, and sought to use his movement as a vehicle for his own cult of
ceaseless violent activism rather than placing the stormtroopers
unconditionally at the Party’s disposal. The SA remained a formally
separate organization, therefore, and Röhm’s relations with the Nazi Party’s
leader always retained an uneasy undertone. With Röhm in the lead, the
stormtroopers soon began to grow in numbers. Yet by August 1922 they
still counted no more than 800 in their ranks, and other, long since forgotten
paramilitary movements such as the Reich War Flag, or the Bavaria and
Reich League, which had no fewer than 30,000 members, all of them
armed, were far more prominent. It needed much more than the influence of
Ehrhardt and Röhm and the demagogy of Hitler before the Nazis and their
paramilitary movement could seize the initiative in Bavarian politics.53



II

In 1922 the Nazis’ hopes were sharply raised when news came in of Benito
Mussolini’s ‘March on Rome’ on 28 October, which had immediately led to
the Fascist leader’s appointment as Prime Minister of Italy. Where the
Italians had succeeded, surely their German counterparts could not be far
behind? As so often with Mussolini, the image was more than the reality.
Born in 1883 and in his early life a prominent socialist journalist, Mussolini
had changed his politics dramatically during his campaign for Italy’s entry
into the war, and at the war’s end he became the spokesman for Italian
feelings of injured pride as the Peace Settlement failed to deliver the hoped-
for gains. In 1919 he launched his Fascist movement, which used violent
tactics, terror and intimidation against its left-wing opponents, who were
alarming industrialists, employers and businessmen with policies such as
occupying factories in pursuit of their demand for common ownership of
the means of production. Rural unrest also drove landowners into the arms
of the Fascist squads, and, as the situation deteriorated in the course of 1920
and 1921, Mussolini was carried along by the dynamism of his movement.
His rise to prominence indicated that postwar conflict, civil strife, murder
and war were not confined to Germany. They were widespread across
Eastern, Central and Southern Europe. They included the Russo-Polish War,
which only ended in 1921, armed irredentist conflicts in many of the
successor states to the Habsburg Empire, and the creation of short-lived
dictatorships in Spain and Greece.

Mussolini’s example influenced the Nazi Party in a number of ways,
notably in its adoption in late 1922 and early 1923 of the title of ‘Leader’ -
Duce. in Italian, Führer in German - to denote the unquestionable authority
of the man at the movement’s head. The growing cult of Hitler’s personality
in the Nazi Party, fuelled by the Italian precedent, also helped convince
Hitler himself that it was he, and not some figure yet to come, who was
destined to lead Germany into a future national rebirth, a conviction that
was indelibly confirmed by the events of the autumn of 1923.54 By this



time, the Nazis had also begun to borrow from the Italian Fascists the rigid,
outstretched right-arm salute with which they ritually greeted their leader in
an imitation of the ceremonies of Imperial Rome; the leader responded by
raising his own right hand, but crooked back at the elbow, palm opened
upwards, in a gesture of acceptance. The Nazi Party’s use of elaborate
standards to carry its flags also derived from the practice of the Italian
Fascists. Mussolini’s main practical influence on Hitler at this period,
however, was to convince him that the tactic of a march on the capital was
the quickest way to power. As the Fascist squads began to seize control of
major cities and towns in the Italian north, Mussolini, drawing on the
famous example of the revolutionary Giuseppe Garibaldi during the
unification of Italy more than sixty years before, declared that he would use
them as a base for a ‘march on Rome’. In order to avoid bloodshed, the
Italian King and the leading politicians capitulated and appointed him
Prime Minister, a position which he used with increasing ruthlessness to
establish a dictatorial, one-party state by the end of the decade.55

Mussolini’s Fascist movement shared many key characteristics not only
with Nazism but also with other extremist movements of the right, for
example in Hungary, where Gyula Gömbös was referring to himself as a
‘National Socialist’ as early as 1919. Italian Fascism was violent,
ceaselessly active, it despised parliamentary institutions, it was militaristic,
and it glorified conflict and war. It was bitterly opposed not only to
Communism but also, even more importantly, to socialism and to
liberalism. It favoured an organic view of society, in which class interests
and popular representation would be replaced by appointed institutions
cutting across the classes and uniting the nation. It was masculinist and anti-
feminist, seeking a state in which men would rule and women would be
reduced mainly to the functions of childbearing and childrearing. It elevated
the leader to a position of unchallenged authority. It espoused a cult of
youth, declaring its intention of sweeping away old institutions and
traditions and creating a new form of human being, tough, anti-intellectual,
modern, secular and above all fanatically devoted to the cause of his own
nation and race.56 In all these respects, it provided a model and a parallel
for the emerging Nazi Party.

Early Nazism, therefore, like the myriad competing movements of the far
right in the immediate postwar years, belonged firmly in this wider context
of the rise of European fascism. For a long time, Hitler looked admiringly



to Mussolini as an example to follow. The ‘march on Rome’ galvanized the
nascent fascist movements of Europe much as Garibaldi’s march on Rome
and the subsequent unification of Italy had galvanized the nationalist
movements of Europe sixty or so years earlier. The.tide of history seemed
to be moving in Hitler’s direction; democracy’s days were numbered. As
the situation in Germany began to deteriorate with increasing rapidity in the
course of 1922 and 1923, Hitler began to think that he could do the same in
Germany as Mussolini had done in Italy. When the German government
defaulted on reparations payments, and French troops occupied the Ruhr,
nationalists in Germany exploded with rage and humiliation. The
Republic’s loss of legitimacy was incalculable; the government had to be
seen to be doing something to oppose the occupation. A widespread
campaign of civil disobedience, encouraged by the German government, led
to further reprisals on the part of the French, with arrests, imprisonments
and expulsions. Among many examples of French repression, nationalists
remembered how one war veteran and railway worker was sacked and
deported with his family for delivering a pro-German speech at a war
memorial; another man, a schoolteacher, suffered the same fate after getting
his pupils to turn their backs when French troops marched past.57

Schoolboy gangs shaved the heads of women thought to be ‘shamelessly
consorting with the French’, while others, less dramatically, demonstrated
their patriotism by walking miles to school rather than travelling by the
French-run railway. A few workers actively tried to sabotage the
occupation; one of them, Albert Leo Schlageter, a former Free Corps
soldier, was executed for his activities, and the nationalist right, led by the
Nazis, quickly seized on the incident as an example of the brutality of the
French and the weakness of the Berlin government, turning Schlageter into
a much-publicized nationalist martyr in the process. Industry ground to a
standstill, further exacerbating the country’s already dire financial
problems.58

Nationalists had a. potent propaganda weapon in the presence of black
French colonial troops amongst the occupying forces. Racism was endemic
in all European societies in the interwar years, as it was indeed in the
United States and other parts of the world too. It was generally assumed by
Europeans that dark-skinned people were inferior human beings, savages
whom it was the white man’s mission to tame.59 The use of colonial troops
by the British and French during the First World War had excited a certain



amount of unfavourable comment in Germany; but it was their presence on
German territory itself, first of all in the occupied part of the Rhineland,
then in 1923 during the brief French march into the Ruhr, that really opened
the floodgates for lurid racist propaganda. Many Germans living in the
Rhineland and the Saar felt humiliated that, as one of them later put it,
‘Siamese, Senegalese and Arabs made themselves the masters of our
homeland’.60 Soon, cartoonists were arousing racist and nationalist
emotions by penning crude, semi-pornographic sketches of bestial black
soldiers carrying off innocent white German women to a fate worse than
death. On the right, this became a potent symbol of Germany’s national
humiliation during the Weimar years, and the myth of the mass rape of
German women by French colonial troops became so powerful that the few
hundred mixed-race children to be found in Germany in the early 11930s
were almost universally regarded as the offspring of such incidents. In fact,
the overwhelming majority of them actually seem to have been the result of
consensual unions, often between German colonists and indigenous
Africans in the German colonies before or during the war.61

As the Nazis and many more who thought like them exploited these fears
and resentments to the full, the government in Berlin seemed powerless to
do anything about it. Plans and conspiracies began to multiply. Hitler was
not the only person to contemplate a march on Berlin: the ‘National-
Bolshevist’ Hans von Hentig, who was to become Germany’s most
distinguished criminologist after 1945, was also starting to gather arms and
troops in a hare-brained scheme to use the Communist Party as an ally in a
violent seizure of power with the aim of getting Germany to repudiate the
Treaty of Versailles.62 The idea was not very realistic, whoever tried to put
it into action; both Germany’s federal structure and its constitution made a
repetition of what had happened in Italy extremely unlikely. Nevertheless, it
quickly took root. Hitler embarked on a massive propaganda offensive,
berating the ‘November criminals’ in Berlin for their weakness, and
building up in a crescendo of public demonstrations against the French.

His prospects were greatly improved at this time by the accession of a
further group of new and very useful supporters to the Nazi movement.
Among them was Ernst ‘Putzi’ Hanfstaengl, a tall, part-American socialite
from a wealthy background in the world of art dealing and publishing,
whose snobbery always prevented him from falling wholly under Hitler’s
spell. But Hanfstaengl thought Hitler’s petty-bourgeois simplicity - his



appalling taste in art, his ignorance of wine, his clumsy table manners -
simply underlined his patent sincerity. His lack of polish was an essential
precondition of his uncanny ability to connect with the masses. Like many
other admirers of Hitler, Hanfstaengl first came into contact with him by
attending one of his speeches; for his part, Hitler was overwhelmed by
Hanfstaengl’s drawing-room sophistication, and enjoyed listening to him
playing Wagner on the piano, marching round the room and conducting
with his arms as the strains of the master sounded out. More seriously,
Hanfstaengl was able to introduce Hitler to influential people in Munich
high society, including publishers, businessmen and army officers. Such
circles found it amusing to patronize him, were entertained when he
appeared at their elegant parties dressed in an army coat and carrying a dog-
whip, and shared enough of his views to guarantee his loans - as the wife of
the piano manufacturer Bechstein did - and to support him in various other
ways. Only the most dedicated, however, like the businessman Kurt
Lüdecke, gave Hitler money in any great quantity. Otherwise, the Nazi
Party had to rely on its friends in high places, like the former diplomat Max
Erwin von Scheubner-Richter, to steer a small portion of business funds
meant for Ludendorff in their direction while it continued to draw most of
its income from Party membership dues.63

A very different kind of backing was provided in October 1922 by the
arrival in the Nazi Party, with his followers in Nuremberg, of Julius
Streicher, another ex-soldier, sporting, like Hitler, the Iron Cross, and a
founder-member of the German-Socialist Party after the war. Impressed by
Hitler’s progress, Streicher brought so many supporters into the Nazi Party
that it virtually doubled in size overnight. Protestant Franconia was an ideal
recruiting-ground for Nazism, with its resentful peasantry, its susceptibility
to the appeal of antisemitism and the absence of any dominant established
political party. Streicher’s accession extended the Party’s influence
significantly further northwards. But in acquiring Streicher, the Party also
acquired a vicious antisemite whose extreme hatred of the Jews matched
even Hitler’s, and a man of violence who carried a heavy whip in public
and personally beat up his helpless opponents once he had achieved a
position of power. In 1923 Streicher founded a sensational popular
newspaper, The Stormer (Der Stürmer), which rapidly established itself as
the place where screaming headlines introduced the most rabid attacks on
Jews, full of sexual innuendo, racist caricatures, made-up accusations of



ritual murder and titillating, semi-pornographic stories of Jewish men
seducing innocent German girls. So extreme was the paper, and so
obviously obsessive was its brutish-looking, shaven-headed editor, that
Streicher never acquired a great deal of influence within the movement,
whose leaders regarded him with some distaste, and the paper was even
banned for a period under the Third Reich.

Yet Streicher was not just a thug. A former schoolteacher, he was also a
poet whose lyrics have been described as ‘quite attractive’, and, like Hitler,
he painted watercolours, though in his case only as a hobby. Streicher, too,
fancied himself as an artist; he was not without education, he was a
professional journalist and was also, therefore, in a sense, a bohemian like
Hitler. His ideas, though expressed in an extreme form, were not
particularly unusual in the right-wing circles of the day, and owed a lot, as
he himself acknowledged, to the influence of prewar German antisemitism,
particularly Theodor Fritsch. And Streicher’s antisemitism was in no sense
on the outer fringe of the Nazi movement. Hitler, indeed, later commented
that Streicher, in a way, ‘idealised the Jew. The Jew is baser, fiercer, more
diabolical than Streicher depicted him.’ He may not have been an effective
administrator, Hitler conceded, and his sexual appetite led him into all kinds
of trouble, but Hitler always remained loyal to him. At times, when it was
important for Nazism to present a respectable face, The Stormer could be an
embarrassment; but only as a matter of tactics, never as an issue of principle
or belief.64



III

In 1923, Hitler and the Nazi Party felt no particular need to look
respectable. Violence seemed the obvious way to power. The far-right
Bavarian government of Gustav Ritter von Kahr, sympathetic to the
paramilitaries, had fallen in September 1921. Since then, Kahr and his
friends had been embroiled in intrigues against the government led by
Eugen von Knilling and his Bavarian People’s Party. As many moderate
conservatives were to do later on, Knilling and his allies felt that the Nazis
were a threat, and disliked their violence, but considered that their heart was
in the right place and their idealism only needed to be used in a more
productive and healthy way. So they, too, were relatively tolerant of the
Nazis’ activities. Moreover, on the one occasion on which they tried to
crack down by banning a Nazi Party rally at the end of January 1923,
fearing it would become violent, the army commander in Bavaria, General
Hermann von Lossow, was contacted by Röhm and agreed to support
Hitler’s right to hold the rally providing he gave a guarantee that it would
be peaceful. Kahr, at this time regional governor of Upper Bavaria,
supported him, and the Bavarian government backed down.65

Events now moved rapidly towards a climax. Much of the time they were
beyond Hitler’s control. In particular, Ernst Röhm, quite independently
from him, succeeded in getting the main paramilitary organizations in
Bavaria together in a Working Community of Patriotic Fighting Leagues,
which included some much larger groups than the Nazi brownshirts. These
groups surrendered their weapons to the regular army, whose Bavarian units
under General von Lossow were clearly readying themselves for the much-
bruited march on Berlin and an armed confrontation with the French in the
Ruhr, and they enrolled the paramilitaries as auxiliaries and started to train
them. Into this witches’ brew of paramilitary conspiracy there now came
General Ludendorff. An attempt by Hitler to seize the initiative by
demanding the return of the brownshirts’ weapons from the army met with
a cool rebuff. He was forced to yield to Ludendorff as the figurehead of the



conspiracy when the paramilitaries staged a huge parade in Nuremberg at
the beginning of September, with as many as 100,000 uniformed men
taking part. Hitler was named political leader of the paramilitaries, but, far
from being in control of the situation, he was being swept along by
events.66

Röhm’s role in the reorganized paramilitary movement was crucial, and
he now resigned as head of the small Nazi stormtrooper organization in
order to concentrate on it. He was succeeded by a man who was to play a
key role in the subsequent development of the Nazi movement and the
Third Reich: Hermann Goring. Born in 1893 in Rosenheim, Bavaria,
Goring was another man of action, but of a very different stamp from
Röhm. He came from an upper-middle-class Bavarian background; his
father had played a key role in the German colonization of Namibia before
the war and was a convinced German imperialist. From 1905 to 1911
Göring attended military college, latterly in Berlin, and ever afterwards
regarded himself as a Prussian soldier rather than a Bavarian. During the
war, he became a well-known flying ace, ending it in command of the
fighter squadron founded by the ‘Red Baron’ von Richthofen. His exploits
as a pilot had earned him Germany’s highest military decoration, the Pour
le mérite, and a popular reputation as a swashbuckling daredevil. Fighter
pilots were widely regarded as a kind of modern knight in armour, whose
derring-do contrasted dramatically with the dull, mechanized slaughter of
the trenches, and Goring was lionized in aristocratic circles, strengthening
his upper-crust social contacts by marrying in February 1922 a Swedish
Baroness, Karin von Kantzow. Like many other wartime fighters, he
continued to search for a life of action after the conflict was over, briefly
belonging to a Free Corps, then becoming a show flier in Scandinavia, and
finally, through the influence of his wife, finding his way into Hitler’s
movement towards the end of 1922. At this time, therefore, Goring was a
dashing, handsome, romantic figure, whose exploits were celebrated in
numerous adulatory popular books and magazine articles.

Goring’s longing for action found its fulfilment in the Nazi movement.
Ruthless, energetic and extremely egotistical, Goring nevertheless fell
completely under Hitler’s spell from the very start. Loyalty and faithfulness
were for him the highest virtues. Like Röhm, Goring too regarded politics
as warfare, a form of armed combat in which neither justice nor morality
had a part to play; the strong won, the weak perished, the law was a mass of



‘legalistic’ rules that were there to be broken if the need arose. For Goring,
the end always justified the means, and the end was always what he
conceived of as the national interest of Germany, which he considered had
been betrayed by Jews, democrats and revolutionaries in 1918. Goring’s
aristocratic connections, his chiselled good looks, his cosmopolitan mastery
of French, Italian and Swedish, and his reputation as a chivalrous fighter-
pilot persuaded many that he was a moderate, a diplomatist even;
Hindenburg and many like him thought of Goring as the acceptable face of
Nazism, an authoritarian conservative like themselves. The appearance was
deceptive; he was as ruthless, as violent and as extreme as any of the
leading Nazis. These varying qualities, allied to the rapidly growing
abnegation of his will before Hitler’s, made him the ideal choice as the new
leader of the stormtroopers in place of Röhm early in 1923.67

With Goring in charge, the stormtroopers could now be expected to toe
the Nazi line again. Preparations went ahead, in conjunction with the wider
paramilitary movement, which Röhm steered as far as he was able, for a
rising throughout the spring and early summer of 1923. The crisis finally
came when the Reich government in Berlin was forced to resign on 13
August. Its successor, a broad coalition that included the Social Democrats,
was led by Gustav Stresemann, a right-wing liberal nationalist who over the
coming years was to prove himself the Republic’s most skilled, most subtle
and most realistic politician. Stresemann realized that the campaign of
passive resistance to the French occupation of the Ruhr had to be ended,
and the galloping hyperinflation brought under control. He instituted a
policy of ‘fulfilment’, in which Germany would fulfil the terms of the Peace
Settlement, including the payment of reparations, while lobbying behind the
scenes for them to be changed. His policy met with notable success during
the next six years, during which he held the position of Reich Foreign
Minister. But to the extreme nationalists it was nothing more than national
betrayal. Realizing that they were now likely to stage an uprising, the
Bavarian government appointed Kahr as a General State Commissioner
with full powers to maintain order. Backed by Lossow and the police chief,
Hans Ritter von Seisser, Kahr banned a series of meetings planned by the
Nazis for 27 September while they pursued their own plans for the
overthrow of the government in Berlin: Pressure mounted on all sides for
action; amongst the rank-and-file of the paramilitaries, as Hitler was
repeatedly warned, it was becoming almost irresistible.68



In Berlin, the army leader General Hans von Seeckt refused to go along
with the plans of Lossow, Seisser and Kahr. He preferred to remove
Stresemann’s government by backstairs intrigue, which indeed he
eventually did, though it was succeeded by another coalition in which
Stresemann remained Foreign Minister. Feverish negotiations in Munich
failed to produce any unity between the Bavarian army under Lossow, the
police under Seisser, and the paramilitaries, whose political representative
was of course Hitler. Aware that he would lose the support of the
paramilitaries if he dithered any longer, and worried that Kahr was himself
considering action, Hitler, now backed by Ludendorff, decided on a putsch.
The Bavarian government would be arrested, and Kahr and his allies would
be forced to join with the paramilitaries in a march on Berlin. The date for
the putsch was set, more under the pressure of events than by any search for
a symbolic date, for 9 November, the anniversary of the outbreak of the
Revolution of 1918 that had overthrown the Kaiser’s regime. On the
evening of 8 November, Hitler and a body of heavily armed stormtroopers
broke into a meeting addressed by Kahr in the Bürgerbräukeller, a beer-
cellar just outside the centre of Munich. Hitler ordered one of his men to
fire a pistol-shot into the ceiling to silence the crowd, then announced that
the hall was surrounded. The Bavarian government, he declared, was
deposed. While Goring calmed the audience, Hitler took Kahr, Lossow and
Seisser into an adjoining room and explained that he would march on
Berlin, installing himself at the head of a new Reich government;
Ludendorff would take over the national army. They would be rewarded for
their support with important positions themselves. Returning to speak to the
crowd, Hitler won them over with a dramatic plea for backing in what he
called his action against ‘the November criminals of 1918’. Kahr and his
companions had no option but to return to the podium and, joined now by
Ludendorff, declare their support.69

But translating histrionic demonstrations into political power was not so
easy. The Nazis’ plans for a putsch were half-baked. Röhm occupied the
army headquarters in Munich, and Nazi units also took over the police
headquarters, but other buildings including, crucially, the army barracks,
remained in government hands, and while Hitler went into the city to try
and sort things out, Ludendorff released Kahr and the other prisoners, who
promptly backtracked on their enforced compliance with the plot and
immediately got in touch with the army, the police and the media to



repudiate Hitler’s actions. Back in the beer-cellar, Hitler and Ludendorff
decided to march on the city centre. They gathered about two thousand
armed supporters, each of whom had been paid 2 billion marks (worth just
over three dollars on this particular day) from a hoard of more than 14,000
billion marks ‘confiscated’ from two supposedly Jewish banknote printers
in raids carried out by brownshirt squads on Hitler’s orders. The column set
off at midday on 9 November and, encouraged by the cheers of their
supporters, they marched through the centre of the city in the direction of
the Ministry of War. At the end of the street they were met by an armed
cordon of police. According to the official report, they pressed pistols with
their safety catches off against the policemen’s chests, spat on them and
pointed fixed bayonets in their direction. Then someone on one side or the
other - there were conflicting claims - fired a shot. For half a minute the air
was filled with whizzing bullets as both sides let fly. Goring fell, shot in the
leg; Hitler dropped, or was pushed, to the ground, dislocating his shoulder.
Scheubner-Richter, Hitler’s diplomat friend and connection to patrons in
high places, was killed outright. Altogether, fourteen marchers were shot
dead, and four policemen. As the police moved in to arrest Ludendorff,
Streicher, Röhm and many others, Goring managed to get away, fleeing first
to Austria, then Italy, before settling in Sweden, becoming addicted in the
process to the morphine he took to relieve the pain of his wound. Hitler was
taken off, his arm in a sling, to Hanfstaengl’s country house, where he was
arrested on 11 November. The putsch had come to an ignominious end.70



REBUILDING THE MOVEMENT



I

It did not take Hitler long to recover his nerve after the events of 9
November 1923. He knew that he could implicate a whole range of
prominent Bavarian politicians in the putsch attempt, and expose the army’s
involvement in training paramilitaries for a march on Berlin. Aware of this
threat, which had emerged already during Hitler’s interrogation, the
Bavarian government managed to persuade the authorities in Berlin to hold
the trial not in the Reich Court in Leipzig, but before a specially constituted
‘People’s Court’ in Munich, where they had more control over events.71 It
seems likely that they offered Hitler leniency in return for his agreement to
carry the can. As judge they picked Georg Neithardt, a well-known
nationalist who had been appointed by Bavaria’s reactionary Justice
Minister Franz Gürtner in 1919 and had presided over Hitler’s previous
trial, early in 1922. When the trial began, on 26 February 1924, Hitler was
allowed to appear in civilian dress, wearing his Iron Cross, and to address
the court for hours on end without interruption. While Neithardt let him
bully and insult prosecution witnesses, the state prosecutor failed to call a
number of key figures whose testimony would have proved damaging to the
defence case. The court suppressed evidence of Ludendorff’s involvement,
and rejected a plea for Hitler to be deported as an Austrian citizen, because
he had served in the German army and shown himself to be a German
patriot.72 Hitler took the entire responsibility on himself, declaring that
serving the interests of Germany could not be high treason. The ‘eternal
Court of History’, he declared, ‘will judge us ... as Germans who wanted
the best for their people and their fatherland.’73

Despite the fact that the participants in the putsch had shot dead four
policemen and staged an armed and (in any reasonable legal terms)
treasonable revolt against a legitimately constituted state government, both
offences punishable by death, the court sentenced Hitler to a mere five
years in prison for high treason, and the others were indicted to similar or
even lighter terms. Ludendorff, as expected, was acquitted. The court



grounded its leniency in the fact that, as it declared, the participants in the
putsch ‘were led in their action by a pure patriotic spirit and the most noble
will’. The judgment was scandalous even by the biased standards of the
Weimar judiciary. It was widely condemned, even on the right. Hitler was
sent to an ancient fortress at Landsberg am Lech, west of Munich, where he
took over the cell held up to that point by Count Arco-Valley, the assassin
of Kurt Eisner. This was what was called ‘fortress incarceration’, a mild
form of imprisonment for offenders thought to have acted from honourable
motives, such as, before the war, gentlemen of honour who had killed their
opponent in a duel. Hitler’s cell was large, airy and comfortably furnished.
Visitors had free access. Over five hundred of them came during the course
of his stay. They brought him presents, flowers, letters and telegrams from
well-wishers outside. He was able to read, indeed there was little else to do
when he was not receiving visitors, and he ploughed his way through a
variety of books by authors such as Friedrich Nietzsche and Houston
Stewart Chamberlain, searching them in the main for confirmation of his
own views. More importantly, at the suggestion of the Nazi publisher Max
Amann, Hitler also sat down to dictate an account of his life and opinions
up to this point to two of his fellow-prisoners, his chauffeur Emil Maurice
and his factotum Rudolf Hess, an account published the following year
under the title, probably proposed by Amann, of My Struggle.74

My Struggle has been seen by some historians as a kind of blueprint for
Hitler’s later actions, a dangerous and devilish book that was unfortunately
ignored by those who should have known better. It was nothing of the kind.
Heavily edited by Amann, Hanfstaengl and others in order to make it more
literate and less incoherent than the rambling first draft, it was none the less
turgid and tedious, and sold only modest numbers of copies before the
Nazis achieved their electoral breakthrough in 1930. After that it became a
best-seller, above all during the Third Reich, when not to own a copy was
almost an act of treason. Those people who read it, probably a relatively
small proportion of those who bought it, must have found it difficult to gain
anything very coherent out of its confused mélange of autobiographical
reminiscences and garbled political declamations. Hitler’s talent for
winning hearts and minds lay in his public oratory, not in his writing. Still,
no one who read the book could have been left in any doubt about the fact
that Hitler considered racial conflict to be the motor, the essence of history,
and the Jews to be the sworn enemy of the German race, whose historic



mission it was, under the guidance of the Nazi Party, to break their
international power and annihilate them entirely. ‘The nationalization of our
masses’, he declared, ‘will succeed only when, aside from all the positive
struggle for the soul of our people, their international poisoners are
exterminated.’75

The Jews were now linked indissolubly in Hitler’s mind with
‘Bolshevism’ and ‘Marxism’, which received far greater prominence in My
Struggle than the finance capitalism that had so obsessed him during the
period of monetary inflation. For Russia was where Germany’s conquest of
‘living-space’ would be made at the same time as the elimination of the
‘Jewish-Bolsheviks’ who he supposed ruled the Soviet state. These ideas
were laid out in more detail in the book’s second volume, composed in
1925 and published the following year; they were central to Hitler’s
ideology from now on. ‘The boundaries of the year 1914 mean nothing at
all for the German future,‘he declared. Drawing a comparison with the vast
Eastern conquests of Alexander the Great, he announced that ‘the end of
Jewish rule in Russia will also be the end of Russia as a state’. The soil now
occupied by ‘Russia and her vassal border states’ would in future be given
over to ‘the industrious work of the German plough’.76

Hitler’s beliefs were clearly laid out in My Struggle, for all to see who
wished to. No one familiar with the text could have emerged from reading it
with the view that all Hitler wanted was the revision of the Treaty of
Versailles, the restoration of the German borders of 1914 or the self-
determination of German-speaking minorities in Central Europe. Nor could
anyone have doubted the visceral, fanatical, indeed murderous quality of his
antisemitism. But beliefs and intentions are not the same as blueprints and
plans. When it came to working out how to implement these views, Hitler’s
text naturally reflected the politics of the particular period in which it was
written. At this time, the French were the enemy, having only recently
withdrawn from the Ruhr. The British, by contrast, looked like a possible
ally in the struggle against Bolshevism, having lent their support to the
‘White’ forces in the Russian civil war only a few years before. A little
later, when Hitler composed another, similar work, unpublished during his
lifetime, the clash between Italy and Germany over the South Tyrol was on
the international agenda, and so he concentrated on that.77 What remained
central through all these tactical twists and turns, however, was the long-
term drive for ‘living-space’ in the East, and the fierce desire to annihilate



the Jews. This, again, could not be done all at once, and Hitler obviously, at
this stage, had no clear idea as to how it would be achieved, or when. Here,
too, there would be tactical manoeuvres along the way, and a variety of
interim solutions would present themselves. But none of this affected the
genocidal quality of Hitler’s hatred of the Jews, or his paranoid conviction
that they were responsible for all of Germany’s ills and that the only long-
term solution was their complete annihilation as a biological entity; a
conviction easily discernible not only from the language of My Struggle,
but also from the words and phrases he used in his speeches, and the
atmosphere of revivalist intolerance in which they were held.78 The Jews
were a ‘pestilence’, ‘worse than the Black Death’, a ‘maggot in the
decomposing body of Germany’, and they would be driven from what he
thought of as their positions of power, and then expelled from the country
altogether, if necessary by force. What would happen to the Jews of Eastern
Europe once Germany had acquired its living-space there, he could not say;
but the murderous violence of his language left little doubt that their fate
would not be a pleasant one.79

The composition of his book, the massive publicity he gained from the
trial, the adulation that poured in from the nationalist right after the
attempted putsch, all helped convince Hitler, if he had not been convinced
before, that he was the man to turn these views into reality. The failed
putsch also taught him that he would not even be able to take the first step -
the acquisition of supreme power in Germany itself - by relying on
paramilitary violence alone. A ‘march on Rome’ was out of the question in
Germany. It was essential to win mass public support, by the propaganda
and public-speaking campaigns which Hitler knew were his forte. The
revolutionary conquest of power, still favoured by Röhm, would not work
in any case if it was undertaken without the support of the army, so
conspicuously lacking in November 1923. Hitler did not, as was sometimes
later said, even by himself, embark on a path of ‘legality’ in the wake of the
failed putsch. But he did realize that toppling the Weimar ‘system’ would
require more than a few ill-directed gunshots, even in a year of supreme
crisis such as 1923. Coming to power clearly required collaboration from
key elements in the establishment, and although he had enjoyed some
support in 1923, it had not proved sufficient. In the next crisis, which was to
occur less than a decade later, he made sure he had the army and the key



institutions of the state either neutralized, or actively working for him,
unlike in 1923.80

Meanwhile, however, the situation of the Nazi Party seemed almost
irretrievable in the wake of Hitler’s arrest and imprisonment. The
paramilitary groups broke up in disorder, and their arms were confiscated
by the government. Kahr, Lossow and Seisser, badly compromised by the
putsch, were pushed aside by a new cabinet under the Bavarian People’s
Party leader, Heinrich Held. Bavarian separatism and ultra-nationalist
conspiracies gave way to more conventional regional politics. The situation
calmed down as the hyperinflation came to an end and the policy of
‘fulfilment’ took hold in Berlin, bearing fruit almost immediately with the
rescheduling of reparations under the Dawes Plan. Deprived of their leader,
the Nazis split up into tiny squabbling factions again. Röhm continued to
try and reunite the remaining fragments of the paramilitaries in allegiance to
Ludendorff. Hitler put Alfred Rosenberg in charge of the Nazi Party as
virtually the only leading figure left in the country who was still at large.
But Rosenberg proved completely incapable of establishing any authority
over the movement.81

Both the Nazi Party and the brownshirts were now illegal organizations.
They were completely unprepared for a clandestine existence. Opinions
differed widely on what tactics to use in future - paramilitary or
parliamentary - and rivalries between figures like Streicher and Ludendorff,
as well as the congeries of ultra-nationalist groups who emerged to try to
claim the Nazi succession, were crippling attempts to resurrect the
movement. Hitler more or less washed his hands of all these squabbles,
announcing his withdrawal from politics to write his book. Matters were not
much improved when Hitler was released on parole, by a decision of the
Bavarian Supreme Court and against the advice of the state prosecutorial
service, on 20 December 1924. He still had almost four years of his
sentence to run, during which he had to be careful not to violate the
conditions of his parole. He was not allowed to speak in public in most
parts of Germany until 1927; he was still banned in Prussia, which covered
over half the Weimar Republic’s land surface and contained the majority of
its population, as late as 1928. The ultra-nationalist right was humiliated in
the national elections of 1924. The only ray of sunshine in the gloom was
provided by the Austrian government, which scotched official attempts to
get Hitler repatriated by refusing to accept him.82
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Nevertheless, Hitler still had a few friends in high places. One key figure
was the Bavarian Justice Minister Franz Gürtner, who sympathized with his
nationalist ideas. Gürtner agreed to lift the ban on the Nazi Party and its
newspaper, the Racial Observer, when the Bavarian state of emergency was
finally ended on 16 February 1925.83 Armed with his newly won prestige
and self-confidence as the nationalist hero of the putsch and the subsequent
trial, Hitler promptly refounded the Nazi Party, calling on his former
followers to join it and (a key new point) to submit themselves
unconditionally to his leadership. Julius Streicher, Gottfried Feder, the Party
journalist and propagandist Hermann Esser and others publicly buried their
differences in a show of solidarity. Hitler moved to push his most serious
rivals out onto the margins of politics. First, as it became legal to
reconstitute the brownshirt organization, he insisted that it be subordinated
to the Party, and cut its links with the other paramilitary groups; Ernst
Röhm, who rejected this view, was ousted, left politics and was forced to
become a salesman and then a factory hand before accepting an invitation
to go to Bolivia to instruct the country’s troops in the ways of European
warfare.84 And secondly, Hitler worked steadily to undermine the
continuing prestige of Ludendorff, who was not only a serious rival but was
also rapidly becoming more extreme in his views. Under the influence of
Mathilde von Kemnitz, whom he married in 1926, Ludendorff founded the
Tannenberg League, which published conspiracy-theory literature attacking
not only Jews but also Jesuits and the Catholic Church - a certain recipe for
electoral disaster in Bavaria and other pious parts of southern Germany.
Ludendorff’s fate was sealed when he stood as a candidate for the
Presidency in the 1925 elections on behalf of the Nazi Party and received a
derisory 1.1 per cent of the vote. There is some evidence that Hitler himself
had persuaded him to stand in the knowledge that his reputation would be
irreparably harmed by the attempt.85 From now until his death in 1937,
Ludendorff and his Tannenberg League remained on the fringes of politics,



condemned to complete irrelevance and lacking in any kind of mass
support. Nothing demonstrated more clearly than this the changed situation
of extreme nationalism in Germany: the all-powerful military dictator of the
First World War had been pushed out to the margins of politics by the
upstart Nazi politician; the general had been displaced by the corporal.

With Ludendorff safely out of the way, Hitler had no serious rival on the
extreme right any more. He could now concentrate on bringing the rest of
the ultra-nationalist movement to heel. While disparate groups in the south
gravitated into the orbit of the Nazi Party, the various branches of the Party
in northern and western Germany were undergoing something of a revival.
The person mainly responsible for this was another Bavarian, Gregor
Strasser, a pharmacist from Landshut. Born in 1892, the son of a politically
active lawyer, Strasser was well educated and well read, and his middle-
class upbringing and manners made him an attractive figure in the eyes of
many potential sympathizers of the Nazi movement. At the same time, like
many bourgeois German men of his generation, he was stamped by the
experience of 1914, the spirit of unity that he believed needed to be re-
created among all Germans. After finishing his military service as a
lieutenant, Strasser sought to re-create this experience and to right what he
believed to be Germany’s wrongs. He fought with the Free Corps in Munich
at the end of the war and then built up his own paramilitary group, which
brought him into contact with Hitler. For Strasser, it was the cause rather
than the leader that mattered. On 9 November 1923 he led his brownshirt
unit into Munich to seize a key bridge over the river, as arranged, and when
the putsch backfired he took his unit back to Landshut again, where he was
duly arrested.86

But in the end his rather peripheral participation in the putsch did not
seem to the authorities to warrant particularly harsh treatment. Strasser
therefore remained at large while the other Nazi leaders either fled or were
landed in gaol. In April 1924 he was elected to the Bavarian Parliament. He
proved to be a talented administrator, bringing together many of the
fragments of the shattered ultra-right. Once the Nazi Party was legal again,
Hitler, recognizing his ability, sent him to revive it in north Germany. By
the end of 1915, Strasser’s tireless recruitment drive had increased the
number of branches nearly fourfold, using a pronounced emphasis on the
‘socialist’ aspects of Nazi ideology to try and win over the industrial
working class in areas like the Ruhr. Strasser was contemptuous of the other



ultra-right groups which thought ‘the primitive solution of antisemitism to
be adequate’. He told Oswald Spengler in July 1925 that Nazism was
different because it sought ‘a German revolution’ through a German form
of socialism.87 His idea of socialism, however, while it involved the state
taking a 51 per cent stake in major industries and 49 per cent in all other
businesses, also included the return of the guilds and the payment of wages
in kind rather than in money. ‘Socialist’ ideas of this kind were developed
by Strasser in conjunction with a number of Nazi leaders in the new
branches of the Party in various parts of North Germany. These Party
branches owed little or nothing to the leadership of Hitler during this
period; the Party, as it were, was largely reconstituting itself, independently
of headquarters in Munich. Soon, perhaps inevitably, Strasser and his allies
were voicing their suspicions of what they regarded as the corrupt and
dictatorial clique under Hermann Esser that was running the Party’s Munich
office while Hitler was composing the second volume of My Struggle.
Many of them had not even met Hitler in person, and so had not fallen
under the spell of his growing personal charisma. They particularly disliked
the existing Nazi Party Programme, and declared their intention of
replacing it with one more in tune with their own ideas.88

Particularly prominent in these moves was another new recruit to the
Party, the young ideologue Joseph Goebbels. Born in 1897 in the industrial
town of Rheydt on the Lower Rhine, son of a clerk, Goebbels was given a
grammar-school education and went on to study Ancient Philology,
German, and History at Bonn University, gaining a Ph.D. in Romantic
literature at Heidelberg University in 1921, which entitled him to be
addressed, as he was ever after, as ‘Dr Goebbels’. But despite his doctorate,
Goebbels was not destined for the academic life. He too was a kind of
bohemian, already occupying his spare time in his student days with writing
plays and dreaming of an artistic future. Throughout the 1920s he wrote and
rewrote the novel that was eventually published in 1929 as Michael: A
German Fate in the Pages of a Diary. The novel was mainly a vehicle for
Goebbels’s own vague and confused conceptions of a national revival,
based on fanatical faith and belief in the future, for which the novel’s hero
eventually sacrifices himself. By such means, Goebbels sought to give
meaning to a life dominated by his own very obvious physical disability: a
club foot, which made him walk with a limp. It exposed him to merciless
teasing at school, and indeed throughout his life, and rendered him unfit for



military service in the First World War. Perhaps in compensation, Goebbels
came to believe that he was destined for great things; he kept a diary, he
pursued women and love affairs with extraordinary vigour and a surprising
degree of success, and he spurned any ordinary means of earning a living.
Instead, he read avidly - Dostoevsky, Nietzsche, Spengler, and above all
Houston Stewart Chamberlain, who convinced him that the rebirth of the
West prophesied by Spengler could only be achieved by the removal of the
Jews.89

Goebbels was different in some ways from the other leading Nazis. His
intellect and temperament were often described as ‘Latin’, perhaps because
he avoided vague philosophical and rhetorical declamation and instead
spoke and wrote with a remarkable clarity and openness mixed on occasion
with sarcastic humour.90 Like many others, however, he had been
profoundly shocked by Germany’s defeat in the First World War. He spent
the winter semester of 1919-20 in Munich - it was common for German
students to change universities at least once during their studies - and so, as
well as being exposed to the extreme right-wing atmosphere of student life,
he now imbibed the rabidly nationalist atmosphere of the counter-revolution
in the city in those months. Although he sympathized with men like Count
Arco-Valley, whose imprisonment for the assassination of Kurt Eisner
deeply dismayed him, Goebbels did not really discover his political
commitment, or his political abilities, until 1924, when, after coming into
contact with a number of ultra-nationalist groups, he was introduced to the
Nazi Party by an old school friend.

As Goebbels made his way in the Nazi Party, he met Erich Koch, a
Rhenish Nazi and former member of the violent wing of resistance against
the French. He also encountered Julius Streicher, whom he described
privately as a ‘Berserker’ and ‘perhaps somewhat pathological’.91 And he
was impressed by Ludendorff, whom he already admired as the great
general from the First World War. Soon, Goebbels had become a Party
organizer in the Rhineland. He developed into an effective orator, perhaps
the most effective of all the Nazi speakers apart from Hitler himself, lucid,
popular, and quick-witted in response to hecklers. He began turning his
literary talents to political use in articles for the Nazi press, giving a
pseudo-socialist twist to the Nazi creed. Goebbels had finally found his
métier. Within a few months he was one of the most popular Nazi orators in
the Rhineland, attracting the attention of leading figures in the regional



Party and starting to play a significant role in deciding its policy. It was
Joseph Goebbels as much as Gregor Strasser who was behind the north
German challenge to the Munich Party leadership in 1925. But he too soon
began to fall under Hitler’s spell, enthused by a reading of My Struggle
(‘who is this man,’ he wrote: ‘half plebeian, half God!’).92 Meeting him in
person for only the second time, on 6 November 1925, Goebbels was
impressed by his ‘big blue eyes. Like stars.’ Hitler was, he thought after
hearing him speak, ‘the born tribune of the people, the coming dictator’.93

Goebbels and Hitler failed to see eye to eye on many central issues.
Alerted to the growing assertiveness of the north Germans, Hitler
summoned them to a meeting on 14 February 1926 in Bamberg, Franconia,
where Julius Streicher had built up a large following for him. The Nazi
leader spoke for two hours, rejecting their views and reasserting his belief
in the centrality of the conquest of ‘living-space’ in Eastern Europe for the
future of German foreign policy. Whereas Strasser and Goebbels had urged
the Nazis to join in the campaign to expropriate the German princes, who
had retained their extensive properties in the country after their deposition
in the Revolution of 1918, Hitler damned such a campaign as an attack on
private property. ‘Horrifying!’ wrote Goebbels in his diary: ‘Probably one
of the greatest disappointments of my life. I no longer believe fully in
Hitler.’94 But, although Goebbels now wondered whether Hitler was a
reactionary, he did not offer any overt opposition to Hitler at the meeting.
Shocked at Hitler’s tough stance, Strasser capitulated completely and
dropped his proposals. In return, Hitler mollified the north Germans by
removing Hermann Esser, whose corruption had so angered them, from his
post in Munich.95

In April 1926 Hitler brought Goebbels to Munich to give a speech,
providing him with a car and generally giving him the red-carpet treatment.
At Nazi Party headquarters, Hitler confronted Goebbels and his two co-
leaders of the Westphalian Region of the Party, Franz Pfeffer von Salomon,
another leading north German Nazi, and, like so many leading Nazis, an ex-
army man and Free Corps member, and Karl Kaufmann, who had made his
name by organizing violent resistance to the French during their occupation
of the Ruhr. Hitler berated these men for going their own way in ideological
matters, lectured them on his views of the Party’s policies, then offered to
let bygones be bygones if they submitted unconditionally to his leadership.
Goebbels was converted on the spot. Hitler, he confided to his diary, was



‘brilliant’. ‘Adolf Hitler,’ he wrote, thinking of the 1923 putsch, ‘I love you
because you are both great and simple at the same time. What one calls a
genius.’96 From now on he was entirely under Hitler’s spell; unlike some of
the other Nazi leaders, he was to remain so right up to the end. Hitler
rewarded him by putting him in charge of the tiny and internally divided
Nazi Party in Berlin, as Regional Leader, or Gauleiter. Pfeffer von Salomon
was made head of the brownshirt paramilitaries, and Gregor Strasser
became Reich Propaganda Leader of the Party. Meanwhile, the annual Party
meeting reaffirmed the 1920 Party Programme and underlined Hitler’s total
dominance over the movement, placing all the key appointments, and in
particular those of the Regional Leaders, in his hands.97

This meeting was required by law; and following legal requirements it
duly re-elected Hitler as Party Leader. The true nature of the Party’s inner
workings was demonstrated, however, by a Party rally, held in July 1926
and attended by up to 8,000 brownshirts and Party members. Its time was
almost wholly taken up with rituals of obeisance to Hitler, the swearing of
personal oaths of loyalty to him, and mass marches and displays, including
the parading of the ‘Blood Flag’ that had been held above the ill-fated
march on Munich in November 1923.98 This set the tone in a modest way
for the far more grandiose Party rallies of future years. But at this point,
though now united and disciplined under Hitler’s unquestioned leadership,
the Nazi Party was still very small. The developments of the following three
years, up to late 1929, were to lay the foundation for the Party’s subsequent
success. But more would be required than leadership and organization if the
Nazis were to gain the popular backing that Hitler now sought.99



III

The years 1927-8 saw the creation of a new basic structure for the Nazi
Party across the country. In 1928 the Party Regions were realigned to
follow the boundaries of the Reichstag constituencies - only 35 of them, all
very large, to conform to Weimar’s system of proportional representation by
party list - to signal the primacy of their electoral functions. Within a year
or so of this, a new intermediate organizational layer of districts (Kreise)
had been created between the Regions and the local branches. A new
generation of younger Nazi activists played the most prominent role at these
levels. They pushed aside the generation left over from prewar Pan-German
and conspiratorial organizations, and outnumbered those who had taken an
active part in the Free Corps, the Thule Society and similar groups. But it is
important to remember that even the older generation of leading Nazis were
themselves still young men, particularly when compared with the greying,
middle-aged politicians who led the mainstream political parties. In 1929
Hitler was still only 40, Goebbels 32, Goring 36, Hess 35, Gregor Strasser
37. Their role remained crucial, especially in providing leadership and
inspiration to the younger generation.

Goebbels, for example, made his reputation above all as Regional Leader
of Berlin, where his fiery speeches, his incessant activity, his outrageous
provocations of the Nazis’ opponents, and his calculated staging of street-
fights and meeting-hall brawls to gain the attention of the press won the
Party a mass of new adherents. More publicity accrued from the Berlin
Party’s aggressive and extremely defamatory campaigns against figures
such as the Berlin deputy police chief Bernhard Weiss, whose Jewish
descent Goebbels drew attention to through calling him ‘Isidor’ - an
entirely made-up name, commonly used by antisemites for Jews, and
borrowed on this occasion, ironically, from the Communist press.100

Goebbels’s violence and extremism earned the Nazi Party in Berlin an
eleven-month ban from the city’s Social Democratic authorities in 1927- 8;
but they also won him the allegiance and admiration of younger activists



such as the 19-year-old Horst Wessel, a pastor’s son who had abandoned his
university law studies for the world of the paramilitaries, most recently the
brownshirts. ‘What this man has shown in oratorical gifts and talent for
organization’, he wrote of ’our Goebbels’ in 1929, ‘is unique... The S.A.
would have let itself be hacked to bits for him.’101

A great deal of in-fighting took place over key posts in the Party
organization at a local and regional level. On the whole, however, as Max
Amann told one local activist towards the end of 1925, Hitler

takes the view on principle that it is not the job of the Party leadership to
‘install’ branch leaders. Herr Hitler takes the view today more than ever
that the most effective fighter in the National Socialist movement is the
man who pushes his way through on the basis of his achievements as a
leader. If you yourself write that you enjoy the trust of almost all the
members in Hanover, why don’t you then take over the leadership of the
branch?102

In this way, Hitler thought, the most ruthless, the most dynamic and the
most efficient would rise to positions of power within the movement. He
was later to apply the same principle in running the Third Reich. It helped
ensure that the Nazi Party at every level became ceaselessly active,
constantly marching, fighting, demonstrating, mobilizing. Yet this did not
bring immediate rewards. By the end of 1927 the Party still had only some
75,000 members and a mere seven deputies elected to the Reichstag. The
hopes of men like Strasser and Goebbels that it would be able to win over
the industrial working class had proved to be illusory.103

Recognizing the difficulties of breaking into the Social Democratic and
Communist heartlands, the Nazis turned instead to rural society in
Protestant north Germany, where rising peasant discontent was spilling over
into demonstrations and campaigns of protest. The contradictory effects of
inflation and stabilization on the farming community had merged into a
general crisis of agriculture by the late 1920s. While large landowners and
farmers had bought machinery on hire purchase and were thus able to
modernize at very little real cost to themselves, peasants tended to hoard
money and so lost it, or spent it on domestic goods and so gained no benefit
for their businesses. After the inflation, government measures to ease credit
restrictions on agriculture to help recovery only made things worse, as



peasants borrowed heavily to make good their losses, expecting a fresh
round of inflation, then found they were unable to pay the money back
because prices were declining instead of rising. Bankruptcies and
foreclosures were already rising in number towards the end of the 1920s,
and small farmers were turning to the extreme right in their despair.104

Larger farmers and big landowners were suffering from the downturn in
agricultural prices, and were unable to pay what they regarded as
excessively high taxes to support the Weimar welfare state.105 Both the
Prussian and the Reich governments had tried to alleviate the situation by
tariffs, subsidies, import controls and the like, but all these proved wholly
inadequate to the situation.106 Farmers of all types had modernized,
mechanized and rationalized in order to try and deal with the agricultural
depression since the early 1920s, but it was not enough. Pressure for high
import tariffs on foodstuffs grew more insistent as the farming community
began to see this as the only way to protect their income. In this situation,
the Nazis’ promise of a self-sufficient, ‘autarchic’ Germany, with foreign
food imports more or less banned, seemed increasingly attractive.107

Realizing that they were winning support in rural areas in the Protestant
north without really trying, the Nazis accelerated the shift in their
propaganda from the urban working class to other sectors of the population.
Now the Party turned its attention to rural districts and began to mount
serious recruiting drives in areas like Schleswig-Holstein and Oldenburg.
108 Hitler retreated still further from the ‘socialist’ orientation of the Party
in north Germany, and even ‘clarified’, or in other words amended, Point 17
of the Party Programme, on 13 April 1928, in order to reassure small
farmers that its commitment to ‘the expropriation of land for communal
purposes without compensation’ referred only to ‘Jewish companies which
speculate in land’.109 The Nazis lost 100,000 votes in the Reichstag
elections of May 1928, and with a mere 2.6 per cent of the vote were only
able to get 12 deputies into the legislature, among them Gottfried Feder,
Joseph Goebbels, Hermann Goring and Gregor Strasser. None the less, in
some rural areas of the Protestant north they did much better. While they
could only manage 1.4 per cent in Berlin and 1.3 per cent in the Ruhr, for
example, they scored no less than 18.1 and 17.7 per cent respectively in two
counties in Schleswig-Holstein. A vote of 8.1 per cent in another area
inhabited by discontented Protestant small farmers, namely Franconia,
reinforced the feeling that, as the Party newspaper put it on 31 May, ‘the



election results from the rural areas in particular have proved that with a
smaller expenditure of energy, money and time, better results can be
achieved there than in the big cities’.110

Map 8. The Nazis in the Reichstag Election of 1928
The Party soon revamped its propaganda appeal to the farming

community, telling them that it would create a special position for them in
the Third Reich. Farmers of all kinds would be granted a ‘corporation’ of



their own, in which they would work together in harmony and with the full
backing of the state. Refractory farmhands, many of whom were active in
the Social Democratic Party, would be brought to heel, and labour costs
would at last come under tight control. After years of unsuccessful,
sometimes violent protest, farmers in Schleswig-Holstein flocked to the
support of the Nazi Party. It did no harm to its cause that the Party was led
locally by members of the farming community, nor that it laid
unmistakeable stress on an ideology of ‘blood and soil’ in which the
peasant would be the core of the national identity. Even some of the larger
landowners, traditionally identified with the Nationalists, were convinced.
The Nazi Party’s support amongst middling and small landowners
skyrocketed. Soon, farmers’ sons were providing the manpower for
stormtrooper units being despatched to fight the Communists in the big
cities.111

Thus, the new strategy soon began to bear fruit. The Party’s membership
grew from 100,000 in October 1928 to 150,000 a year later, while in local
and state elections its vote now began to increase sharply, rising to 5 per
cent in Saxony, 4 per cent in Mecklenburg and 7 per cent in Baden. In some
rural areas of Protestant Saxony it nearly doubled its share of the vote,
increasing, for example, from 5.9 per cent in the Schwarzenberg district in
1928 to 11.4 per cent in 1929.112 In June 1929 the Nazi Party took over its
first municipality, the Franconian town of Coburg. Here they won 13 out of
the 25 seats on the council in the wake of a successful campaign for the
removal of the previous council after it had sacked the local Nazi leader, a
municipal employee, for making antisemitic speeches. The victory reflected
in part the huge effort the Party put into the elections, with top speakers like
Hermann Goring and even Hitler himself appearing at the hustings. But it
also demonstrated that there was electoral capital to be won in local politics,
where the Party now became much more active than before.113

And in the autumn of 1929 there was a further electoral bonus for the
Party, in the shape of the campaign against the Young Plan (which involved
the reduction and rescheduling of reparations payments, but not their
abolition) organized by the Nationalists. Their leader, Alfred Hugenberg,
enlisted the support of the Nazis and other ultra-right groups in his efforts to
win acceptance for a referendum on his proposal for a law to reject the plan
and prosecute any government ministers who signed it. Not only did the
Nazis gain publicity from this campaign, they also won a degree of



respectability on the mainstream right through the presence of Hitler on the
organizing committee, along with such Pan-German stalwarts as Heinrich
Class and the Steel Helmet leaders Franz Seldte and Theodor Duesterberg.
The referendum itself was a failure, with only 5.8 million votes in favour.
But the campaign had revealed to many supporters of the Nationalists how
much more dynamic the brown-shirted and jackbooted Nazis were than the
frock-coated and top-hatted leaders of their own party.114

Meanwhile, Hitler was soon whipping up popular enthusiasm again, his
charisma now reinforced by the leadership cult that had grown up around
him within the Party. An important symbolic expression of this was the use
of the ‘German greeting’, ‘Hail Hitler!’ with outstretched right arm,
whether or not Hitler was present. Made compulsory in the movement in
1926, it was also used increasingly as a sign-off in correspondence. These
customs reinforced the movement’s total dependence on Hitler, and were
enthusiastically propagated by the second tier of leaders who had now
gathered around him, whether, as with Gregor Strasser, for tactical reasons,
to cement the Party’s unity, or, as with Rudolf Hess, out of blind, religious
faith in the person of the ‘Leader’, as he was now generally known.115 At
the Party rally, held in Nuremberg in August 1929, and the first such
meeting since 1927, the Party’s new-found confidence and coherence was
demonstrated in a huge propaganda display, attended, so the police thought,
by as many as 40,000 people, all united in their adulation for the Leader.116

By this time the Nazi Party had become a formidable organization, its
regional, district and local levels staffed with loyal and energetic
functionaries, many of them well educated and administratively competent,
and its propaganda appeal channelled through a network of specialist
institutions directed at particular constituents of the electorate. 117 Despite
Hitler’s repeated insistence that politics was a matter for men, there was
now a Nazi women’s organization, the self-styled German Women’s Order,
founded by Elsbeth Zander in 1923 and incorporated as a Nazi Party
affiliate in 1928. Its membership was estimated by the police to have
reached 4,000 by the end of the decade, nearly half the Nazi Party’s total
female membership of 7,625. The German Women’s Order was one of
those paradoxical women’s organizations that campaigned actively in public
for the removal of women from public life: militantly anti-socialist, anti-
feminist and antisemitic. Its practical activities included running soup
kitchens for brownshirts, helping with propaganda campaigns, hiding



weapons and equipment for the Nazi paramilitaries when they were being
sought by the police, and providing nursing services for wounded activists
through its sub-organization the ‘Red Swastika’, a Nazi version of the Red
Cross.118

Zander was an effective speaker by all accounts, but she was not much of
an organizer, and early in 1931 her German Women’s Order collapsed amid
a welter of accusations and counter-accusations, of which the charge of
financial corruption was the most serious. The Order was so deeply in debt
that Zander herself, as the responsible official, faced personal bankruptcy.
In addition, there were scurrilous reports that Zander was having an affair
with the Order’s chauffeur, while brownshirts were appearing at some of its
meetings dressed in women’s clothes. Gregor Strasser, now the Party’s
Organizational Leader, responded by dissolving all the Nazi Party’s female
affiliates, politely but effectively removing Zander from a position of
authority, and replacing them on 6 July 1931 with the National Socialist
Women’s Organization (NS-Frauenschaft), which was initially at least a
decentralized body with its regional associations controlled by the Regional
Leaders. Soon, however, it was successful enough to acquire a nationwide
identity, with its own magazine for women and not only a greater degree of
autonomy for its own regional leaders but also a greater degree of co-
ordination between them.119 The fundamental problem for Nazi women,
however, lay in the Party’s ineradicable male chauvinism, a conviction that
women’s role was not to take part in politics but to stay at home and bear
children. For the time being, it had to compromise its position in the
interests of winning over female voters, but in the long run, if the Nazis
ever came to power, its anti-feminist women activists seemed doomed to
argue themselves out of a role.

Alongside the organizations catering for women there was also one
directed at youths aged between 14 and 18, founded in 1922. This initially
had the rather cumbersome title of the Youth League of the National
Socialist German Workers’ Party; but in 1926 it was renamed the Hitler
Youth. Beginning as a recruiting agency for the brownshirts, it was
revamped in 1929 under Kurt Gruber as a rival to the myriad informal
youth groups that existed on the Weimar scene, most of them opposed to the
Republic. It, too, met with little success to begin with; even in January 1932
it only had a thousand members in the whole of Berlin.120 Backing it up
was a National Socialist School Pupils’ League, founded in 1929, and a



League of German Maidens, established the following year.121 All these
organizations were soon dwarfed in size and significance by the National
Socialist German Students’ League, founded in 1926 by Wilhelm Tempel.
The League, too, did relatively little until 1928, when it was taken over by
Baldur von Schirach, who proved to be a durable and increasingly
important figure in the Nazi movement. Born in 1907 in Berlin, he was the
son of a traditionalist, ex-army theatre director in Weimar, who was married
to a wealthy American woman. Schirach grew up in culturally conservative,
antisemitic circles in Weimar. He was educated at a boarding school whose
head emphasized character-building rather than academic education. The
young Schirach was profoundly influenced by his elder brother’s suicide in
October 1919, announced in a letter to his family as a response to
‘Germany’s misfortune’. By the mid-1920s he was reading Houston Stewart
Chamberlain, and when he discovered Hitler’s My Struggle he was
converted to Nazism, developing his commitment into real hero-worship
when he heard Hitler speak in the town in 1925. Soon he had attracted the
Leader’s attention with a seemingly endless outpouring of poems glorifying
the movement and its chief. They have been described as ‘superior to the
outpourings of other racist versifiers’ and were published in a collected
volume in 1929.122

During his studies in Munich (which he never completed) he joined the
National Socialist German Students’ League, quickly rising to the top of the
branch based at Munich University, where he had been advised to study by
Hitler. It was his success in this capacity that propelled him to the
leadership of the national League in 1928, replacing Wilhelm Tempel.
Schirach purged the League of its social-revolutionary elements and led it
in extremely vigorous campaigning for seats on the student unions of
individual universities. Pushing aside the traditional, rather stuffy duelling
corps and fraternities, the League gained a reputation for provocative
actions, and campaigned on issues such as the reduction of overcrowding in
lectures (by imposing a limit on the number of Jewish students), the
dismissal of pacifist professors, the creation of new chairs in subjects like
Racial Studies and Military Science, and the harnessing of the universities
to the national interest, away from the pursuit of knowledge as an end in
itself. By the summer of 1932 they had already gained a much-trumpeted
success in combination with right-wing professors and local politicians in
hounding Emil Julius Gumbel, a particularly hated figure as a Jew, a



socialist, a pacifist and a campaigner against right-wing judicial bias, from
his chair in Heidelberg, prompting the declaration from a Frankfurt
magazine that ‘Heidelberg has thus opened the era of the Third Reich in the
sphere of academia’.123

Carefully avoiding antagonizing the fraternities, Schirach rapidly
increased the League’s vote in student elections, and in July 1931 the
League was able to take over the national organization of the General
Students’ Unions with the help of other, sympathetic right-wing groups. In
1932 the students voted the ‘leadership principle’ through the national
Union, abolishing elections altogether. Even though total membership of the
Nazi Students’ League did not even reach 10 per cent of national fraternity
membership, the Nazis had completely taken over student representation in
Germany. Impressed by such successes, Hitler appointed Schirach to the
leadership of the Hitler Youth on 3 October 1931.124

Not just women, young people, students, and school pupils, but also
many other sectors of German society were catered for by specially
designed Nazi organizations by the end of the 1920s. There were groups for
civil servants, for the war-wounded, for farmers, and for many other
constituencies, each addressing its particular, specifically targeted
propaganda effort. There was even a kind of trade union movement, the
clumsily named National Socialist Factory Cell Organization, which met
with a conspicuous lack of success in trying to attract industrial workers,
who were either already organized in socialist-oriented or Catholic or
Communist trade unions, or out of a job and so not in need of a trade
union.125 Yet the Nazis still had a particular appeal to the lower middle
classes at this time, to artisans, shopkeepers and the self-employed. Often
they gathered up such people from other, similar movements. The German
Nationalist Commercial Employees’ Union, for example, played a
significant role in politicizing many young men and turning them in the
direction of Nazism.126 Founded in the Wilhelmine period, it articulated the
resentments of male clerks in a world where women were coming into
secretarial and similar jobs in ever larger numbers, and big employers in the
banks, finance corporations, insurance companies and so on were often
perceived as Jewish by religion, ethnic origin or simply character. Well
before the war, it had launched furious attacks on Jews as the architects of
the proletarianization of their members.127 One junior civil servant, born in
1886, joined the union in 1912. and later noted that he thought that the



government was dominated by Jews even under the Kaiser. When he finally
left the Nationalists for the Nazis in 1932 after attending a Party rally, he
noted that ‘this was what I had been looking for since 1912’.128 With many
older Nazis from such backgrounds it must have been the same.

Strasser encouraged the establishment of this extremely elaborate
structure of subdivisions within the movement, even if many of the different
branches, like the Hitler Youth or the Factory Cell Organization, had very
few members and did not seem to be going anywhere very fast. For he had
a long-term aim in mind. All of this was intended to form the basis for the
creation of a society run by Nazified social institutions once Hitler came to
power. Strasser expended a great deal of energy and diplomacy in the
creation of this embryonic Nazi social order. In the shorter run, it helped the
Party direct its electoral appeal towards virtually every constituency in
German society, helping to politicize social institutions that had previously
considered themselves more or less unpolitical in their nature. It meant that
the Party would be able to expand with ease should it suddenly gain a rapid
influx of new members. And the whole structure was held together by
unconditional loyalty to a leader whose power was now absolute, and
whose charisma was fed on a daily basis by the adulation of his immediate
group of subordinates.129



THE ROOTS OF COMMITMENT



I

The Nazi movement as it had developed by the late 1920s was dependent
on the energy and fanaticism of its active members. Without them, it would
have been just another political party. The Third Reich was created not least
by the ordinary, street-level members of the brownshirts and the Nazi Party.
What was it, then, that bound young men to the Nazi movement with such a
terrifyingly single-minded sense of commitment? Where did the
wellsprings of brownshirt violence lie? Hitler’s charisma obviously played
a part; yet much of the Party, especially in north Germany, came into being
virtually without him. The dynamism of the movement had deeper roots.
The autobiographies and diaries of a variety of leading Nazis provide some
clues. And there is an excellent contemporary source that allows us some
unique insights into the mindset of the Nazi activist. In 1934 the sociologist
Theodore Abel, a professor at New York’s Columbia University, obtained
the co-operation of the Nazi Party for an essay competition in which people
who had joined the Party or the brownshirts before 1 March 1933 were
asked to write brief testimonies. Several hundred were sent in, and although
both the Party and the respondents saw this as an opportunity to impress
Americans with the sincerity and commitment of their movement, Abel’s
insistence that the prize would go to the most honest and trustworthy
account seems to have ensured a reasonable degree of accuracy, at least as
far as the testimonies could be checked.130

For the grass-roots Party activist, the elaborate theories of men like
Rosenberg, Chamberlain, Spengler and other intellectuals were a closed
book. Even popular writers such as Lagarde and Langbehn appealed mainly
to the educated middle classes. Far more important were durable popular
antisemitic propagandists such as Theodor Fritsch, whose Handbook on the
Jewish Question, published in 1888, reached its fortieth edition in 1933.
Fritsch’s publishing house, the Hammer Verlag, survived the First World
War, and continued to produce a lot of popular pamphlets and tracts which



were quite widely read amongst rank-and-file Nazis.131 As one
stormtrooper wrote in 1934:

After the war, I became very much interested in politics, and eagerly
studied newspapers of all political shadings. In 1920 for the first time I
read in a right-wing newspaper an advertisement for an antisemitic
periodical and became a subscriber of the Hammer of Theodor Fritsch.
With the help of this periodical, I got to know the devastating influence
of the Jews on people, state and economy. I must still admit today that
this periodical was for me really the bridge to the great movement of
Adolf Hitler.132

More significant still, however, was the inspiration provided by the basic
elements of Nazi propaganda - the speeches by Hitler and Goebbels, the
marches, the banners, the parades. At this level, ideas were more likely to
be acquired through organs such as the Nazi press, election pamphlets and
wall-posters than through serious ideological tracts. Among ordinary Party
activists in the 1920s and early 1930s, the most important aspect of Nazi
ideology was its emphasis on social solidarity - the concept of the organic
racial community of all Germans - followed at some distance by extreme
nationalism and the cult of Hitler. Antisemitism, by contrast, was of
significance only for a minority, and for a good proportion of these it was
only incidental. The younger they were, the less important ideology was at
all, and the more significant were features such as the emphasis on
Germanic culture and the leadership role of Hitler. By contrast, ideological
antisemitism was strongest amongst the older generation of Nazis,
testifying to the latent influence of antisemitic groups active before the war,
and the nationalistic families in which many of them had grown up.133

Men often came to the paramilitary wing of the Nazi Party after serving
at the front in 1914-18, then becoming involved in far-right organizations
such as the Thule Society or the Free Corps.134 Young Rudolf Höss, for
example, the future commandant of Auschwitz, came to the Party this way.
Born in 1901 in Baden-Baden, he grew up in south-west Germany in a
Catholic family. His father, a salesman, intended him for the priesthood,
and, according to Höss, instilled in him a strong sense of duty and
obedience; but he also intoxicated him with tales of his own past days as a
soldier in Africa and the selflessness and heroism of the missionaries. Höss



lost his faith as the result, he later wrote, of the betrayal of a secret he had
confided in his confessor. When the war broke out, he enrolled in the Red
Cross and then in his father’s old regiment in 1916, serving in the Middle
East. At the end of the war, his parents both dead, he enlisted in a Free
Corps unit in the Baltic, where he experienced the brutality of civil war at
first hand.

Back in Germany, Höss enrolled in a clandestine successor organization
to his Free Corps, and in 1922 he joined in the brutal murder of a man he
and his comrades believed was a Communist spy in their ranks, beating him
into a bloody mess with clubs, slitting his throat with a knife, and finishing
him off with a revolver. Höss was arrested and imprisoned in the
Brandenburg penitentiary, where he learned, he later reported, the
incorrigible nature of the criminal mind. He was shocked by the ‘filthy,
insolent language’ of his fellow-prisoners, and appalled at the way in which
the prison had become a school for criminals instead of a place to reform
them. Clean, neat and tidy, and accustomed to discipline, Hoss quickly
became a model prisoner. The crude bullying and corruption of some of the
warders suggested to him that a more honest and more humane approach
towards the prisoners might have had a good effect. But quite a few of his
fellow-inmates were, he concluded, absolutely beyond redemption.135 A
few months before his arrest, he had become a member of the Nazi Party.
He was to spend most of the rest of the 1920s in gaol, though, like many
such men, he was released well before completing his sentence as a result
of an agreement between the far left and far right deputies in the Reichstag
to vote through a general amnesty for political prisoners.136 Clearly,
however, when he was not in prison, the Nazi Party provided him with the
discipline, order and commitment he so obviously needed in life.

One of Höss’s associates in the murder was another member of the
Rossbach Free Corps, Martin Bormann, born in 1900, son of a post office
clerk and trained as a farm manager. During the war he enrolled in the army
but was assigned to a garrison and saw no active service. However, like
Hoss, he found it impossible to fit into civilian life. He came into contact
with the Free Corps through providing them with a base on the estate where
he worked in Mecklenburg. As well as joining the Free Corps, he also
enrolled in an ‘Association Against the Arrogance of the Jews’, another tiny
and otherwise insignificant fringe group on the far right. Bormann was not
as closely involved in the murder as Höss, and only had to serve a year in



gaol. In February 1925 he was released, and by the end of 1926 he had
become a full-time employee of the Nazi Party, carrying out myriad
administrative tasks, first in Weimar, then in Munich. A hopelessly
incompetent speaker and, unlike Höss, not constitutionally inclined to
physical violence, Bormann became an expert on insurance for the Party
and its members, organized financial and other kinds of relief for
brownshirts in distress and slowly began to make himself indispensable to
the movement. But the fact that he was above all an administrator cannot
disguise the fanatical nature of his political commitment. Like Hoss and so
many others, he reacted to the defeat of Germany in the First World War by
turning to the most extreme forms of resentful nationalism, rabid
antisemitism and hatred of parliamentary democracy. Quickly coming into
contact with Hitler, he fell totally under his spell, and soon began to impress
the Nazi leader with his boundless, unconditional admiration and loyalty. To
others in the Party hierarchy, especially lower down the ranks, he could
show an entirely different side, revealing in the process a brutal ambition
that was eventually to make him one of the key figures in the Third Reich,
above all in its later stages during the war.137

With men such as these, even more with slightly older figures who had
gained their military experience through active service in the central
battlefields of the war, it was clear that the Free Corps were indeed, as has
been said, the ‘vanguard of Nazism’, providing a good part of the
leadership cadre of the Party in the mid-1920s.138 Yet already by this time a
younger generation was entering the Party, the postwar generation, eager to
emulate the now legendary exploits of the front-line soldiers. A few drifted
over from the Communists, attracted by political extremism, activism and
violence irrespective of ideology. ‘I quit the party in 1929’, reported one,
‘because I could no longer agree with the orders from the Soviet Union.’
For this particular activist, however, violence was a way of life. He
continued to attend Party rallies of all descriptions and to throw himself into
street fighting alongside his old comrades until a local Nazi leader offered
him a position.139 Violence was like a drug for such men, as it clearly was
for Rudolf Höss, too. Often, they had only the haziest notion of what they
were fighting for. One young Nazi reported that witnessing opponents
trying to break up a Nazi meeting ‘made me instinctively a National
Socialist’ even before he became acquainted with the Party’s goals.140

Another, joining the Nazi movement in 1923, lived a life of almost



incessantly violent activism, suffering beatings, stabbings and arrests for the
best part of a decade, as he recounted in detail in his autobiographical
essay; these clashes, rather than the actual ideas of the movement, were
what gave his life significance. For one young man, born in 1906 into a
Social Democratic family, hostility to the Communists was at the core of his
commitment. The times he experienced in the unit of the stormtroopers
known as the ‘murderers’ storm’ were, he later said, ‘too wonderful and
perhaps also too hard to write about’.141

A particularly graphic, though by no means untypical account of
stormtrooper activities was provided by a schoolteacher, born in 1898, who
had fought in the war and, after far-right activities in the early 1920s, joined
the Nazis in 1929. He was called up one evening with his brownshirt group
to defend a Nazi rally in a nearby town against the ‘reds’:

We all gathered at the entrance of the town and put on white armbands,
and then you could hear the thundering marching of our column of about
250 men. Without weapons, without sticks, but with clenched fists, we
marched in strict order and iron discipline into the catcalls and
screaming of the crowds before the meeting-hall. They had sticks and
fence-boards in their hands. It was 10 o‘clock at night. With a few
manoeuvres in the middle of the street, we pushed the crowd against the
walls to clear the street. Just at that moment, a carpenter drove through
with a small truck and a black coffin in it. As he went by, one of us said:
‘Well, let’s see whom we can put in there.’ The screams, cries, whistles
and howls grew ever more intense.

The two rows of our column stood still, charged up with energy. A
signal, and we go marching into the hall, where a few hundred rioters are
trying to shut up our speaker. We came just in time, marching in step
along the walls until we had closed the ring around them, leaving an
opening only at the entrance. A whistle sounds. We tighten the ring. Ten
minutes later ... we had put them out into the fresh air. The meeting goes
on while outside all hell breaks loose. We then escorted the speaker back
out, cutting once more through the swirling mob in closed formation.

For this stormtrooper, the ‘Marxists’ were the enemy, as they were for many
ex-soldiers fighting in what he called ‘the spirit of the frontline



comradeship, risen from the smoke of the sacrificial vessels of the war, and
finding its way into the hearts of the awakened German people’.142



II

‘Old fighters’ such as these proudly listed the injuries and insults they had
received at the hands of their opponents. The ‘persecution, harassment,
scorn and ridicule’ they had to suffer only stiffened their resolve.143 At one
meeting, in Idar-Oberstein, according to a Party activist, born in 1905, four
hundred stormtroopers turned up, including himself:

One after the other, our four speakers had their say, interrupted by
furious howling and catcalls. But when, in the ensuing discussion, an
interlocutor was reprimanded for saying, ‘We don’t want the brown
plague in our beautiful town’, tumult broke out. There followed a battle
with beer steins, chairs, and the like, and in two minutes the hall was
demolished and everyone cleared out. We had to take back seven heavily
injured comrades that day and there were rocks thrown at us and
occasional assaults in spite of the police protection.144

Yet the depth of hatred and resentment which Nazi stormtroopers felt
against the Social Democrats as well as the Communists can only be
understood in terms of their feeling that they were under constant attack not
just from the Social Democrats’ paramilitary affiliate, the Reichsbanner, but
also in many areas from the police, who in Prussia at least were controlled
by Social Democratic ministers such as Carl Severing and Albert
Grzesinski. ‘The terror of police and government against us’, as one
stormtrooper put it, was another source of resentment against the
Republic.145

Such men were outraged that they should be arrested for beating up or
killing people they considered to be Germany’s enemies, and blamed the
prison sentences they sometimes had to suffer on the ‘Marxist judicial
authorities’ and the ‘corruption’ of the Weimar Republic.146 Their hatred
for the ‘reds’ was almost without measure. One young Nazi still inveighed
in 1934 against ’the red flood ... hordes of red mercenaries, lurking in the



dark‘, or as another brownshirt put it, the ‘red murder mob ... the screaming,
screeching hordes ... hate-filled, furious faces worthy of study by a
criminologist’.147 Their hatred was fuelled by countless clashes, all the way
up to terrifying incidents such as a notorious gun battle between
Communists and brownshirts that broke out on a train in Berlin-Lichtenfels
on 27 March 1927. The brownshirts contrasted Communist criminality with
what they saw as their own selfless idealism. One stormtrooper reported
with pride that the struggle of the late 1920s ’demanded financial as well as
psychological sacrifices of every comrade. Night after night, leaflets for
which we ourselves had to pay had to be distributed. Every month there was
a rally ... which always gave our little local branch of 5-10 members 60
marks of debts since no innkeeper would rent us a hall without advance
payment.’148 The oft-repeated claim that many brownshirts only joined the
organization because it offered them free food, drink, clothing and
accommodation, not to mention exciting and brutal kinds of entertainment,
does scant justice to the fanaticism which motivated many of them. Only
the oldest activists joined in the expectation of getting a job or receiving
financial support. For the young, it did not matter so much.149 Nazi student
leaders often got themselves deeply into debt by paying personally for
posters and pamphlets.150 With many others it must have been the same.

Of course, testimonies such as these, addressed to an American
sociologist, were bound to emphasize the self-sacrifice and dedication of
their writers.151 Nevertheless, it is difficult to grasp the full extent of the
stormtroopers’ fanaticism and hatred unless we accept that they often did
feel they were making sacrifices for their cause. Hitler himself drew
attention to this when he told an audience in January 1932 not to

forget that it is a sacrifice when today many hundreds of thousands of
men of the National Socialist movement climb onto trucks every day,
protect meetings, put on marches, sacrifice night after night and return
only at daybreak - and then either back to the workshop and factory, or
out to collect their pittance as unemployed; when they buy their
uniforms, their shirts, their badges, and even pay their own
transportation from what little they have - believe me, that is already a
sign of the power of an ideal, a great ideal!152



The Nazi Party depended on such commitment; much of its power and
dynamism came from the fact that it was not dependent on big business or
bureaucratic institutions such as trade unions for its financial support, as the
‘bourgeois’ parties and the Social Democrats to varying degrees were, still
less on the secret subsidies of a foreign power, along the lines of the
Moscow-financed Communists.153

Many people were won over to Nazism by Hitler’s demagogy. Now
presented in dramatically staged mass rallies and huge open-air meetings,
Hitler’s speeches at the end of the 1920s had a power greater than ever
before. One young nationalist, born in 1908, had attended meetings
addressed by such luminaries of the extreme right as Hugenberg and
Ludendorff before he finally found inspiration when he

heard the Leader Adolf Hitler speak in person. After this, there was only
one thing for me, either to win with Adolf Hitler or to die for him. The
personality of the Leader had me totally in its spell. He who gets to
know Adolf Hitler with a pure and true heart will love him with all his
heart. He will love him not for the sake of materialism, but for
Germany.154

There are many other such testimonies, from an antisemitic metalworker,
born in 1903, who discovered at a Hitler meeting in 1927 that ‘our Leader
radiates a power which makes us all strong’, to another stormtrooper, born
in 1907, who declared that he fell under Hitler’s spell in 1929 in
Nuremberg: ‘How his blue eyes sparkled when his stormtroopers marched
past him in the light of the torches, an endless sea of flames rippling
through the streets of the ancient Reich capital.’155

Much of the Nazis’ appeal lay in their promise to end the political
divisions that had plagued Germany throughout the Weimar Republic. One
18-year-old clerk, attending rallies at a regional election in 1929, was
impressed by the Nazi speaker’s

sincere commitment to the German people as a whole, whose greatest
misfortune was being divided into so many parties and classes. Finally a
practical proposal for the renewal of the people! Destroy the parties! Do
away with classes! True national community! These were goals to which
I could commit myself, without reservation.156



Relatively few, in the end, were converted to active participation in the
movement by reading political or ideological tracts. Word of mouth was
what counted. Yet not everyone was mesmerized by Hitler’s speaking. A
serious and idealistic young middle-class Nazi like Melita Maschmann, for
example, admired him as a ‘man of the people’ who had risen from
obscurity, but even at the annual Party rally she was so busy, as she wrote
later, that ‘I could not permit myself the “debauchery” of ecstatic rapture’.
Parades and shows she found boring and pointless. For her, Nazism was
more a patriotic ideal than a cult of the individual leader.157 For Nazism’s
middle-class supporters, especially perhaps women, street violence was
often something to be grudgingly tolerated or studiously ignored.

Many such people came only hesitatingly to Nazism. Even joining the
Party often denoted a level of commitment far lower than that of the young
brownshirts interviewed by Theodore Abel. A substantial proportion of the
Party’s members left after only a relatively short time in its ranks.
Nevertheless, by the early 1930s it was beginning to extend its appeal
beyond the lower middle class that had provided its backbone since its
foundation. Always anxious to claim working-class support, Party officials
frequently classified members as workers when in reality they were
something else. Detailed local investigations have shown that the standard
accounts of Party membership, based on an internal Party census of 1935,
have portrayed the working-class element as anything up to twice what it
actually was, namely about 10 per cent in Germany’s second city, Hamburg,
ten years earlier, in 1925.158 Wage-earners also seem to have been the social
group most prone to leave the Party and therefore the least likely to show
up in the 1935 figures on which most calculations are based. But Hamburg
was a traditional centre of the labour movement, whose strength made it
difficult for the Nazis to make any inroads. In parts of Saxony, where the
labour movement was weaker, and traditional, small-scale industries gave
the economy a very different shape to the modern, highly rationalized
industrial centres such as Berlin or the Ruhr, manual wage labourers
accounted for a higher proportion of Party members. Younger workers, who
had not joined a union because they had never had a job, were particularly
susceptible to the appeal of the Nazi Party in Saxony. As many as a third of
Nazi Party members in the province may have belonged to the working
class in a basic economic sense in the late 1920s. The lower middle class in
town and country remained heavily over-represented in comparison to its



numbers in the population as a whole. By the early 1930s, however, the
proportion of middle- and upper-class Party members in the Saxon Nazi
Party was increasing, as the Party became more respectable. Slowly, the
Nazis were escaping their modest and humble roots and beginning to attract
members of Germany’s social elites.159



III

Among the new generation of leading Nazis who entered the movement in
the mid-1920s, one man was to play a particularly prominent role in the
Third Reich. At first sight, few would have considered that Heinrich
Himmler, born in Munich on 7 October 1900, was destined to reach any
kind of prominence at all. His father was a Catholic schoolteacher of
sufficiently conservative views to have been considered fit to give private
tuition to a young member of the Bavarian royal family for a time in the
1890s. Coming from a respectable background in the educated middle class,
Heinrich, a sickly child with poor eyesight, went through several different
schools, but received what appeared to be a solid academic education at
grammar schools in Munich and Landshut. A school friend, Georg
Hallgarten, who later became a well-known left-wing historian, testified to
Himmler’s intelligence and ability. School reports described Himmler as a
conscientious, hard-working, ambitious, able and well-mannered student, a
model pupil in every way. His patriotic father, however, made strenuous
efforts to get him into the army, even declaring himself willing to cut short
his son’s education in order to do this. Young Heinrich’s diaries and reading
notes show how strongly he imbibed the mythology of 1914, the idea of
war as the summit of human achievement and the concept of struggle as the
moving force of human history and human existence. But he only got as far
as training in the cadets, and never saw action on the front line. Here was a
particularly clear example of a man of the post-front generation who bitterly
regretted not having been able to fight in the war and spent much of his
later life trying to make good this crucial absence in his early life.160

After passing the school-leaving examination with flying colours,
Himmler, following his father’s advice, went on to study agriculture at the
Technical High School in Munich, and here, too, he excelled, graduating
with a mark of ‘very good’ in 1922. He also joined a duelling fraternity, and
after some trouble in finding a swordsman who took him seriously enough
to accept a challenge, duly acquired the obligatory facial scars. In the



meantime, however, he joined Kahr’s Denizens’ Defence Force, and then
fell under the influence of Ernst Röhm, who impressed him with his
military zeal. The far-right milieu into which he had now plunged directed
him towards revolutionary antisemitism, and by 1924 he was inveighing
‘against the hydra of the black and red International, of Jews and
Ultramontanism, of freemasons and Jesuits, of the spirit of commerce and
cowardly bourgeoisie’.161 With his large head, his short-back-and-sides, his
pudding-basin haircut, round glasses, receding chin and pencil moustache,
Himmler looked very much like the school-master his father had been, not
at all like a fanatical nationalist street-fighter. A few months later, he
brandished a standard rather than a pistol when he joined a unit of Rohm’s
Reich War Flag group that briefly occupied the Bavarian War Ministry in
the first phase of the abortive Munich putsch on 8-9 November.162

Himmler got away from the putsch without being arrested, and so had his
opportunity to rise in the movement at a time when Hitler was in prison or
banned from speaking and the Nazi Party was in disarray. He hitched his
wagon, wisely at this date, to Gregor Strasser’s rising star, becoming first
his secretary, then deputy Regional Leader in two different districts, and
deputy Reich Propaganda Leader. But he was not Strasser’s disciple. For by
this time he had fallen under Hitler’s spell, less through a reading of My
Struggle, on which he recorded some critical notes (‘the first chapters on his
own youth contain many weak points’) than through personal contact in his
various official capacities, which included of course attending Hitler’s
speeches. To the young Himmler, still only in his mid-twenties, and
hopelessly adrift in the choppy seas of post-putsch paramilitary politics,
Hitler offered certainty, a leader to admire, a cause to follow. From 1925
onwards, when he joined the newly reconstituted Nazi Party, Himmler
developed a boundless hero-worship of the Nazi leader; he kept a portrait of
Hitler on his office wall and is even on occasion said to have engaged it in
conversation.163

In 1926 he married, and his wife, seven years older than he was,
influenced him strongly in the direction of occultism, herbalism,
homeopathy and other unconventional beliefs, some of which he was later
to try and force on his subordinates. Although Himmler’s marriage did not
prosper, these ideas did. Gradually abandoning the conventional Catholic
piety of his youth, he became an enthusiast for ‘blood and soil’, joining the
Artamans, a nationalist settlement group to which Rudolf Hoss also



belonged. Here Himmler came under the influence of Richard Walther
Darré, an enthusiast for ‘Nordic’ racial ideas. Darré, born in Argentina in
1895 and educated, somewhat incongruously, in Wimbledon, England, had
served in the German army during the war. Then he had become a specialist
in selective animal breeding, which led him into the politics of ‘blood and
soil’, though not immediately into the Nazi Party. Himmler imbibed from
Darré a fixed belief in the destiny of the Nordic race, the superiority of its
blood over that of the Slavs, the need to keep its blood pure, and the central
role of a solid German peasantry in ensuring the future of the Germanic
race. Driven by this obsession with the peasantry, Himmler for a while
himself took up farming, but he did not do well, since he spent too much
time in political campaigning, and the times were in any case bad for
agricultural business.164

On 6 January 1929 Hitler appointed the faithful Himmler as head of his
personal Protection Formation - Schutzstaffel, quickly known by its initials
as the SS. This had its origins in a small unit formed early in 1923 to act as
Hitler’s bodyguard and protect the Party headquarters. It was refounded in
1925, when Hitler realized that the brownshirts under Röhm would never
show him the unconditional loyalty which he required. Its initial
commander was Julius Schreck, commander of the brownshirt ‘Assault
Squad’ before Hitler’s imprisonment, and from the first it was conceived as
an elite formation, in contrast to the catch-all mass paramilitary movement
of the brownshirts. In the intra-party intrigues of the mid-1920s the SS went
through a number of leaders, all of whom failed to assert its independence
from the growing power of the brownshirts, though they did manage to
build it up as a closely disciplined, tightly knit corps of men. Himmler
succeeded where they had failed.

Despising the rough elements who had formed its first group of recruits,
he self-consciously set out to create it as a real elite, bringing in former
army officers like the Pomeranian aristocrat Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski,
and Free Corps veterans such as Friedrich Karl, Baron von Eberstein.
Inheriting a formation of just 290 men, Himmler had increased the strength
of the SS to a thousand by the end of 1929 and nearly three thousand a year
later. Over the objections of the brownshirt leadership, he persuaded Hitler
to make the SS fully independent in 1930, giving it a new uniform, black
instead of brown, and a new, strictly hierarchical, quasi-military structure.
As discontent and impatience rose within the brownshirt organization, and



the threat of independent action grew, Hitler turned the SS into a kind of
internal party police. It became more secretive, and began collecting
confidential information not only on the Party’s enemies but on leading
members of the brownshirts as well.165

With the creation of the SS, the basic structure of the Nazi movement
was complete. By the end of the 1920s Hitler had emerged, partly through
circumstances, partly through his own speaking ability and his own
ruthlessness, partly through the desperate need of the extreme right for a
strong leader, as the unquestioned dictator of the movement, the object of a
rapidly growing cult of personality. There were still tensions within the
movement; these were to surface dramatically in the following few years up
to 1934. There were still people in leading positions, such as Strasser and
Röhm, who were prepared to criticize Hitler and take a different line from
his if they thought it necessary. But Hitler had built up around him a crucial
group of men whose devotion to him was wholly unconditional - men like
Goebbels, Goring, Hess, Himmler, Rosenberg, Schirach and Streicher.
Under their leadership, and thanks to Strasser’s organizational talent, the
Nazi movement by the middle of 1929 had become an elaborate, well-
organized political body whose appeal was directed to virtually every sector
of the population. Its propaganda was becoming rapidly more sophisticated.
Its paramilitary wing was taking on the Communist Red Front-Fighters and
Social Democratic Reichsbanner in the streets. Its internal police force, the
SS, was poised to take action against the dissident and the disobedient in its
own ranks. It had acquired, modified and elaborated a crude, largely
unoriginal, but fanatically held ideology centred on extreme nationalism,
hate-filled antisemitism and contempt for Weimar democracy. It was
determined to gain power on the basis of popular support at the polls and
rampaging violence on the streets, then tear up the Peace Treaties of 1919,
rearm, reconquer the lost territories in East and West and create ‘living-
space’ for ethnic German colonization of East-Central and Eastern Europe.

The cult of violence, derived not least from the Free Corps, was at the
heart of the movement. By 1929 it could be seen in operation on a daily
basis on the streets. The Nazi movement despised the law, and made no
secret of its belief that might was right. It had also evolved a way of
diverting legal responsibility from the Party leadership for acts of violence
and lawlessness committed by brownshirts and other elements within the
movement. For Hitler, Goebbels, the Regional Leaders and the rest only



gave orders couched in rhetoric that, while violent, was also vague: their
subordinates would understand clearly what was being hinted at and go into
action straight away. This tactic helped persuade a growing number of
middle- and even some upper-class Germans that Hitler and his immediate
subordinates were not really responsible for the blood shed by the
brownshirts on the streets, in bar-room brawls and in rowdy meetings, an
impression strengthened by the repeated insistence of the brownshirt leaders
that they were acting independently of the Nazi Party bosses. By 1929
Hitler had attracted the support, sympathy and to some extent even the
financial backing of some well-connected people, especially in Bavaria.
And his movement had extended its operations across the whole country,
attracting significant electoral support, above all among crisis-racked small
farmers in Protestant areas of north Germany and Franconia.

None of this could disguise the fact, however, that in the autumn of 1929,
the Nazi Party was still very much on the fringes of politics. With only a
handful of deputies in the Reichstag, it had to compete with a number of
other fringe organizations of the right, some of which, for example the self-
styled Economy Party, were larger and better supported than it was itself;
and all of these still paled into insignificance in comparison to mainstream
organizations of the right such as the Nationalist Party and the Steel
Helmets. Moreover, although they did not command the support of a
majority of the electorate any more, the three parties that were the mainstay
of Weimar democracy, the Social Democrats, the Centre Party and the
Democrats, were still in government, in a ‘Grand Coalition’ that also
included the party of Germany’s long-serving, moderate and highly
successful Foreign Minister, Gustav Stresemann. The Republic seemed to
have weathered the storms of the early 1920s—the inflation, the French
occupation, the armed conflicts, the social dislocation - and to have entered
calmer waters. It would need a catastrophe of major dimensions if an
extremist party like the Nazis was to gain mass support. In 1929, with the
sudden collapse of the economy in the wake of the Stock Exchange crash in
New York, it came.



4

TOWARDS THE SEIZURE OF POWER



THE GREAT DEPRESSION



I

‘After long, planless wanderings from city to city,’ an unemployed 21-year-
old printer from Essen wrote in the autumn of 1932, ‘my path took me to
the port of Hamburg. But what a disappointment! Here was yet more
misery, more unemployment than I had expected, and my hopes of getting
work here were dashed. What should I do? Without relatives here, I had no
desire to become a vagabond.’ The young man was not in the end forced to
join the ever-growing hordes of homeless men living on the streets and
roads of Germany’s towns and cities - anything between 200,000 and half a
million of them, according to official estimates; he eventually found support
in a voluntary labour scheme run by the Church.1 But many more had no
such luck. Unemployment destroyed people’s self-respect and undermined
their status, especially that of men, in a society where men’s prestige,
recognition, even identity itself derived above all from the job they did.
Throughout the early 1930s, men could be seen on street corners, with
placards round their necks: ‘Looking for work of any kind’. Schoolchildren,
when asked for their opinion on the matter by sociologists, often replied
that the unemployed became socially degraded,

for the longer they are without work, the lazier they get, and they feel
more and more humiliated, because they are always seeing other people
who are decently dressed and they get annoyed because they want that
too, and they become criminals ... They still want to live! Older people
often don’t want that any more at all.2

Children were observed playing ‘signing on’ games, and when some of
them were asked by an investigator in December 1932 to write short
autobiographical essays, unemployment featured here too: ‘My father has
now been unemployed for over three years,’ wrote one 14-year-old
schoolgirl: ‘We still used to believe earlier on that father would get a job
again some time, but now even we children have abandoned all hope.’3



Prolonged unemployment varied in its impact on the individual. The
young could be more optimistic about finding a job than the middle-aged.
Despondency got worse the longer people went without a job. Interviews
carried out in the summer of 1932 revealed far gloomier attitudes than
surveys conducted eighteen months before. People put off marriage plans,
married couples put off having children. Young men roamed the streets
aimlessly, sat listlessly at home, spent the day playing cards, wandering
through public parks, or riding endlessly round and round on the electric
trains of Berlin’s Circle Line.4 In this situation, action often seemed better
than inaction; boredom turned to frustration. Many unemployed men, even
young boys and girls, tried to make a meagre living by hawking, busking,
house-cleaning, street trading or any one of a number of traditional
makeshifts of the economically marginal. Groups of children haunted
Berlin’s fashionable nightspots offering to ‘look after’ wealthy people’s
cars, a primitive form of protection racket practised in other, less innocuous
forms by grown-ups, too. Informal hiking clubs and working-class youth
groups easily became so-called ‘wild cliques’, gangs of young people who
met in disused buildings, scavenged food, stole to make a living, fought
with rival gangs, and frequently clashed with the police. Crime rates as such
did not climb as spectacularly as they had done during the inflation, but
there was a 24 per cent increase in arrests for theft in Berlin between 1929
and 1932 none the less. Prostitution, male and female, became more
noticeable and more widespread, the product of Weimar’s sexual tolerance
as much as of its economic failure, shocking the respectable classes by its
openness. At its lower end, hawking and street-selling shaded off into
begging.5 German society seemed to be descending into a morass of misery
and criminality. In this situation, people began to grasp at political straws:
anything, however extreme, seemed better than the hopeless mess they
appeared to be in now.

How had this situation come about? Unemployment had already been
high following the economic reforms that had brought the great inflation to
an end in 1923. But by the early 1930s the situation had worsened
immeasurably. The German economy’s recovery after the inflation had been
financed not least by heavy investment from the world’s largest economy,
the United States. German interest rates were high, and capital flowed in;
but, crucially, reinvestment mainly took the form of short-term loans.
German industry came to depend heavily on such funds in its drive to



rationalize and mechanize. Firms such as Krupps and the United Steelworks
borrowed very large sums of money. American enterprises invested directly
in Germany, with Ford automobiles owning factories in Berlin and
Cologne, and General Motors buying up the Opel car factory in
Rüsselsheim, near Frankfurt, in 1929. German banks took out foreign loans
to finance their own investments in German business.6 This was an
inherently precarious situation for German industry and banking, and at the
end of the decade it turned to catastrophe.

In the course of 1928, all leading industrialized countries began to
impose monetary restrictions in the face of a looming recession. The United
States began cutting its foreign lending. Such measures were necessary to
preserve gold reserves, the basis of financial stability in the era of the Gold
Standard, when currency values everywhere were tied to the value of gold,
as they had been in Germany since the stabilization had come into effect.
As individual countries started drawing up the monetary drawbridges,
industry began to suffer. There was virtually no growth in industrial
production in Germany in 1928-9 and by the end of that winter
unemployment had already reached nearly two and a half million.
Investment slowed down sharply, possibly because companies were
spending too much on wages and welfare payments, but more likely
because there was simply a shortage of capital. The German government
found it difficult to raise money by issuing bonds because investors knew
what inflation had done to the bonds issued during the war. International
markets had very little confidence in the German state to deal with the
economic problems of the day. It soon became clear that their lack of faith
was entirely justified.7

On 24 October 1929, ‘Black Thursday’, the unmistakeable signs of a
business crisis in the United States caused a sudden outburst of panic
selling on the New York Stock Exchange. Share prices, already overvalued
in the eyes of some, began to plummet. Early the following week, on 29
October, ‘Black Tuesday’, panic selling set in again, worse by far than
before; 16.4 million shares were sold, a record unsurpassed for the next four
decades.8 As frantic traders scrambled to sell before stocks fell even further
in value, there were scenes of pandemonium on the floor of the New York
Stock Exchange. But these dramatic days of disaster were only the most
visible aspects of what turned out to be a prolonged and seemingly
inexorable decline over the next three years. The New York Times index fell



from a high of 452 points in September 1929 to 58 points by July 1932. On
29 October, ten billion dollars were wiped off the value of the major
American companies, twice the amount of all money in circulation in the
United States at the time and almost as much as America had spent on
financing its part in the Great War. Company after company went bust.
American demand for imports collapsed. Banks plunged into crisis as their
investments disappeared. And as American banks saw their losses mount,
they started calling in the short-term loans with which so much of German
industry had been financing itself for the past five years.9

American banks began withdrawing their funds from Germany at the
worst possible moment, precisely when the already flagging German
economy needed a sharp stimulus to revive it. As they lost funds, German
banks and businesses tried to redress the balance by taking out more short-
term loans. The faster this happened, the less stable the economy began to
look, and the more foreign and domestic asset-holders began to transfer
capital outside the country.10 Unable to finance production, firms began to
cut back drastically. Industrial production, already stagnant, now began to
fall with breathtaking speed. By 1932, it had dropped in value by 40 per
cent of its 1929 level, a collapse matched only by Austria and Poland
among European economies in its severity. Elsewhere, the fall was no more
than a quarter; in Britain it was 11 per cent. With the withdrawal of funds
and the collapse of businesses, banks began to get into difficulties. After a
number of small banks failed in 1929-30, the two biggest Austrian banks
went under and then, in July 1931, the big German banks began to come
under pressure.11 Business failures multiplied. An attempt to create a larger
internal market by forging a customs union between Germany and Austria
was squashed by international intervention, for the political motivation
behind it - a step in the direction of the political union between the two
countries that had been banned by the Treaty of Versailles - was obvious to
everyone. Thrown back onto its own resources, the German economy
plunged into deep depression. Unemployment rates now rose almost
exponentially. With millions of people in the great cities unemployed, less
money was available to spend on food, the already severe agricultural crisis
deepened dramatically, and farmers were unable to escape foreclosure and
bankruptcy as the banks called in the loans on which so many of them
depended. Agricultural workers were thrown out of work as farms and



estates went under, spreading unemployment to the countryside as well as
the towns.12

By 1932, roughly one worker in three in Germany was registered as
unemployed, with rates even higher in some heavy industrial areas such as
Silesia or the Ruhr. This dwarfed all previous unemployment rates, even
during the worst period of the stabilization cutbacks. Between 1928 and
1932, unemployment rose from 133,000 to 600,000 in Germany’s biggest
industrial centre, Berlin, from 32,000 to 135,000 in the trading city and
seaport of Hamburg, and from 12,000 to 65,000 in the industrial town of
Dortmund, in the Rhine-Ruhr area. Industry was obviously hardest hit; but
white-collar workers lost their jobs, too, with over half a million out of
work by 1932.13 The rise was frighteningly swift. By the winter of 1930-31
there were already over five million unemployed, little more than a year
after the onset of the Depression; the number rose to six million a year later.
At the beginning of 1932, it was reported that the unemployed and their
dependants made up about a fifth of the entire population of Germany,
nearly thirteen million people, all told.14 The true figure may have been
even higher, since women who lost their jobs often failed to register
themselves as unemployed.15

These terrifying figures told only part of the story. To begin with, many
millions more workers only stayed in their jobs at a reduced rate, since
employers cut hours and introduced short-time work in an attempt to adjust
to the collapse in demand. Then many trained workers or apprentices had to
accept menial and unskilled jobs because the jobs they were qualified for
had disappeared. These were still the lucky ones. For what caused the real
misery and desperation was the lengthy duration of the crisis, starting - at a
time when unemployment was already fairly high - in October 1929 and
showing no signs of abating for the next three years. Yet the benefits
system, introduced a few years before, was designed only to cope with a far
lower level of unemployment - a maximum of 800,000 compared to the six
million who were without a job by 1932 - and provided relief only for a few
months at most, not for three whole years and more. Things were made
worse by the fact that the drastic fall in people’s income caused a collapse
in tax revenues. Many local authorities had also got into trouble because
they had financed their own welfare and other schemes by taking out
American loans themselves, and these were now being called in, too. Yet
under the unemployment benefit system, the burden of supporting the long-



term jobless after their period of insurance cover had run out shifted first to
central government in the form of ‘crisis benefits’ then, after a further
period of time, devolved onto local authorities in the form of ‘welfare
unemployment support’. Central government was unwilling to take the
unpopular measures that would be required to bridge the gap. Employers
felt that they could not increase contributions when their businesses were in
trouble. Unions and workers did not want to see benefits cut. The problem
seemed insoluble. And those who suffered were the unemployed, who saw
their benefits repeatedly cut, or terminated altogether.16



II

As the Depression bit deeper, groups of men and gangs of boys could be
seen haunting the streets, squares and parks of German towns and cities,
lounging (so it seemed to the bourgeois man or woman unaccustomed to
such a sight) threateningly about, a hint of potential violence and
criminality always in the air. Even more menacing were the attempts, often
successful, by the Communists to mobilize the unemployed for their own
political ends. Communism was the party of the unemployed par
excellence. Communist agitators recruited the young semi-criminals of the
‘wild cliques’; they organized rent strikes in working-class districts where
people were barely able to pay the rent anyway; they proclaimed ‘red
districts’ like the Berlin proletarian quarter of Wedding, inspiring fear into
non-Communists who dared to venture there, sometimes beating them up or
threatening them with guns if they knew them to be associated with the
brownshirts; they marked down certain pubs and bars as their own; they
proselytized among children in working-class schools, politicized parents’
associations and aroused the alarm of middle-class teachers, even those
with left-wing convictions. For the Communists, the class struggle passed
from the workplace to the street and the neighbourhood as more and more
people lost their jobs. Defending a proletarian stronghold, by violent means
if necessary, became a high priority of the Communist paramilitary
organization, the Red Front-Fighters’ League.17

The Communists were frightening to the middle classes, not merely
because they made politically explicit the social threat posed by the
unemployed on the streets, but also because they grew rapidly in numbers
throughout the early 1930s. Their national membership shot up from
117,000 in 1929 to 360,000 in 1932 and their voting strength increased
from election to election. By 1932, in an area such as the north-west
German littoral, including Hamburg and its adjacent Prussian port of
Altona, fewer than 10 per cent of party members had a job. Roughly three-
quarters of the people who joined the party in October 1932 were jobless.18



Founding ‘committees of the unemployed’, the party staged parades,
demonstrations, ‘hunger marches’ and other street-based events on an
almost daily basis, often ending in prolonged clashes with the police. No
opportunity was lost to raise the political temperature in what the party
leaders increasingly thought was a terminal crisis of the capitalist system.19

These developments drove an ever-deeper cleft between the Communists
and the Social Democrats in the final years of the Republic. There was
already a legacy of bitterness and hatred bequeathed by the events of 1918-
19, when members of the Free Corps in the service of the Social
Democratic minister Gustav Noske had murdered prominent Communist
leaders, most notably Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg. The murders
were publicly recalled at every ceremony that the Communist Party staged
in their memory. To this was now added the divisive influence of
unemployment, as jobless Communists railed against Social Democrats and
trade unionists still in work, and Social Democrats grew increasingly
alarmed at the violent and disorderly elements who seemed to be flocking
to join the Communists. Further resentment was added by the habit of
Social Democratic union bosses of identifying Communists to employers
for redundancy, and the practice of employers sacking young, unmarried
workers before older, married ones, which again in many cases meant
members of the Communist Party losing their jobs. Rank-and-file
Communists’ ambivalence about the Social Democratic roots of the labour
movement led to a love-hate relationship with the party’s ‘older brother’, in
which it was always desirable to make common cause, but only on the
Communists’ own terms.20

The roots of Communist extremism ran deep. Radical young workers,
especially, felt betrayed by the Social Democrats, their hopes for a
thoroughgoing revolution - stoked up by the older generation of Social
Democratic activists - dashed just when they seemed on the point of being
realized. The growing influence of the Russian model of a close-knit,
conspiratorial organization helped cement a spirit of solidarity and ceaseless
activity amongst the most committed. A graphic account of the life of the
committed Communist activist during the Weimar Republic was later
provided by the memoirs of Richard Krebs, a sailor born in Bremen in 1904
into the family of a Social Democratic seafaring man. Krebs was present as
an adolescent in the 1918-19 Revolution in his home town and witnessed
the brutality of its suppression by the Free Corps. In Hamburg, Krebs



fought in food riots and fell into the company of some Communists on the
waterfront. Clashes with the police strengthened his hatred of them, and
their bosses, the Social Democratic rulers of the city. Krebs later described
how committed Communists would attend street demonstrations with
pieces of lead piping in their belts and stones in their pockets, ready to pelt
the police with. When mounted police charged, young activists in the Red
Front-Fighters’ League plunged their knives into the horses’ legs, causing
them to bolt. In this atmosphere of conflict and violence, a young tough like
Krebs could feel himself at home, and he joined the Communist Party in
May 1923, leafleting sailors on the waterfront during the day and attending
basic political education courses in the evenings.21

His grasp of Marxist-Leninist theory was minimal, however:

I was class-conscious because class-consciousness had been a family
tradition. I was proud to be a worker and I despised the bourgeois. My
attitude to conventional respectability was a derisive one. I had a keen
one-sided sense of justice which carried me away into an insane hatred
of those I thought responsible for mass suffering and oppression.
Policemen were enemies. God was a lie, invented by the rich to make
the poor be content with their yoke, and only cowards resorted to prayer.
Every employer was a hyena in human form, malevolent, eternally
gluttonous, disloyal and pitiless. I believed that a man who fought alone
could never win; men must stand together and fight together and make
life better for all engaged in useful work. They must struggle with every
means at their disposal, shying at no lawless deed as long as it would
further the cause, giving no quarter until the revolution had triumphed.22

Imbued with this spirit of fiery commitment, Krebs led an armed
detachment of Red Front-Fighters in the abortive Hamburg Revolution of
October 1923, as Communists stormed a police station and erected
barricades.23 Not surprisingly, he felt it necessary to flee the scene after the
failure of the uprising, and resumed his seafaring life. Escaping to Holland,
then Belgium, he made contact with the local Communists. In no time his
knowledge of English had led him to be commissioned by one of the Soviet
secret agents who were present in many branches of the party - though
probably not in so many as he later claimed - to spread Communist
propaganda in California. Here he was ordered by the local party agents to



kill a renegade who they believed had betrayed the party. Botching the
attempt - deliberately, he claimed - Krebs was arrested and imprisoned in St
Quentin. When he was released in the early 1930s, Krebs became a paid
official of the seamen’s section of the Comintern, the international
organization of Communist parties across the world, directed from Moscow,
and began acting as a courier for the party, taking money, leaflets and much
else from one country to another, and then from one part of Germany to
another.24

Richard Krebs’s memoirs, which read like a thriller, portrayed a
Communist Party bound together by iron ties of discipline and commitment,
its every move dictated by the Soviet secret police agents from the GPU,
successor to the Cheka, who ran every national organization from behind
the scenes. The feeling that the Comintern was behind strikes,
demonstrations and attempts at revolution in many parts of the world struck
fear into many middle-class Germans, even though these activities were
almost uniformly unsuccessful. The conspiratorial structure of the
Comintern, and the undoubted presence of Soviet agents in the German
party from the days of Karl Radek onwards, undoubtedly fuelled bourgeois
anxieties. Yet Krebs painted too smooth a picture of the workings of the
Comintern. In reality, strikes, labour unrest, even fights and riots often
owed more to the temper of the ‘Red Front-Fighters’ on the ground than to
any plans laid by Moscow and its agents. And men like Krebs were
unusual. The turnover in Communist Party membership was more than 50
per cent in 1932 alone, meaning that hundreds of thousands of the
unemployed had been close enough to the party to belong, at least for a
while, but also that the party was often unable to hold the allegiance of most
of its members for more than a few months at a time. Long-term members
like Krebs constituted a hard and disciplined but relatively small core of
activists, and the Red Front-Fighters’ League became an increasingly
professionalized force.25 Words counted for a lot in such circumstances.
Communist rhetoric had become a good deal more violent since the
inauguration of the ‘third period’ by the Comintern leadership in Moscow
in 1928. From this point onwards, the party directed its venom principally
against the Social Democrats. Every German government in its eyes was
‘fascist’; fascism was the political expression of capitalism; and the Social
Democrats were ‘social fascists’ because they were the main supporters of
capitalism, taking workers away from revolutionary commitment and



reconciling them to Weimar’s ‘fascist’ political system. Anyone in the
leadership who tried to question this line was dismissed from his party post.
Anything that would help overthrow the ‘fascist’ state and its Social
Democratic supporters was welcome.26

The leader of the Communist Party of Germany at this time was the
Hamburg trade union functionary Ernst Thälmann. There could be no doubt
about his working-class credentials. Born in 1886, he had taken a variety of
short-term jobs, including working in a fishmeal plant and driving wagons
for a laundry, before being called up and serving on the Western Front in
the First World War. A Social Democrat since 1903, Thälmann gravitated to
the left wing of the party during the war and threw himself into political
activity during the revolution of 1918, joining the ‘revolutionary shop
stewards’ and becoming the leader of the Independent Social Democrats in
Hamburg in 1919. Elected to the city parliament the same year, he joined
the Communists when the Independents split up in 1922, and became a
member of the national Central Committee. During this time he continued
to work as a manual labourer, in tough trades such as ship-breaking.
Uneducated, brawny, an instinctive revolutionary, Thälmann incorporated
the Communist ideal of the revolutionary worker. He was anything but an
intellectual; he won the sympathy of his proletarian audiences not least
through his obvious struggles with complicated Marxist terminology; his
speeches were passionate rather than carefully argued, but his audiences felt
this showed his honesty and his sincerity. As a party leader and a
professional politician in the mid- and late 1920s and early 1930s,
Thälmann was often obliged to dress in collar and tie; but it became a set
feature of his speeches that at some point he would take them off, to general
and enthusiastic applause, and become a simple worker once more. His
hatred of the generals and the bosses was palpable, his distrust of the Social
Democrats obvious.

Like many rank-and-file Communists, Thälmann followed the party line
laid down by the Comintern in Moscow as it changed this way and that,
often in response to Stalin’s tactical needs in his struggle to marginalize his
intra-party rivals at home. Thälmann’s faith in the revolution was absolute,
and in consequence so too was his faith in the only revolutionary state in
the world, the Soviet Union. Others in the party leadership may have been
more subtle, more ruthless and more intelligent, like the Berlin party chief
Walter Ulbricht; and the Politbureau and Central Committee, together with



the Comintern in Moscow, may have been the arbiters of party policy and
strategy; but Thälmann’s personal standing and rhetorical gifts made him an
indispensable asset to the party, which twice put him forward as its
candidate in the elections for the post of Reich President, in 1925 and 1932.
By the early 1930s, therefore, he was one of the best-known - and, to the
middle and upper classes, one of the most feared - politicians in the land.
He was more than a mere figurehead but less than a genuine leader,
perhaps. But he remained the personal incorporation of German
Communism in all its intransigence and ambition, driving the party towards
the foundation of a ‘Soviet Germany’.27

Led by a man such as Thälmann, the Communist Party thus seemed a
looming threat of unparalleled dimensions to many middle-class Germans
in the early 1930s. A Communist revolution seemed far from impossible.
Even a sober and intelligent, conservative moderate like Victor Klemperer
could ask himself in July 1931: ‘Is the government going to fall? Is Hitler
going to follow, or Communism?’28 In many ways, however, Communist
power was an illusion. The party’s ideological animus against the Social
Democrats doomed it to impotence. Its hostility to the Weimar Republic,
based on its extremist condemnation of all its governments, even the ‘Grand
Coalition’ led by Hermann Müller, as ‘fascist’, blinded it completely to the
threat posed by Nazism to the Weimar political system. Its optimism about
an imminent total and final collapse of capitalism had some plausibility in
the dire economic circumstances of 1932. But in retrospect it was
completely unfounded. Moreover, a party consisting largely of the
unemployed was inevitably short of resources and weakened by the poverty
and inconstancy of its members. So strapped for cash were Communist
Party members that one Communist pub or bar after another had to close
during the Depression, or passed into the hands of the Nazis. Between 1929
and 1933, per capita consumption of beer in Germany fell by 43 per cent,
and in these circumstances the better-funded brownshirts moved in. What
one historian has called a ‘quasi-guerrilla warfare’ was being conducted in
the poorer quarters of Germany’s big cities, and the Communists were
slowly being beaten back into their heartlands in the slums and tenement
districts by the continual brutal pressure of brownshirt violence. In this
conflict, bourgeois sympathies were generally on the side of the Nazis, who,
after all, were not threatening to destroy capitalism or create a ‘Soviet
Germany’ if they came to power.29



III

Although unemployment was above all a working-class phenomenon,
economic difficulties had been wearing down the morale of other social
groups as well. Well before the onset of the Depression, for instance, the
drive to reduce government expenditure in the retrenchment that had to
underpin the currency stabilization after 1923 led to a wave of dismissals in
the state sector. Between I October 1923 and 31 March 1924, 135,000 out
of 826,000 civil servants, mostly in the state railway system, the post,
telegraph and Reich printing services, had been sacked, along with 30,000
out of 61,000 white-collar workers and 232,000 out of 706,000 state-
employed manual labourers.30 A further wave of cuts came after 1929, with
a cumulative reduction in civil service salaries of between 19 and 23 per
cent between December 1930 and December 1932. Many civil servants at
all levels were dismayed at the inability of their trade union representatives
to stop the cuts. Their hostility to the government was obvious. Some
drifted into the Nazi Party; many others were put off by the Nazis’ open
threat to purge the civil service if they came to power. Nevertheless, anxiety
and disillusion with the Republic became widespread in the civil service as
a result of the cuts.31

Many other middle-class occupations felt their economic and social
position was under threat during the Weimar Republic. White-collar
workers lost their jobs, or feared that they might, as banks and finance
houses got into difficulties. Tourist agents, restaurants, retailing, mail-order
firms, a huge variety of employers in the service sector ran into trouble as
people’s purchasing power declined. The Nazi Party, now equipped with its
elaborate structure of specialist subdivisions, saw this, and began to direct
its appeal to the professional and propertied middle classes. All of this was
anathema to those Nazis who, like Otto Strasser, brother of the Party
organizer Gregor, continued to emphasize the ‘socialist’ aspect of National
Socialism and felt that Hitler was betraying their ideals. Angered by the
support given by Otto Strasser and his publishing house to left-wing causes



such as strikes, Hitler summoned the leading men in the Party to a meeting
in April 1930 and ranted against Strasser’s views. As a way of trying to
neutralize Otto Strasser’s influence, he now appointed Goebbels Reich
Propaganda Leader of the Party. But, to Goebbels’s annoyance, Hitler
repeatedly postponed decisive action, hoping that Otto Strasser’s
propaganda apparatus would still be of some use in the regional elections
that took place in June 1930. Only after this, and Strasser’s publication of
an unflattering account of his row with Hitler earlier in the year, did he
decide to purge the party of Otto Strasser and his supporters, who pre-
empted this move by resigning on 4 July 1930. The split was a serious one.
Observers held their breath to see if the Party would survive this exodus of
its left wing. But things had changed markedly from the days when
Goebbels and his friends had revived the Party in the Ruhr with socialist
slogans. The dissidents’ departure revealed that Strasser and his ideas had
little support within the Party; even his brother Gregor disowned him. Otto
Strasser vanished from serious politics, to spend the rest of his life in
Germany, and, later, in exile, dreaming up small, sectarian organizations to
propagate his views to tiny audiences of the like-minded.32

Having shed the last vestiges of ‘socialism’, Hitler now moved to build
more bridges to the conservative right. In the autumn of 1931 he joined
with the Nationalists in the so-called ‘Harzburg Front’, producing a joint
declaration with Hugenberg at Bad Harzburg on 11 October stating their
readiness to join together in ruling Prussia and the Reich. Though the Nazis
emphasized their continued independence - Hitler, for example, refusing to
review a march-past of the Steel Helmets - this marked a significant
extension of the collaboration that had first taken place in the campaign
against the Young Plan in 1929. At the same time, Hitler took serious steps
to persuade industrialists that his Party posed no threat to them. His address
to some 650 businessmen at the Industry Club in Düsseldorf in January
1932 appealed to his audience by denouncing Marxism as the source of
Germany’s ills - he did not refer to the Jews in the speech even once - and
by emphasizing his belief in the importance of private property, hard work
and proper rewards for the able and the enterprising. However, the solution
to the economic woes of the moment, he said, was mainly political.
Idealism, patriotism and national unity would create the basis for economic
revival. These would be provided by the National Socialist movement,



whose members sacrificed their time and money, and risked their lives day
and night, in the struggle against the Communist threat.33

Delivered in a two-and-a-half-hour oration, these remarks were
extremely general, and offered nothing concrete in the way of economic
policies at all. They revealed Hitler’s Social Darwinist view of the
economy, in which struggle was the way to success. This cannot have
impressed his knowledgeable audience very much. The senior industrialists
were disappointed. The Nazis later declared that Hitler had won over big
business at last. But there was little concrete evidence to show this was the
case. Neither Hitler nor anyone else followed up the occasion with a fund-
raising campaign amongst the captains of industry. Indeed, parts of the Nazi
press continued to attack trusts and monopolies after the event, while other
Nazis attempted to win votes in another quarter by championing workers’
rights. When the Communist Party’s newspapers portrayed the meeting in
conspiratorial terms, as a demonstration of the fact that Nazism was the
creature of big business, the Nazis went out of their way to deny this,
printing sections of the speech as proof of Hitler’s independence from
capital.

The result of all this was that business proved not much more willing to
finance the Nazi Party than it had been before. True, one or two individuals
like Fritz Thyssen were enthusiastic, and provided funds to subsidize the
extravagant tastes of leading Nazis such as Hermann Goring and Gregor
Strasser. And, in broad terms, the speech was reassuring. When the time
came, it made it that much easier for big business to come round to the
support of the Nazi Party. But in January 1932 this still lay some way in the
future. For the time being, the Nazi Party continued, as before, to finance its
activities mainly through the voluntary contributions of its members,
through entry fees to its meetings, through the income from its press and
publications and through donations from small firms and businesses rather
than large ones. The antisemitism which Hitler had so conspicuously
forgotten to mention when talking to representatives of large industrial
firms was far more likely to have an appeal in quarters such as these.34

Nevertheless, Nazism now had a respectable face as well as a rough one,
and was winning friends among the conservative and nationalist elites. As
Germany plunged deeper into the Depression, growing numbers of middle-
class citizens began to see in the youthful dynamism of the Nazi Party a
possible way out of the situation. All would depend on whether the Weimar



Republic’s fragile democratic structures held up under the strain, and
whether the Reich government could produce the right policies to stop them
from collapsing altogether.



THE CRISIS OF DEMOCRACY



I

The Depression’s first political victim was the Grand Coalition cabinet led
by the Social Democrat Hermann Müller, one of the Republic’s most stable
and durable governments, in office since the elections of 1928. The Grand
Coalition was a rare attempt to compromise between the ideological and
social interests of the Social Democrats and the ‘bourgeois’ parties left of
the Nationalists. It was held together mainly by its common effort to secure
the Young Plan, an effort made in the teeth of bitter opposition from the
Nationalists and the extreme right. Once the plan was agreed towards the
end of 1929, there was little left to bind the parties to one another.
Following the onset of the Depression in October 1929, the coalition’s
constituent parties failed to agree on how to tackle the rapidly worsening
unemployment problem. Deprived of the moderating influence of its former
leader Gustav Stresemann, who died in October 1929, the People’s Party
broke with the coalition over the Social Democrats’ refusal to cut
unemployment benefits, and the government was forced to tender its
resignation on 27 March 1930.35

Although few realized it at the time, this marked the beginning of the end
of Weimar democracy. From this point on, no government ruled with the
support of a parliamentary majority in the Reichstag. Indeed, those who had
President Hindenburg’s ear saw the fall of the Grand Coalition as a chance
to establish an authoritarian regime through the use of the Presidential
power of rule by decree. Particularly influential in this respect was the
German army, represented by the Minister of Defence, General Wilhelm
Groener. His appointment in January 1928 to replace the Democrat
politician Otto Gessler had signalled the liberation of the army from any
kind of political control, and was cemented by the right of the army chief to
report directly to the President instead of going through the cabinet. Despite
the limitations placed by the Treaty of Versailles on its numbers and
equipment, the army remained by a long way the most powerful, most
disciplined and most heavily armed force in Germany. While civilian



institutions of one kind and another, from the political parties to the
legislature itself, crumbled, the army remained united. For most of the
1920s, since the debacle of the Kapp putsch, it had stayed quiet, focusing its
attention on building up illegal equipment and manpower, but in the crisis
of the early 1930s it saw its opportunity. Rearmament and the rebuilding of
Germany as a great power could, in the view of men like Groener’s political
adviser, Colonel, later General Kurt von Schleicher, now be grasped by
freeing the state from the shackles of parliamentary coalitions. And the
more Germany descended into political chaos and extremist violence, the
more pivotal the position of the army became. Already in the autumn of
1930 Groener was telling officers: ‘Not a brick can be moved any more in
the political process in Germany without the word of the army being thrown
decisively onto the scales.’36

The army threw its weight into the political process initially in order to
protect itself from budgetary cutbacks, which it successfully did. While all
around it state institutions were having their budgets slashed, the army’s
stayed intact. But it still remained generally aloof from the Nazi Party.
Older officers, schooled in the stern traditions of Prussian monarchism,
were generally resistant to the populist appeal of radical nationalist politics.
Even here, however, there were some who openly favoured the Nazis, like
Colonel Ludwig Beck.37 And younger officers were much more susceptible
to Nazi propaganda. Already in 1929 a number of junior officers were
engaging in discussions with the Nazis and debating the prospects for a
‘national revolution’. The army leadership under Groener and Schleicher
combated these tendencies vigorously, engaging in counter-propaganda and
having the three ringleaders in the discussions arrested and put on trial in
1930 for preparing an act of high treason. The trial outraged other young
officers, even those who were not inclined to collaborate with the Nazis.
The army leadership, wrote one of them, had caved in to the
‘Novemberists’ and tried men whose only motivation was ‘unselfish love of
the fatherland’. Ninety per cent of the officers, he added, thought the same
way.38

The trial was the occasion for a widely publicized speech delivered by
Hitler from the witness box, where he was summoned by Hans Frank, the
Nazi lawyer who was acting for one of the defendants. The Nazi Party, he
declared, had no intention of committing high treason or subverting the
army from within. Its intention was to come to power by legal means, and



he had expelled those, like Otto Strasser, who had urged it to carry out a
revolution. The Party would win a majority in an election and form a
legitimately constituted government. At that point, he said, to cheers from
the public benches, the real traitors, the ‘November criminals’ of 1918,
would be put on trial, and ‘heads will roll’. But until then, the Party would
stay within the law. The court made Hitler swear to the veracity of his
testimony on oath. ‘Now we are strictly legal’, Goebbels is reported to have
said. Putzi Hanfstaengl, recently put in charge of Hitler’s foreign press
relations, made sure that the speech was reported around the world. He sold
three articles by Hitler outlining the Nazi Party’s aims and methods, in
suitably bowdlerized form, to William Randolph Hearst, the American press
baron, for 1,000 Reichsmarks each. The money enabled Hitler to use the
Kaiserhof Hotel in the centre of Berlin as his headquarters whenever he
stayed in the capital from then on. In Germany itself, Hitler’s reassurances
dispelled the fears of many middle-class Germans about the Nazi Party’s
intentions.39

The court was not impressed by Hitler, whom it reprimanded for abusing
his position as a witness, and sentenced the young officers to eighteen
months’ imprisonment, cashiering two of them from the army.40 The
conservatism of the judiciary was almost bound to put the court on the side
of the army. Still, the sentences did nothing to stop young army officers
from continuing their flirtation with Nazism. Schleicher’s attempts to
counter such ideas, curb the radicalism of the younger officers and restore
political discipline in the army, were less than effective, not least because he
admitted openly to the officer corps that he sympathized with the ‘national
part’ of the Nazis’ programme, and particularly with ‘the wave of
indignation brought forth by the National Socialist movement against
Bolshevism, treason, filth etc. Here’, he said, ‘the National Socialist
campaign undoubtedly has extremely stirring effects.’41 Sympathy with the
Nazis meant co-operating with them, but such was the arrogance and self-
importance of the army leaders that they still thought they could bend the
Nazis to their will and enlist them as military and political auxiliaries, much
as they had done with other paramilitary groups in the early 1920s. Time
was to show how misguided this policy really was.

The newly prominent political position of the army found expression in
the appointment by Hindenburg, acting above all on the advice of senior
officers, including Schleicher, of Müller’s successor as Chancellor. From



the outset there was no attempt to appoint a government that would rest on
the democratic support of the parties represented in the Reichstag. Instead, a
‘cabinet of experts’ would be put in place, with the intention of bypassing
the Reichstag through the use of Hindenburg’s power to rule by emergency
decree. Of course, the scope of rule by decree was limited, and many
measures, above all the budget, still had to be approved by the Reichstag.
Steps were taken to ensure that this did not appear as the inauguration of an
authoritarian regime. The new cabinet included such well-known Reichstag
politicians as Josef Wirth, a former Reich Chancellor, for the Centre Party,
Hermann Dietrich, for the Democrats (renamed the State Party in July
1930), Martin Schiele, for the Nationalists, Julius Curtius, for the People’s
Party, and Viktor Bredt, for the small Economy Party. But it did not include
the Social Democrats, to whom Hindenburg and his advisers were unwilling
to entrust the power of ruling by decree. Without the Social Democrats it
had no parliamentary majority. But this did not seem to matter any more.

The new government was led by a man whose appointment as Reich
Chancellor proved in retrospect to be a fatal choice. Superficially, the
President’s nomination of Heinrich Brüning, born in 1885, as Reich
Chancellor was defensible in democratic terms. As floor leader of the
Centre Party’s deputies in the Reichstag, he represented the political force
that more than any other had been the mainstay of parliamentary democracy
in the Weimar Republic. But already by the time of his appointment the
Centre, under the influence of its new leader Prelate Ludwig Kaas, was
moving towards a more authoritarian position, more narrowly concerned
with defending the interests of the Catholic Church. Moreover, Brüning
himself was at best a fair-weather friend of Weimar democracy. A former
army officer, he had been shocked by the November Revolution, and
remained a staunch monarchist all his life. In his memoirs, indeed, he
portrayed the restoration of the monarchy as his main purpose after
becoming Chancellor. Yet in doing so he was probably lending retrospective
coherence to a political career that was dominated, like that of so many
politicians, by short-term imperatives.42 Despite his inner conviction that a
return to the Bismarckian system would be best for all, he had no detailed
plan to restore the monarchy, let alone bring back the Kaiser. Nevertheless,
his instincts were authoritarian at heart.43 He planned to reform the
constitution by reducing the power of the Reichstag and combining the
offices of Reich Chancellor and Prussian Minister-President in his own



person, thus removing the Social Democrats from their dominance of
Germany’s largest state. Brüning did not have sufficient backing from
Hindenburg to put this idea into effect, but it remained on the table, ready
for anyone to use who did. Brüning also began to restrict democratic rights
and civil liberties.44 In March 1931, for instance, he introduced sharp curbs
on the freedom of the press, especially when it published criticisms of his
own policies. By mid-July the liberal Berlin Daily News-Sheet (Berliner
Tageblatt) was estimating that up to a hundred newspaper editions were
being banned every month across the country. By 1932 the Communist
newspaper The Red Flag was being banned on more than one day in three.
Press freedom was seriously compromised long before the Nazis came to
power.45

In effect, Brüning thus began the dismantling of democratic and civil
freedoms that was to be pursued with such vigour under the Nazis. Some,
indeed, have argued that his much-criticized economic policy during the
crisis was in part designed to weaken the trade unions and the Social
Democrats, two of the main forces that kept Weimar democracy afloat.46 To
be sure, Brüning was not a dictator and his appointment did not mark the
end of Weimar democracy. Brüning had not reached his position in the
Centre Party without becoming adept at political calculation and
manoeuvre, or skilled in constructing political coalitions and alliances. He
had won himself a considerable reputation as a specialist on finance and
taxation, and a man who knew his way around in these often rather
technical areas was clearly needed at the helm in 1930. But the room for
manoeuvre was becoming rapidly narrower after 1930, not least because of
his own catastrophic political miscalculations. And even his staunchest
defenders have never maintained that he was a charismatic or inspiring
leader. Austere in appearance, secretive, inscrutable, given to taking
decisions without sufficient consultation, denied the gift of rhetoric,
Brüning was not the man to win mass support from an electorate
increasingly appalled at the economic chaos and political violence that were
plunging the country into a crisis whose dimensions beggared even those of
1923.47



II

Brüning’s major task was to deal with the rapidly deteriorating economic
situation. He chose to do this by radically deflationary measures, above all
by cutting government expenditure. Government revenues were sinking
fast, and the possibilities of borrowing to meet the state’s obligations were
virtually non-existent. Moreover, while Germany’s currency had been
stabilized after the great inflation of 1923 by tying it to the value of gold, it
was by no means clear that it had been stabilized at the right level. The
values arrived at were regarded as sacrosanct, however, so that the only way
of dealing with a currency that became overvalued, because its reserves
were being drained by a balance of payments deficit, was to cut prices and
wages and raise interest rates at home.48 Finally, reparations still loomed
over the German economic scene, even though they had been rescheduled
and in effect substantially reduced by the Young Plan in the summer of
1930. Brüning hoped to cut German domestic prices by reducing demand,
and so make exports more competitive on the international market, a policy
by no means unwelcome to the export manufacturers who were among his
strongest supporters.49 This was not a very realistic policy at a time when
world demand had slumped to an unprecedented degree.

Cuts in government expenditure came first. A series of measures,
culminating in emergency decrees promulgated on 5 June and 6 October
1931, reduced unemployment benefits in a variety of ways, restricted the
period for which they could be claimed, and imposed means-testing in an
increasing number of cases. The long-term unemployed thus saw their
standard of living being steadily reduced as they went from unemployment
insurance pay onto state-financed crisis benefits, then local authority
welfare support and finally no support at all. By late 1932 there were only
618,000 people left on unemployment insurance pay, 1,230,000 on crisis
benefits, 2,500,000 on welfare support and over a million whose period of
joblessness had run through the time-limits now set on all of these and so
lacked any kind of regular income.50 Whatever Brüning’s wider aims might



have been, growing poverty made the economic situation worse. People
who were barely in a situation to supply themselves and their families with
the basic necessities of life were hardly going to spend enough money to
stimulate industry and the service sector into recovery. Moreover, fear of
inflation was such that even without the international agreements (such as
the Young Plan) that depended on maintaining the value of the Reichsmark,
devaluation (the quickest way to boost exports) would have been politically
extremely hazardous. In any case, Brüning refused to devalue, because he
wanted to demonstrate to the international community that reparations were
causing real misery and suffering in Germany.51

In the summer of 1931, however, the situation changed. A fresh crisis hit
the economy as the flight of capital reached new heights, leading to the
collapse of the Darmstadt and National (or Danat) Bank, heavily dependent
on foreign loans, on 13 July, and threatening a collapse of credit more
generally.52 The impossibility of baling out the German government with
foreign loans had become starkly clear in any case: one calculation
estimated that the amount required to cover the budgetary deficit in
Germany would be greater than the entire gold reserves of the United
States. International financial co-operation had been made effectively
impossible by the rigidities imposed by the Gold Standard. Brüning and his
advisers saw no alternative but to put a stop on the convertibility of the
Reichsmark, a step they had been so far reluctant to take because of their
fear that it would cause inflation. From this point onwards, therefore, the
Reichsmark could no longer be exchanged for foreign currency.53

This rendered the Gold Standard meaningless as far as Germany was
concerned, allowing a more flexible approach to monetary policy, and
permitting an expansion of the currency supply that could, theoretically at
least, ease the government’s financial situation and allow it to begin
reflating the economy through job-creation schemes.54 Fatally, however,
Brüning refused to take such a step, because he was nervous that printing
money that was not tied to the value of gold would cause inflation. Of all
the long-term effects of the German inflation, this was probably the most
disastrous. But it was not the only reason why Brüning persisted with his
deflationary policies long after feasible alternatives had become available.
For, crucially, he also hoped to use the continuing high unemployment rate
to complete his dismantling of the Weimar welfare state, reduce the
influence of labour and thus weaken the opposition to the plans he was now



concocting to reform the constitution in an authoritarian, restorationist
direction.55

The bank crisis put into Brüning’s hands another card that he was
unwilling to use. In view of the flight of foreign funds from the German
economy in the spring and early summer of 1931, reparations payments,
along with other international capital movements, were suspended by the
Hoover Moratorium, issued on 20 June 1931. This removed another
political constraint on the freedom of manoeuvre of the German
government. Up to now, almost any economic policy it had undertaken -
such as increasing taxes, or boosting government revenue in some other
way - had run the risk of being accused by the far right of contributing to
the hated reparations payments. This was now no longer the case. Yet for
Brüning this was not enough. It was still possible, he thought, that once the
crisis was over the Moratorium would be lifted and demands for reparations
payments would resume.56 So he did nothing, even though the means of
escape were now there and voices were already being raised in public in
favour of stimulating demand through government-funded job-creation
schemes.57

Brüning’s deflationary stance could not be shaken. The events of 1931
made the Depression even worse than before. And it showed no signs of
ending. Brüning himself told people that he expected it to last until 1935.
This was a prospect that many, and not just amongst the unemployed and
the destitute, found too appalling to contemplate.58 Soon Brüning, who
issued another emergency decree on 8 December requiring wages to be
reduced to their 1927 level and ordering a reduction of various prices, was
being called ‘the Hunger Chancellor’.59 Satirists compared him to the mass-
murderer of the early 1920s, Fritz Haarmann, whose habit of chopping up
the bodies of his victims was the occasion of a nursery-rhyme used to
frighten small children and still repeated in Germany today:

Wait a while and just you’ll see, 
And Bruning will come up to you 
With the ninth emergency decree 
And make mincemeat out of you.60

There never was a ninth emergency decree; but even after promulgating
only four of them, Brüning found himself the most unpopular Chancellor



there had yet been in the Weimar Republic.61



III

Like many traditional conservatives, Brüning wanted to curb or emasculate
the rabid radicalism of the extreme right, and at times showed some courage
in attempting to do so. Like them, however, he also underestimated its
power and influence. His adherence to what he regarded as Prussian virtues
of piety, objectivity, non-partisanship and selfless service to the state
derived not least from the patriotic traditions of the Centre Party since
Bismarck’s attack on the supposed national disloyalty of the Catholics in
the 1870s. It gave him a lasting distrust of party politics, and an instinctive
faith in the political reliability of a Prussian political icon such as President
Hindenburg - a faith that turned out in the end to be completely
misplaced.62 Moreover, this was not Brüning’s only fateful miscalculation.
From the outset, he used the threat of wielding Hindenburg’s power under
Article 25 of the constitution to call new Reichstag elections to bring the
Social Democrats, the major oppositional force, into line. When they joined
with the Nationalists and the Communists in refusing to approve a starkly
deflationary budget, he had no hesitation in putting this threat into action
and brought about a dissolution of the Reichstag. Ignoring the evidence of
local and regional elections that had brought massive gains for the Nazis,
the Social Democrats assumed that voters would continue to act along well-
worn lines, and had every hope of a result that would provide sufficient
support for their way of thinking. Like many Germans, Brüning and his
political opponents on the left still found it impossible to take the Nazis’
extremist rhetoric and bullying tactics on the street as anything other than
evidence of their inevitable political marginality. They did not conform to
the accepted rules of politics, so they could not expect to be successful.63



Map 9. Unemployement in 1932
The election campaign was fought in an atmosphere of feverish,

unprecedented excitement. Goebbels and the Nazi Party organization pulled
out all the stops. In speech after speech, attended by crowds of up to 20,000
in the larger cities, Hitler ranted against the iniquities of the Weimar
Republic, its fatal internal divisions, its multiplicity of warring factions and
self-interested parties, its economic failure, its delivery of national



humiliation. In place of all this, he shouted, democracy would be overcome,
the authority of the individual personality reasserted. The revolutionaries of
1918, the profiteers of 1923, the traitorous supporters of the Young Plan, the
Social Democratic placemen in the civil service (‘revolutionary parasites’)
would all be purged. Hitler and his Party offered a vague but powerful
rhetorical vision of a Germany united and strong, a movement that
transcended social boundaries and overcame social conflict, a racial
community of all Germans working together, a new Reich that would
rebuild Germany’s economic strength and restore the nation to its rightful
place in the world. This was a message that had a powerful appeal to many
who looked nostalgically back to the Reich created by Bismarck, and
dreamed of a new leader who would resurrect Germany’s lost glory. It was a
message that summed up everything that many people felt was wrong with
the Republic, and gave them the opportunity to register the profundity of
their disillusion with it by voting for a movement that was its opposite in
every respect.

Below this very general level, the Nazi propaganda apparatus skilfully
targeted specific groups in the German electorate, giving campaigners
training in addressing different kinds of audience, advertising meetings
extensively in advance, providing topics for particular venues and picking
the speaker to suit the occasion. Sometimes local non-Nazis and prominent
sympathizers from conservative backgrounds shared the platform with the
main Nazi speaker. The elaborate organization of the Party’s subdivisions
recognized the growing divisions of German society into competing
interest-groups in the course of the Depression and tailored their message to
their particular constituency. Antisemitic slogans would be used when
addressing groups to whom they might have an appeal; where they were
clearly not working, they were abandoned. The Nazis adapted according to
the response they received; they paid close attention to their audiences,
producing a whole range of posters and leaflets designed to win over
different parts of the electorate. They put on film shows, rallies, songs,
brass bands, demonstrations and parades. The campaign was masterminded
by the Reich Propaganda Leader, Joseph Goebbels. His propaganda
headquarters in Munich sent out a constant stream of directives to local and
regional Party sections, often providing fresh slogans and fresh material for
the campaign. As the campaign reached its climax, the Nazis, driven by a
degree of commitment that exceeded even that of the Communists, outdid



all other parties in their constant, frenetic activism and the intensity of their
propaganda effort.64

Map 10. The Communists in the Reichstag Election of 1930
The results of the Reichstag elections of September 1930 came as a

shock to almost everyone, and delivered a seismic and in many ways
decisive blow to the political system of the Weimar Republic. True, the
Centre Party, the major electoral force behind the Brüning government,



could feel moderately pleased at boosting its vote from 3.7 million to 4.1
million, thereby increasing its seats in the Reichstag from 62 to 68.
Brüning’s main opponents, the Social Democrats, lost ten seats, declining
from 153 to 143, but still remained the largest party in the legislature. To
this extent the election gave a very mild fillip to Brüning. However, the
centrist and right-wing parties on which Brüning might possibly hope to
build his government suffered catastrophic losses, with the Nationalists
declining from 73 seats to 41, the People’s Party from 45 to 31, the
Economy Party (a recently founded middle-class special-interest group)
from 3 1 to 23, and the State Party from 25 to 20. The parties represented in
Brüning’s first cabinet thus lost 53 out of 236 seats, bringing their total
down to 183. And not even all of these were solidly behind the Chancellor:
the People’s Party was deeply divided over whether to support him, and the
Nationalist leader Alfred Hugenberg was bitterly critical of the Brüning
government and forced out of his party the moderate Reichstag deputies
who still wanted to give it a chance. After September 1930 Hugenberg was
virtually unopposed amongst the Nationalists in his policy of trying to co-
operate with the National Socialists in a drive to bring down the Republic
and replace the Reich Chancellor with someone even further to the right.65

As this suggests, the political forces which could be expected to offer
incessant and unremitting opposition to the Brüning government and all its
works, in the belief that this would hasten the Republic’s demise, received a
substantial boost from the 1930 elections. The Communists, buoyed up by
their popularity among the unemployed, increased their mandate from 54
seats to 77. But the biggest shock was the increase in the Nazi vote. Only
0.8 million people had supported the National Socialists in the Reichstag
election of 1928, giving the party a mere 12 seats in the national legislature.
Now, in September 1930, their votes increased to 6.4 million, and no fewer
than 107 Nazi deputies took up their seats in the Reichstag. ‘Fantastic,’
gloated Joseph Goebbels in his diary on 15 September 1930, ‘... an
unbelievable advance ... I hadn’t expected that.’66 Sympathetic newspapers
registered the result as a ‘world sensation’ that announced a new phase of
Germany’s history. Only the Communists dismissed it as a flash in the pan
(‘what’s coming next can only be decline and fall’).67



Map 11. The Nazis in the Reichstag Election of 1930
Yet the Nazis’ gains reflected deep-seated anxieties in many parts of the

electorate. In some rural constituencies in the north the Nazi vote amounted
to a landslide: 68 per cent in Wiefelstede in the Weser-Ems constituency, 57
per cent in Brünen in the Düsseldorf West constituency, 62. per cent in
Schwesing in Schleswig-Holstein.68 To some extent, Brüning might have
seen this coming, since elections for state legislatures and town councils all



over Germany had been registering strong gains for the Nazis since 1928.
His chances of getting what he wanted from the elections of 1930 were
therefore very small even before the campaign started. Yet the triumph of
the Nazis in the Reichstag election was much greater than anyone had
anticipated. In many places, indeed, it far outran the impact of Nazi
propaganda, and the Party scored votes of 25 to 28 per cent in remote rural
areas of the Protestant north to which its organizational effort had barely
penetrated.69

How can this dramatic success be explained? The Nazis were seen,
particularly by Marxists of various hues, as the representatives of the lower
middle classes, but in this election they had clearly burst the bounds of this
particular constituency and succeeded in winning the support not only of
white-collar workers, shopkeepers, small businessmen, farmers and the like,
but also of many voters further up the social scale, in the professional,
mercantile and industrial bourgeoisie.70 It was above all the Nazis who
profited from the increasingly overheated political atmosphere of the early
1930s, as more and more people who had not previously voted began to
flock to the polls. Roughly a quarter of those who voted Nazi in 1930 had
not voted before. Many of these were young, first-time voters, who
belonged to the large birth-cohorts of the pre-1914 years. Yet these electors
do not seem to have voted disproportionately for the Nazis; the Party’s
appeal, in fact, was particularly strong amongst the older generation, who
evidently no longer considered the Nationalists vigorous enough to destroy
the hated Republic. Roughly a third of the Nationalist voters of 1928 voted
for the Nazis in 1930, a quarter of the Democratic and People’s Party
voters, and even a tenth of Social Democratic voters.71

The Nazis did particularly well among women, whose previous tendency
to stay away from the polls sharply diminished in 1930, an important
change since there were many more female voters than male as a result both
of military casualties in the First World War and of the growing tendency of
women to live longer than men. In the city of Cologne, for instance, the
percentage poll amongst women jumped from an average of 53 per cent in
1924 to 69 per cent in 1930; in the East Prussian commune of Ragnitz, from
62 per cent to 73 per cent. Their previous avoidance of radical parties such
as the Nazis disappeared, though their over-proportional support for the
Centre largely remained. For all the speculation of contemporaries, and
some later historians, about the special reasons why women might have



voted Nazi - ranging from their supposed greater susceptibility to the
emotional appeal of the Party’s propaganda to their alleged disillusion with
the Republic for failing to bring them equality - the fact is that there is no
indication that they cast their votes for any different reasons than those
which led men to support the Party. But cast them they now did.72

Whether its voters were men or women, young or old, the Nazi Party did
particularly well in Protestant north Germany, east of the Elbe, and much
less well in the Catholic south and west. It attracted voters in the
countryside but not to the same degree in urban-industrial areas. In some
parts of Schleswig-Holstein and Oldenburg, deeply rural areas in the
Protestant north, it won over 50 per cent of the vote. Yet, contrary to a
widespread contemporary view, the Nazis did not do any better in small
towns than in large ones overall; the effects of religious allegiance, which
meant that a Protestant voter was twice as likely to support the Nazis as a
Catholic one, were far more important in rural areas, perhaps because the
influence of the clergy was greater in the countryside and secularization had
made greater progress in the towns, whatever their size. Some Catholics did
vote Nazi, but the great majority stayed loyal to the Centre Party in 1930,
locked into its cultural milieu and insulated against the appeal of the radical
right by its patent hostility by this time to democracy, the Jews and the
modern world.73

The Social Democrats, too, as we have seen, together with the
Communists, proved relatively resilient in the face of the Nazis’ electoral
challenge in 1930. But this does not mean that the Nazis completely failed
to win any working-class votes. Wage-earning manual labourers and their
spouses made up nearly half the electorate in Germany, one of the world’s
most advanced industrial societies, while the two working-class parties
combined regularly secured just under a third of the vote in Weimar
elections, so a significant number of workers and their spouses must have
voted for other parties on a regular basis. In such a large and varied social
group, these included many Catholic workers, workers in small, often
paternalistically managed firms, manual labourers in the state sector (the
railways, the postal service and so on) and employees who were not
unionized (including especially female manual workers). Rural labourers in
Protestant areas with a relatively small proportion of manual labourers
proved particularly susceptible to the Nazi appeal, though workers on the
great landed estates tended to stick with the Social Democrats. The Nazi



propaganda effort, indeed, was directed in particular at workers, borrowing
images and slogans from the Social Democrats, attacking ‘reaction’ as well
as ‘Marxism’, and presenting the Party as heir to Germany’s socialist
tradition. It failed to make much more than a small dent in the Social
Democratic and Communist vote, but still exerted a sufficiently strong
appeal to previously non-committed workers to ensure that some 27 per
cent of Nazi voters in September 1930 were manual labourers.74

Since, as we have seen, the working class constituted nearly half the
electorate, and the Nazi Party obtained just over 18 per cent of the vote, this
still meant that the Party was less attractive to workers than to members of
other social classes, and left the great majority of working-class electors
voting for other parties. Where the Social Democratic or Communist
tradition was strong, unionization high, and labour-movement culture active
and well supported, the cohesive power of the socialist milieu generally
proved resistant to the Nazis’ appeal.75 The Nazis, in other words, reached
parts of the working class that the traditional left-wing parties failed to
reach.76 Social and cultural factors accounted for their appeal, rather than
economic ones; for the unemployed voted Communist, not Nazi. Workers
who were still in jobs in September 1930 were fearful of the future, and if
they were not insulated by a strong labour movement milieu, they
frequently turned to the Nazis to defend themselves against the looming
threat of the Communist Party.77

While the Nazis directed their propaganda particularly at workers, they
were surprisingly neglectful of white-collar employees, who may well have
resented Nazi attacks on many of the institutions for which they worked,
from finance houses to department stores. Many female employees in low-
paid jobs belonged to the working-class political milieu by origin or
marriage and so voted Social Democrat, like a good proportion of male
white-collar workers, and not just those who were employed by the unions
and other labour movement institutions. White-collar workers in the private
sector were also one of the groups least affected by the Depression. Despite
a widespread contemporary belief to the contrary, therefore, white-collar
workers, like manual labourers, were somewhat under-represented among
the ranks of Nazi voters in 1930. By contrast, civil servants were over-
represented, perhaps reflecting the fact that government cutbacks had put
hundreds of thousands of them out of work and reduced the income of
many more to the level of a skilled manual labourer or below. The Nazis’



appeal to the self-employed, particularly in Protestant rural areas, was even
greater; many of these, of course, were small farmers.78

The Nazi Party had established itself with startling suddenness in
September 1930 as a catch-all party of social protest, appealing to a greater
or lesser degree to virtually every social group in the land. Even more than
the Centre Party, it succeeded in transcending social boundaries and uniting
highly disparate social groups on the basis of a common ideology, above all
but not exclusively within the Protestant majority community, as no other
party in Germany had managed to do before. Already weakened in the
aftermath of the inflation, the bourgeois parties, liberal and conservative,
proved unable to retain their support in the face of the economic catastrophe
that had broken over Germany towards the end of 1929. Middle-class
voters, still repelled by the Nazis’ violence and extremism, turned to
splinter-groups of the right in even greater numbers than they had already
done in 1924 and 1928, increasing their representation in the Reichstag
from 20 seats to 55, but substantial numbers also flocked to the Nazi banner
in September 1930, joining with members of other social groups, including
farmers, various kinds of workers, civil servants, first-time voters
(including many women) and voters from older age groups, to expand the
Nazi vote massively in a powerful expression of their dissatisfaction,
resentment and fear.79

In the increasingly desperate situation of 1930, the Nazis managed to
project an image of strong, decisive action, dynamism, energy and youth
that wholly eluded the propaganda efforts of the other political parties, with
the partial exception of the Communists. The cult of leadership which they
created around Hitler could not be matched by comparable efforts by other
parties to project their leaders as the Bismarcks of the future. All this was
achieved through powerful, simple slogans and images, frenetic, manic
activity, marches, rallies, demonstrations, speeches, posters, placards and
the like, which underlined the Nazis’ claim to be far more than a political
party: they were a movement, sweeping up the German people and carrying
them unstoppably to a better future. What the Nazis did not offer, however,
were concrete solutions to Germany’s problems, least of all in the area
where they were most needed, in economy and society. More strikingly
still, the public disorder which loomed so large in the minds of the
respectable middle classes in 1930, and which the Nazis promised to end
through the creation of a tough, authoritarian state, was to a considerable



extent of their own making. Many people evidently failed to realize this,
blaming the Communists instead, and seeing in the violence of the brown-
uniformed Nazi stormtroopers on the streets a justified, or at least
understandable reaction to the violence and aggression of the Red Front-
Fighters’ League.

Voters were not really looking for anything very concrete from the Nazi
Party in 1930. They were, instead, protesting against the failure of the
Weimar Republic. Many of them, too, particularly in rural areas, small
towns, small workshops, culturally conservative families, older age groups,
or the middle-class nationalist political milieu, may have been registering
their alienation from the cultural and political modernity for which the
Republic stood, despite the modern image which the Nazis projected in
many respects. The vagueness of the Nazi programme, its symbolic mixture
of old and new, its eclectic, often inconsistent character, to a large extent
allowed people to read into it what they wanted to and edit out anything
they might have found disturbing. Many middle-class voters coped with
Nazi violence and thuggery on the streets by writing it off as the product of
excessive youthful ardour and energy. But it was far more than that, as they
were soon to discover for themselves.80



THE VICTORY OF VIOLENCE



I

The young brownshirt activist Horst Wessel had made himself thoroughly
hated by Berlin’s Communist paramilitaries by 1930. Idealistic, intelligent
and well educated, he had caught the attention of Joseph Goebbels, who had
sent him to study the well-organized Nazi youth movement in Vienna in the
first half of 1928. Back in Berlin, Wessel had quickly risen to a position of
local prominence in the brownshirt organization in the Friedrichshain
district, where he led a ‘storm’ or branch of the Nazi paramilitaries. He
proceeded to unleash a particularly energetic and provocative campaign on
the streets, including a brownshirt attack on the local Communist Party
headquarters, in which four Communist workers were seriously injured.
Heinz Neumann, known as the Goebbels of the Communist Party, and
Berlin editor of the Communist daily, The Red Flag, responded with a new
slogan issued to party cadres: ‘Beat the fascists wherever you find them!81

It was in this atmosphere that Wessel’s landlady, the widow of a
Communist, went to a tavern in the area on 14 January 1930 to ask for help
in dealing with her tenant, who, she said, had not only refused to pay rent
for his live-in girlfriend but had also responded to the landlady’s demands
by threatening her with violence. Whether or not this was true was another
matter, for there was evidence that the real cause of the dispute was her
attempt to raise Wessel’s rent. The landlady was also afraid that, if the
girlfriend did not move out, she would lose her legal right to the flat, which
she did not own, but rented herself, not least because the girlfriend was a
prostitute (whether or not she was still working subsequently became the
subject of heated and somewhat prurient debate). The key factor here was
the widow’s connection to the Communist Party. Despite their disapproval
of the landlady’s insistence at the time of her husband’s death on giving him
a church funeral, the Communists decided to help her deal with her tenant.
Only the previous day, they claimed, a local Communist had been shot in a
fight with the brownshirts. The dispute offered an ideal opportunity to get
even. Conscious of the likelihood that Wessel would be armed, they sent to



a nearby tavern for a well-known local tough, Ali Höhler, who was known
to possess a gun, to provide the muscle in a punitive expedition to Wessel’s
flat. Hohler was not only a member of the neighbouring branch of the Red
Front-Fighters’ League, but also had convictions for petty crimes, perjury
and pimping. A member of one of Berlin’s organized crime syndicates, he
illustrated the connections between Communism and criminality that were
likely to be forged at a time when the party based itself in the poor districts
and ‘criminal quarters’ of Germany’s big cities. Together with the
Communist Erwin Rückert, Hohler climbed the stairs to Wessel’s flat, while
the others stood watch outside. As Wessel opened the door, Höhler opened
fire. Wessel fell, badly wounded in the head, and lingered on in hospital for
a few weeks before he finally died from his injury on 23 February.82

When the Communists mounted a hurried propaganda campaign to depict
Wessel as a pimp and Höhler’s deed as part of an underworld dispute
unconnected with the Red Front-Fighters’ League, Goebbels went into
overdrive to present him as a political martyr. He interviewed Wessel’s
mother, and extracted from her a portrait of her son as an idealist who had
rescued his girlfriend from a life of prostitution and sacrificed himself out
of missionary zeal for the cause of the Fatherland. The Communists, by
contrast, Goebbels trumpeted, had shown their true colours by enrolling a
common criminal like Höhler in their ranks. Wessel was hardly cold in his
grave before Goebbels began work on blowing his memory up into a full-
scale cult. Innumerable articles in the Nazi press all over the country
praised him as a ‘martyr for the Third Reich’. A solemn funeral procession
was staged - it would have been much bigger but for police restrictions on
its size—and watched, so Goebbels claimed, by up to 30,000 people lining
the streets on the way to the church. Chants, attacks and attempts at
disruption by the Red Front-Fighters’ League led to wild and violent scenes
on the fringes of the ceremony. At the graveside, while Goring, Prince
August Wilhelm of Prussia and various other dignitaries looked on,
Goebbels praised Wessel in terms that deliberately recalled Christ’s
sacrifice for humankind - ‘Through sacrifice to redemption’. ‘Wherever
Germany is,’ he declared, ‘you are there too, Horst Wessel!’ Then a choir of
stormtroopers sang some verses that Wessel himself had written a few
months earlier:



The flag’s held high! The ranks are tightly closed! 
SA men march with firm courageous tread. 
Together with us, marching in our ranks in spirit, are those 
Comrades Red Front and Reaction shot dead!
Clear the streets for the brown battalions, 
Clear the streets for the Storm Division man! 
The swastika’s already gazed on full of hope by millions. 
The day for freedom and bread is at hand!
The last time now there sounds the call to meet! 
For struggle we are standing all prepared at last! 
Soon Hitler flags will flutter over every street. 
Our servitude will very soon be past!83

The song had already gained some currency in the movement, but Goebbels
now publicized it far and wide, prophesying that it would soon be sung by
schoolchildren, workers, soldiers, everyone. He was right. Before the year
was over, it had been published, issued on a gramophone record and turned
into the official anthem of the Nazi Party. After 1933 it became in effect the
national battle hymn of the Third Reich, alongside the old-established
Deutschland, Deutschland über Alles (‘Germany, Germany before all’).84

Wessel became the object of something like a secular religious cult
propagated by the Nazis, celebrated in film, and commemorated in
countless ceremonies, memorials and sites of pilgrimage.

That such an open celebration of brutal physical force could become the
battle hymn of the Nazi Party speaks volumes for the central role that
violence played in its quest for power. Cynically exploited for publicity
purposes by manipulative propagandists like Goebbels, it became a way of
life for the ordinary young brownshirt like Wessel, as it was for the young
unemployed workers of the Red Front-Fighters’ League. Other songs were
more explicit still, such as the popular ‘Song of the Storm Columns’, which
was chanted by marching brownshirts on the streets of Berlin from 1928
onwards:

We are the Storm Columns, we put ourselves about, 
We are the foremost ranks, courageous in a fight. 
With sweating brows from work, our stomachs without food! 
Our calloused, sooty hands our rifles firmly hold.



 

So stand the Storm Columns, for racial fight prepared. 
Only when Jews bleed, are we liberated. 
No more negotiation; it’s no help, not even slight: 
Beside our Adolf Hitler we’re courageous in a fight.

 
Long live our Adolf Hitler! We’re already marching on. 
We’re storming in the name of German revolution. 
Leap onto the barricades! Defeat us only death can. 
We’re Storm Columns of Hitler’s dictatorship of one man.85

This kind of aggression found its outlet in constant clashes with rival
paramilitaries on the streets. In the middle period of the Republic,
beginning in 1924, all sides did indeed draw back from political violence on
the scale of the January uprising of 1919, the Ruhr civil war of 1920 or the
multiple conflicts of 1923, but if they put away their machine guns, it was
only to replace them with rubber truncheons and knuckledusters. Even in
the relatively stable years of 1924-9, it was claimed that 29 Nazi activists
had been killed by Communists, while the Communists themselves reported
that 92 ‘workers’ had been killed in clashes with ‘fascists’ from 1924 to
1930. Twenty-six members of the Steel Helmets were said to have fallen in
the fight against Communism and 18 members of the Reichsbanner in
various incidents of political violence from 1924 to 1928.86 These were
only the most serious consequences of the continual fighting between rival
paramilitary groups; the same sources counted injuries sustained in the
battles in the thousands, many of them more serious than mere bruises or
broken bones.

In 1930 the figures rose dramatically, with the Nazis claiming to have
suffered 17 deaths, rising to 42 in 1931 and 84 in 1932. In 1932, too, the
Nazis reported that nearly ten thousand of their rank-and-file had been
wounded in clashes with their opponents. The Communists reported 44
deaths in fights with the Nazis in 1930, 52 in 1931 and 75 in the first six
months of 1932 alone, while over 50 Reichsbanner men died in battles with
the Nazis on the streets from 1929 to 1933.87 Official sources broadly
corroborated these claims, with one estimate in the Reichstag, not disputed
by anybody, putting the number of dead in the year to March 1931 at no
fewer than 300.88 The Communists played their part with as much vigour as



the Nazis. When the sailor Richard Krebs, leader of a detachment of a
hundred members of the Red Front-Fighters’ League, was instructed to
break up a Nazi meeting in Bremen addressed by Hermann Göring, for
instance, he made sure that ‘each man was armed with a blackjack or brass
knuckles’. When he rose to speak, Goring ordered him to be thrown out
after he had said only a few words; the brownshirts lining the hall rushed to
the centre, and:

A terrifying mêlée followed. Blackjacks, brass knuckles, clubs, heavy
buckled belts, glasses and bottles were the weapons used. Pieces of glass
and chairs hurtled over the heads of the audience. Men from both sides
broke off chair legs and used them as bludgeons. Women fainted in the
crash and scream of battle. Already dozens of heads and faces were
bleeding, clothes were torn as the fighters dodged about amid masses of
terrified but helpless spectators. The troopers fought like lions.
Systematically they pressed us towards the main exit. The band struck
up a martial tune. Hermann Goring stood calmly on the stage, his fists
on his hips.89

Scenes like this were being played out all over Germany in the early 1930s.
Violence was particularly severe at election-time; of the 155 killed in
political clashes in Prussia in the course of 1932, no fewer than 105 died in
the election months of June and July, and the police counted 461 political
riots with 400 injuries and 82 deaths in the first seven weeks of the
campaign.90 The task of curbing political violence was not helped by the
fact that the political parties most heavily implicated got together at
intervals and agreed on an amnesty for political prisoners, thus releasing
them from prison to engage in a fresh round of beatings and killings. The
last such amnesty came into effect on 20 January 1933.91



II

Facing this situation of rapidly mounting disorder was a police force that
was distinctly shaky in its allegiance to Weimar democracy. Unlike the
army, it continued to be decentralized after 1918. The Social Democrat-
dominated Prussian government in Berlin, however, failed to seize the
opportunity to create a new public-order force which would be the loyal
servant of Republican law enforcement. The force was inevitably recruited
from the ranks of ex-soldiers, since a high proportion of the relevant age
group had been conscripted during the war. The new force found itself run
by ex-officers, former professional soldiers and Free Corps fighters. They
set a military tone from the outset and were hardly enthusiastic supporters
of the new political order.92 They were backed up by the political police,
which had a long tradition in Prussia, as in other German and European
states, of concentrating its efforts on the monitoring, detection and at times
suppression of socialists and revolutionaries. 93 Its officers, like those of
other police departments, considered themselves above party politics.
Rather like the army, they were serving an abstract notion of ‘the state’ or
the Reich, rather than the specific democratic institutions of the newly
founded Republic. Not surprisingly, therefore, they continued to mount
surveillance operations not only over the political extremes but also over
the Social Democrats, the party of government in Prussia and, in a sense,
their employers. The old tradition of seeking subversives primarily on the
left wing of the political spectrum thus lived on.94

The bias of the police and the judiciary was particularly apparent in the
case of a Social Democrat like the Reichstag deputy Otto Buchwitz in
Silesia, who recalled later with considerable bitterness how stormtroopers
began to disrupt his speeches from December 1931 onwards. Brownshirts
occupied the seats at his meetings, shouted insults at him, and on one
occasion fired a shot at him, causing mass panic amongst his listeners and
leading to a brawl in which more shots were fired by both stormtroopers
and Reichsbanner men. Several Nazis and Social Democrats had to be taken



to hospital, and not a single table or chair in the hall was left intact. After
this, gangs of eight to ten Nazi stormtroopers harassed Buchwitz outside his
house when he left for work in the morning, twenty or more crowded round
him when he came back to his office after lunch, and between one and two
hundred hassled him on the way home, singing a specially composed song
with the words ‘When the revolvers are shot, Buchwitz’ll cop the lot!’ Nazi
demonstrations always halted outside his house, chanting ‘Death to
Buchwitz!’ Not only did his complaints to the police and requests for
protection go completely unheeded, but when he lost his parliamentary
immunity with the dissolution of the Reichstag in 1932, he was hauled
before the courts for illegal possession of a weapon at the December 1931
brawl and sentenced to three months in prison. Not one Nazi among those
involved in the affair was prosecuted. After his release, Buchwitz was
refused permission to carry a gun, but always had one on him anyway, and
demonstratively released the safety catch if the brownshirts got too close.
His complaint to the Social Democratic Interior Minister of Prussia, Carl
Severing, met with the response that he should not have got involved in a
shooting-match in the first place. Buchwitz’s feeling of betrayal by the
Social Democratic leadership was only strengthened when a large
contingent of rank-and-file Communist activists came up to him before a
speech he was due to give at the funeral of a Reichsbanner man shot by the
Nazis, and explained that they were there to protect him from a planned
assassination attempt by the brownshirts. Neither the police nor the
Reichsbanner were anywhere to be seen.95

The police for their part regarded the Red Front-Fighters’ League as
criminals. This not only followed a long police tradition of conflating crime
and revolution, but also reflected the fact that Communist strong-holds
tended to be based in poor, slum areas that were the centres of organized
crime. As far as the police were concerned, the Red Front-Fighters were
thugs, out for material gain. For the Communists, the police were the iron
fist of the capitalist order, which had to be smashed, and they frequently
targeted policemen in acts of physical aggression all the way up to murder.
This meant that in clashes with the Communists, a tired, nervous and
apprehensive police force was only too prone to make use of the pistols
with which it was customarily armed. Prolonged fighting in Berlin in 1929
achieved fame as ‘Blood-May’, when 31 people, including innocent
passers-by, were killed, mostly by police gunshots; over two hundred were



wounded, and more than a thousand were arrested in the course of
Communist demonstrations in the working-class district of Wedding.
Stories that newspaper reporters covering the events were beaten up by the
police only made press comment more critical, while the police themselves
reacted with barely concealed contempt for a democratic political order that
had failed to defend them from injury and insult.96

Alienated from the Republic by continual Communist polemics and by
Social Democratic attempts to curb their powers, the police were also
troubled by the slowness of promotion, and many younger policemen felt
their careers blocked.97 Professionalization had made great strides amongst
detective forces in Germany, as in other countries, with fingerprinting,
photography and forensic science prized as new and startlingly effective
aids to detection. Individual detectives such as the famous Ernst Gennat,
head of the Berlin murder squad, became celebrated in their own right, and
the force claimed some impressive detection rates of serious crimes in the
mid-1920s. Yet the police attracted massively hostile comment in the press
and news media for failing to arrest serial killers, like Fritz Haarmann in
Hanover, or Peter Kürten in Düsseldorf, before they had claimed a whole
series of victims. The police in their turn felt that the rampant political
violence and disorder of the era were forcing them to divert precious
resources from fighting crimes such as these.98 Not surprisingly, therefore,
policemen began to sympathize with the Nazis’ attacks on the Weimar
Republic. In 1935, a report claimed that 700 uniformed policemen had been
members of the party before 1933, while in Hamburg 27 officers out of 240
had joined by 1932.99

Reich Chancellor Brüning decided to use the police, however, to curb
political violence on the right as well as the left, because the chaos on the
streets was deterring foreign banks from issuing loans to Germany.100 His
resolve was strengthened by two serious incidents that occurred in 1931. In
April, the brownshirt leader in north-eastern Germany, Walther Stennes, got
into a dispute with Party headquarters and briefly occupied the Nazis’
central offices in Berlin, beating up the SS guards stationed there and
forcing Goebbels to flee to Munich. Stennes denounced the extravagance of
the Party bosses and their betrayal of socialist principles. But, although he
undoubtedly articulated the feelings of some stormtroopers, he had little
real support. Indeed there is some indication that he was secretly subsidized
by Brüning’s government in order to create divisions within the movement.



Hitler fired the brownshirt leader Franz Pfeffer von Salomon, who had
failed to prevent this debacle, recalled Ernst Rohm from his Bolivian exile
to take over the organization, and forced all the brownshirts to swear a
personal oath of allegiance to him. Stennes was expelled, with the
incidental consequence that many conservative businessmen and military
leaders now became convinced that the Nazi movement had lost much of its
subversive drive.101 Nevertheless, there remained very real tensions
between the ceaseless activism of the stormtroopers and the political
calculation of the Party leaders, which were to surface repeatedly in the
future.102 More seriously, the Stennes revolt indicated that many
brownshirts were keen to unleash revolutionary violence on a considerable
scale, a lesson that was not lost on the nervous Reich government.

These suspicions were confirmed with the discovery of the so-called
Boxheim documents in November 1931. Nazi papers seized by the police in
Hesse showed that the SA was planning a violent putsch, to be followed by
food rationing, the abolition of money, compulsory labour for all, and the
death penalty for disobeying the authorities. The reality fell some way short
of the police’s claims, since the Boxheim documents were in fact only of
regional significance, and had been devised without the knowledge of his
superiors by a young Party official in Hesse, Werner Best, to guide Party
policy in the event of an attempted Communist uprising in Hesse. Hitler
quickly distanced himself from the affair and all SA commanders were
ordered to desist from making any more contingency plans of this kind.
Criminal proceedings were eventually dropped for lack of clear evidence of
treason against Best.103 But the damage had been done. Brüning obtained a
decree on 7 December banning the wearing of political uniforms and
backed it with a strongly worded attack on Nazi illegality. Referring to
Hitler’s constantly reiterated assurances that he intended to come to power
legally, Brüning said: ‘If one declares that, having come to power by legal
means, one will then break the bounds of the law, that is not legality.’104

The ban on uniforms had little effect, since the brownshirts carried on
marching, only dressed in white shirts instead, and violence continued
during the winter. Rumours of an impending Communist insurrection,
coupled with pressure from Schleicher, stayed Brüning’s hand during this
period, but Communist electoral setbacks in Hamburg, Hesse and
Oldenburg convinced him in the spring of 1932 that the moment had come
to ban the brownshirts altogether. Under heavy pressure from the other



political parties, particularly the Social Democrats, and with the support of
the worried military, Brüning and General Groener (whom he had appointed
Interior Minister in October 1931 in addition to his existing responsibilities
as Minister of Defence) persuaded a reluctant Hindenburg to issue a decree
outlawing the stormtroopers on 13 April 1932. The police raided brownshirt
premises all over Germany, confiscating military equipment and insignia.
Hitler was beside himself with rage but impotent to act. Yet despite the ban,
clandestine membership of the stormtroopers continued to grow in many
areas. In Upper and Lower Silesia, for instance, there were 17,500
stormtroopers in December 1931, and no fewer than 34,500 by the
following July. The outlawing of the brownshirts had only a slightly
dampening effect on levels of political violence, and the presence of Nazi
sympathizers in the lower ranks of the police allowed the Nazi
paramilitaries a fair degree of latitude in continuing their operations.105

Claims that the Nazi Party and their paramilitary wing would have virtually
ceased to exist had the ban been continued for a year or more were thus
very wide of the mark.106

The new situation after the Nazis’ electoral breakthrough not only
sharply escalated the level of violence on the streets, it also radically altered
the nature of proceedings in the Reichstag. Rowdy and chaotic enough even
before September 1930, it now became virtually unmanageable, as 107
brown-shirted and uniformed Nazi deputies joined 77 disciplined and well-
organized Communists in raising incessant points of order, chanting,
shouting, interrupting and demonstrating their total contempt for the
legislature at every juncture. Power drained from the Reichstag with
frightening rapidity, as almost every session ended in uproar and the idea of
calling it together for a meeting came to seem ever more pointless. From
September 1930 only negative majorities were possible in the Reichstag. In
February 1931, recognizing the impossibility of carrying on, it adjourned
itself for six months as the parties of the extreme right and left
demonstratively walked out of a debate after amendments to the
parliamentary rule book made it more difficult for them to obstruct
business. The deputies did not return until October.107 The Reichstag sat on
average a hundred days a year from 1920 to 1930. It was in session for fifty
days between October 1930 and March 1931; after that, it only met on
twenty-four further days up to the elections of July 1932. From July 1932 to
February 1933 it convened for a mere three days in six months.108



By 1931, therefore, decisions were no longer really being made by the
Reichstag. Political power had moved elsewhere - to the circle around
Hindenburg, with whom the right to sign decrees and the right to appoint
governments lay, and to the streets, where violence continued to escalate,
and where growing poverty, misery and disorder confronted the state with
an increasingly urgent need for action. Both these processes greatly
enhanced the influence of the army. Only in such circumstances could
someone like its most important political representative, General Kurt von
Schleicher, become one of the key players in the drama that followed.
Ambitious, quick-witted, talkative and rather too fond of political intrigue
for his own good, Schleicher was a relatively unknown figure before he
suddenly shot to prominence in 1929, when a new office was created for
him, the ‘Ministerial Office’, which had the function of representing the
armed forces in their relations with the government. A close collaborator of
Groener for many years, and a disciple of the leading general of the early
1920s, Hans von Seeckt, Schleicher had forged many political connections
through running a variety of offices at the interface of military and political
affairs, most recently the army section of the Defence Ministry. The
dissident Russian Communist Leon Trotsky described him as ‘a question
mark with the epaulettes of a general’; a contemporary journalist saw him
as a ‘sphinx in uniform’. But for the most part Schleicher’s aims and beliefs
were clear enough: like many German conservatives in 1932, he thought
that an authoritarian regime could be given legitimacy by harnessing and
taming the popular might of the National Socialists. In this way, the
German army, for which Schleicher spoke, and with which he continued to
have very close contacts, would get what it wanted in the way of
rearmament.109

Brüning’s government ran into increasing difficulties with Schleicher and
the circle around President Hindenburg after the elections of September
1930. With the Communists and the Nazis baying for his blood, the
Nationalists trying to oust him, and far-right fringe groups divided over
whether to support him or not, Brüning had no option but to rely on the
Social Democrats. For their part, the leaders of what was still the largest
party in the Reichstag were sufficiently shocked by the election results to
promise that they would not repeat their earlier rejection of the budget.
Brüning’s dependence on the tacit toleration of his policies by the Social
Democrats won him no credit at all among the circle around Hindenburg,



led by his son Oskar and his State Secretary Meissner, who regarded this as
a shameful concession to the left.110 The Chancellor’s main priorities now
lay in the field of foreign policy, where he made some headway in securing
the end of reparations - abrogated by the Hoover Moratorium on 20 June
1931 and effectively ended by the Lausanne Conference, for which Brüning
had laid much of the groundwork, in July 1932. And although he failed to
achieve the creation of an Austro-German Customs Union, he did conduct
successful negotiations in Geneva for the international recognition of
German equality in questions of disarmament, a principle eventually
conceded in December 1932. However, none of this did anything to
strengthen the Chancellor’s political position. After many months in office,
he had still failed to win over the Nationalists and was still dependent on
the Social Democrats. This meant that any plans either Brüning himself or
the circle around Hindenburg might have had to amend the constitution
decisively in a more authoritarian direction were effectively stymied, since
this was the one thing to which the Social Democrats would never give their
assent. To men such as Schleicher, shifting the government’s mass support
from the Social Democrats to the Nazis seemed increasingly to be the better
option.111



III

As 1932 dawned, the venerable Paul von Hindenburg’s seven-year term of
office as President was coming to an end. In view of his advanced years - he
was 84 - Hindenburg was reluctant to stand again, but he had let it be
known that he would be willing to continue in office if his tenure could
simply be prolonged without an election. Negotiations over automatically
renewing Hindenburg’s Presidency foundered on the refusal of the Nazis to
vote in the Reichstag for the necessary constitutional change without the
simultaneous dismissal of Brüning and the calling of a fresh general
election in which, of course, they expected to make further huge gains.112

Hindenburg was thus forced to undergo the indignity of presenting himself
to the electorate once more. But this time things were very different from
the first time round, in 1925. Of course, Thälmann stood again for the
Communists. But in the meantime Hindenburg had been far outflanked on
the right; indeed, the entire political spectrum had shifted rightwards since
the Nazi electoral landslide of September 1930. Once the election was
announced, Hitler could hardly avoid standing as a candidate himself.
Several weeks passed while he dithered, however, fearful of the
consequences of running against such a nationalist icon as the hero of
Tannenberg. Moreover, technically he was not even allowed to stand since
he had not yet acquired German citizenship. Hurried arrangements were
made for him to be appointed as a civil servant in Braunschweig, a measure
that automatically gave him the status of a German citizen, confirmed when
he took the oath of allegiance (to the Weimar constitution, as all civil
servants had to) on 26 February 1932.113 His candidacy transformed the
election into a contest between right and left in which Hitler was
unarguably the candidate for the right, which made Hindenburg,
extraordinarily, incredibly, the candidate for the left.



Map 12. The President Election of 1932 First Round.
The Centre and the liberals backed Hindenburg, but what was

particularly astonishing was the degree of support he received from the
Social Democrats. This was not merely because the party considered him
the only man who could stop Hitler - a point the party’s propaganda made
repeatedly throughout the election campaign - but for positive reasons as
well. The party leaders were desperate to re-elect Hindenburg because they



thought that he would keep Brüning in office as the last chance of a return
to democratic normality.114 Hindenburg, declared the Social Democratic
Prussian Minister-President Otto Braun, was the ‘embodiment of calm and
constancy, of manly loyalty and devotion to duty for the whole people’, a
‘man on whose work one can build, as a man of pure desire and serene
judgment’.115 Already at this time, as these astonishing sentences showed,
the Social Democrats were beginning to lose touch with political reality.
Eighteen months of tolerating Brüning’s cuts in the name of preventing
something worse had relegated them to the sidelines of politics and robbed
them of the power of decision. Despite disillusionment and defections
amongst their members, their disciplined party machine duly delivered
more than 8 million votes to the man who was to dismantle the Republic
from above, in an effort to keep in office a Chancellor whom Hindenburg
actually disliked and distrusted, and whose policies had been lowering the
living standards and destroying the jobs of the very people the Social
Democrats represented.116



Map 13. The President Election of 1932 . Second Round
The threat of a Nazi victory was real enough. The Goebbels propaganda

machine found a way of combating Hindenburg without insulting him: he
had done great service to the nation, but now was the time for him finally to
step aside in favour of a younger man, otherwise the drift into economic
chaos and political anarchy would continue. The Nazis unleashed a massive
campaign of rallies, marches, parades and meetings, backed by posters,



flysheets and ceaseless exhortations in the press. But it was not enough. In
the first ballot, Hitler only managed to win 30 per cent of the vote. Yet
despite the efforts of the Social Democrats and the electoral strength of the
Centre Party, Hindenburg did not quite manage to obtain the overall
majority required. He gained only 49.6 per cent of the vote, tantalizingly
short of what he needed. On the left, Thälmann offered another alternative.
On the right, Hindenburg had been outflanked not only by Hitler but also by
Theodor Duesterberg, the candidate put up by the Steel Helmets, who
received 6.8 per cent of the vote in the first ballot, which would have been
more than enough to have pushed Hindenburg over the winning margin.117

For the run-off, between Hitler, Hindenburg and Thälmann, the Nazis
pulled out all the stops. Hitler rented an aeroplane and flew across Germany
from town to town, delivering 46 speeches the length and breadth of the
land. The effect of this unprecedented move, billed as Hitler’s ‘flight over
Germany’, was electrifying. The effort paid off. Thälmann was reduced to a
marginal 10 per cent, but Hitler boosted his vote massively to 37 per cent
with over 13 million votes cast in his favour. Hindenburg, with the
combined might of all the major parties behind him apart from the
Communists and the Nazis, only managed to increase his support to 53 per
cent. Of course, despite the hiccup of the first ballot, his re-election had
been foreseeable from the start. What really mattered was the triumphant
forward march of the Nazis. Hitler had not been elected, but his party had
won more votes than ever before. It was beginning to look unstoppable.118

In 1932, better organized and better financed than in 1930, the Nazi Party
had run an American-style Presidential campaign focusing on the person of
Hitler as the representative of the whole of Germany. It had concentrated its
efforts not so much on winning over the workers, where its campaign of
1930 had largely failed, but in garnering the middle-class votes that had
previously gone to the splinter-parties and the parties of the liberal and
conservative Protestant electorate. Eighteen months of worsening
unemployment and economic crisis had further radicalized these voters in
their disillusion with the Weimar Republic, over which, after all,
Hindenburg had been presiding for the past seven years. Goebbels’s
propaganda apparatus targeted specific groups of voters with greater
precision than ever before, above all women. In the Protestant countryside,
rural discontent had deepened to the point where Hitler actually defeated
Hindenburg in the second round in Pomerania, Schleswig-Holstein and



Eastern Hanover.119 And the Nazi movement’s new status as Germany’s
most popular political party was underlined by further victories in the state
elections held later in the spring - 36.3 per cent in Prussia, 32.5 per cent in
Bavaria, 31.2 per cent in Hamburg, 26.4 per cent in Württemberg, and,
above all, 40.9 per cent in Saxony-Anhalt, a result that gave them the right
to form a state government. Once more, Hitler had taken to the air,
delivering 25 speeches in quick succession. Once more, the Nazi
propaganda machine had proved its efficiency and its dynamism.

Brüning’s attempts to curb the Nazi Party’s rise had obviously failed to
make any kind of impact. The time seemed to many in President
Hindenburg’s entourage to be ripe for a different tactic. Despite his election
victory, Hindenburg was far from satisfied with the result. The fact that he
had run into such serious opposition was highly displeasing to a man who
was increasingly treating his position like that of the unelected Kaiser he
had once served. Brüning’s cardinal sin was to have failed to persuade the
Nationalists to support Hindenburg’s re-election. When it became clear that
they were backing Hitler, Brüning’s days were numbered. Despite the Reich
Chancellor’s tireless campaigning on his behalf, the old Field-Marshal, who
embodied for many the Prussian traditions of monarchism and Protestant
conservatism, was deeply resentful at his dependence on the votes of the
Social Democrats and the Centre Party, which made him look like the
candidate of the left and the clericals, as, indeed, in the end, he was.
Moreover, the army was becoming impatient with the crippling effects of
Brüning’s economic policies on the arms industry, and considered that his
ban on the brownshirts got in the way of recruiting them as auxiliary troops,
a prospect that became more enticing the more members they acquired.
Finally, Hindenburg’s attention was drawn to a moderate measure of land
reform being proposed by the government in the east, in which bankrupt
estates would be broken up and provided as smallholdings to the
unemployed. As a representative of the landed interest himself, with an
estate of his own, Hindenburg was persuaded that this smacked of
socialism.120 In an atmosphere heavy with behind-the-scenes intrigue, with
Schleicher undermining Groener’s standing with the army and Hitler
promising to tolerate a new government if it lifted the ban on the
brownshirts and called new elections to the Reichstag, Brüning rapidly
became more isolated. When Groener was forced to resign on 11 May
1932, Brüning’s position was left completely exposed. Continually



undermined by intrigues in Hindenburg’s entourage, he saw no alternative
but to tender his resignation, which he did on 30 May 1932.121



IV

The man whom Hindenburg appointed as the new Reich Chancellor was an
old personal friend, Franz von Papen. A landed aristocrat whose position in
the Centre Party, for which he had sat as an obscure and not very active
deputy in the Prussian Parliament, Papen was even further to the right than
Brüning himself. During the First World War he had been expelled from the
United States, where he was military attaché at the German Embassy, for
spying, or ‘activities incompatible with his status’, as the conventional
diplomatic phrase went, and joined the German General Staff. During the
1920s he used the wealth brought him by a marriage to the daughter of a
rich industrialist to buy a majority share in the Centre Party’s newspaper,
Germania. Papen thus had close contacts with some of the key social and
political forces in the Weimar Republic, including the landed aristocracy,
the Foreign Office, the army, the industrialists, the Catholic Church and the
press. Indeed, he had been recommended to Hindenburg by Schleicher as
someone who would be sympathetic to the army’s interests. Even more than
Brüning, he represented a form of Catholic political authoritarianism
common throughout Europe in the early 1930s. Papen had long been at
odds with his party, and he had openly championed Hindenburg against the
Centre candidate Marx in the 1925 Presidential election. The Centre
disowned Papen, who in his turn handed in his party membership card,
proclaiming that he sought a ‘synthesis of all truly nationalistic forces -
from whatever camp they may come - not as a party man, but as a
German’.122 Now the break was complete.123

These events marked, explicitly as well as in retrospect, the end of
parliamentary democracy in Germany. Most members of the new cabinet
were without party affiliation, apart from a couple who were, nominally at
least, members of the Nationalist Party. Papen and his fellow-ideologues,
including Schleicher, saw themselves as creating a ‘New State’, above
parties, indeed opposed to the very principle of a multi-party system, with
the powers of elected assemblies even more limited than they had been in



Brüning’s more modest vision. The kind of state they were thinking of was
indicated by Papen’s Interior Minister, Wilhelm Freiherr von Gayl, who had
helped create a racist, authoritarian, military state in the area ceded to
Germany by the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in 1918.124 Among Gayl’s
proposals were the restriction of voting rights to a minority and the drastic
reduction of parliamentary powers.125 Papen’s self-appointed task was to
roll back history, not just Weimar democracy but everything that had
happened in European politics since the French Revolution, and re-create in
the place of modern class conflict the hierarchical basis of ancien régime
society.126 As a small but potent symbol of this intention, he abolished the
use of that classic symbol of the French Revolution, the guillotine, for
executions in parts.of Prussia where it had been introduced in the nineteenth
century, and replaced it with the traditional Prussian instrument of the hand-
held axe.127 Meanwhile, in a more immediately practical way, Papen’s
government began extending the curbs imposed by its predecessor on the
radical press to democratic newspapers as well, banning popular left-liberal
publications like the Social Democratic daily paper Forwards twice within a
few weeks, pro-scribing popular left-liberal papers like the Berlin People’s
Paper (Berliner Volkszeitung) on two separate occasions, and convincing
liberal commentators that press freedom had finally been abolished.128

Papen’s utopian conservatism did scant justice to the political realities of
1932. Papen’s cabinet was made up of men with relatively little experience.
So many of them were unknown aristocrats that it was widely known as the
‘cabinet of barons’. In the discussions that preceded Brüning’s resignation,
Papen and Schleicher had agreed that they needed to win over the Nazis to
provide mass support for the anti-democratic policies of the new
government. They secured Hindenburg’s agreement to dissolve the
Reichstag and call fresh elections, which Hitler had been demanding in the
expectation that they would lead to a further increase in the Nazi vote. The
elections were set for the end of July 1932. In addition, they also conceded
Hitler’s demand for a lifting of the ban on the brownshirts. This would,
thought Schleicher, tame Nazi extremism and among other things persuade
the brownshirts to act as an auxiliary army with which the limitations on the
strength of the German armed forces imposed by the Treaty of Versailles
could be decisively circumvented. 129 But it proved another disastrous
miscalculation. Masses of stormtroopers flooded triumphantly back onto the
streets, and beatings, pitched battles, woundings and killings, never entirely



absent even during the period of the ban since the previous April, quickly
reached record new levels. Even so, public opinion was shocked when, on
17 July 1932, a march staged by thousands of Nazi stormtroopers through
the Communist stronghold of Altona, a working-class municipality on the
Prussian side of the state border of Hamburg, ran into violent resistance
from thousands of heavily armed Red Front-Fighters. Richard Krebs, in
charge of 800 Communist sailors and dockers ready to drive the Nazis from
the waterfront, reported later how the Red Front-Fighters were under orders
to attack the stormtroopers in the streets. Stones, rubbish and all kinds of
missiles were hurled at the passing marchers. According to some reports,
there were Communist sharp-shooters on the roofs, ready to massacre the
stormtroopers below. Someone, nobody was sure who, fired a shot.
Immediately, the police panicked and opened fire with everything they had,
spraying the locality with bullets and causing panic flight in all directions.
The Communists were driven away along with the rest. Their attempt to
stop the brownshirt march through their territory had been an abject
failure.130 Eighteen people were killed and more than a hundred injured.
Most of the deaths were caused, as autopsy reports revealed, by bullets fired
from police revolvers. The depths of violence to which German political
confrontations had now sunk clearly demanded action by the
government.131

Far from banning the paramilitaries again, however, Papen seized on the
events of ‘Bloody Sunday’ in Altona to depose the state government of
Prussia, which was led by the Social Democrats Otto Braun and Carl
Severing, on the grounds that it was no longer capable of maintaining law
and order. This was the decisive blow against the Social Democrats which
he had been put into office to achieve. Papen had a sort of precedent in
Ebert’s deposition of the Saxon and Thuringian state governments in 1923,
but Prussia, covering more than half the territory of the Reich, with a
population greater than that of France, was a far more significant target. The
central position of the army in the strife-torn political situation of 1932 was
graphically illustrated as heavily armed combat troops took to the streets of
Berlin, and a military state of emergency was declared throughout the
capital city. The Social Democrat-controlled police force was simply
pushed aside; any attempt by the Prussian government to use it as a means
of resisting the armed strength of the military would only have led to
confusion. Its manpower was too small, and the senior and middle-ranking



officers were either disillusioned with the Republic, sympathized with
Papen, or had been won over by the Nazis.132

If Papen and Schleicher feared a workers’ uprising, they were wrong.
Many rank-and-file members of the Reichsbanner were ready to take up
arms, and machine guns, pistols and carbines had been assembled to defend
the party headquarters in the event of a putsch until the police, who, the
party assumed—wrongly, as it turned out - would resist any attempt to
overthrow the Republic, arrived on the scene. A recent increase in numbers
had brought the strength of the Reichsbanner’s Republican Defence Units
up to more than 200,000. But they were heavily outnumbered by the
combined forces of some three-quarters of a million brownshirts and Steel
Helmets, who would certainly have mobilized against them had they staged
an uprising. They were poorly trained and ill prepared. And they would
have been no match for the well-equipped forces of the German army. The
Communists, who had better reserves of arms, were certainly not going to
take them up to defend the Social Democrats.133 .

In the situation of July 1932, when Hindenburg, the military leadership
and the conservatives were all extremely anxious to avoid provoking a civil
war in Germany, an armed uprising by the Reichsbanner might have forced
a climbdown by Papen, or an intervention by the Reich President. One can
never know. The call to resist never came. The law-abiding traditions of the
Social Democrats compelled them to put a ban on any armed resistance to
an act that was sanctioned by the head of state and the legally constituted
government, backed by the armed forces and not opposed by the police.134

All that remained as an option for Braun and Severing were rhetorical
protests and lawsuits brought against Papen on the ground that he had
breached the constitution. On 10 October 1932, the State Court ruled in part
at least in favour of the Braun cabinet, which therefore continued to be a
thorn in the Reich government’s flesh by representing Prussia in the Reich
Council, the upper chamber of the national legislature.135 Meanwhile,
Papen secured from the President his own appointment as Reich
Commissioner to carry out the business of government in Prussia, while
punctilious civil servants dithered and suspended business until the legal
position was resolved.136

Papen’s coup dealt a mortal blow to the Weimar Republic. It destroyed
the federal principle and opened the way to the wholesale centralization of
the state. Whatever happened now, it was unlikely to be a full restoration of



parliamentary democracy. After 20 July 1932 the only realistic alternatives
were a Nazi dictatorship or a conservative, authoritarian regime backed by
the army. The absence of any serious resistance on the part of the Social
Democrats, the principal remaining defenders of democracy, was decisive.
It convinced both conservatives and National Socialists that the destruction
of democratic institutions could be achieved without any serious opposition.
The Social Democrats had received plenty of advance warning of the coup.
Yet they had done nothing. They were paralysed not only by the backing
given to the coup by the man they had so recently supported in the
Presidential election campaign, Paul von Hindenburg, but also by their
catastrophic defeat in the Prussian parliamentary elections of April 1932.
While the Nazis had increased their representation in the Prussian
legislature from 9 seats to 162, and the Communists from 48 to 57, the
Social Democrats had lost a third of their mandates, falling from 137 to 94.
No party now had a majority, and the existing administration, led by Braun
and Severing, carried on as a minority government with a correspondingly
weakened political legitimacy. Beyond this, too, a sense of impotence had
spread throughout the party leadership during the long months of passive
toleration of Brüning’s savage policy of cuts. The trade unions were
powerless to do anything against the coup because the massive
unemployment made a general strike impossible; millions of desperate,
jobless people would have had little choice but to take on work as
strikebreakers, and they knew it. A repeat of the united labour movement
stand that had defeated the Kapp putsch in 1920 was thus out of the
question. The Nazis were jubilant. ‘You only have to bare your teeth at the
reds and they knuckle under’, wrote the Nazi propaganda chief Joseph
Goebbels in his diary for 20 July: the Social Democrats and trade unions, he
observed with satisfaction, ‘aren’t lifting a finger’. ‘The reds’, he noted not
long after, ‘have missed their big chance. It’s never going to come
again.’137



FATEFUL DECISIONS



I

The Papen coup took place in the midst of Germany’s most frenetic and
most violent election campaign yet, fought in an atmosphere even less
rational and more vicious than that of two years before. Hitler once more
flew across Germany from venue to venue, speaking before huge crowds at
more than fifty major meetings, denouncing the divisions, humiliations and
failures of Weimar and offering a vague but potent promise of a better, more
united nation in the future. Meanwhile, the Communists preached
revolution and announced the imminent collapse of the capitalist order, the
Social Democrats called on the electors to rise up against the threat of
fascism, and the bourgeois parties advocated a restorative unity they were
patently unable to deliver.138 The decay of parliamentary politics was
graphically illustrated by the increasingly emotive propaganda style of the
parties, including even the Social Democrats. Surrounded by increasingly
violent street clashes and demonstrations, the political struggle became
reduced to what the Social Democrats called - without the slightest hint of
criticism - a war of symbols. Engaging a psychologist - Sergei Chakhotin, a
radical Russian pupil of Pavlov, the discoverer of the conditioned response -
to help them fight elections in the course of 1931, the Social Democrats
realized that an appeal to reason was not enough. ‘We have to work on
feelings, souls and emotions so that reason wins the victory.’ In practice,
reason got left far behind. In the elections of July 1932 the Social
Democrats ordered all their local groups to ensure that party members wore
a party badge, used the clenched-fist greeting when encountering each
other, and shouted the slogan ‘Freedom!’ at appropriate opportunities. In
the same spirit, the Communists had long since been using the symbol of
the hammer and sickle and a variety of slogans and greetings. In adopting
this style, the parties were placing themselves on the same ground as the
Nazis, with whose swastika symbol, ‘Hail Hitler!’ greeting and simple,
powerful slogans they found it very difficult to compete.139



Seeking for an image that would be dynamic enough to counter the
appeal of the Nazis, the Social Democrats, the Reichsbanner, the trade
unions, and a number of other working-class organizations connected with
the socialists came together on 16 December 1931 to form the ‘Iron Front’
to fight the ‘fascist’ menace. The new movement borrowed heavily from
the arsenal of propaganda methods developed by the Communists and the
National Socialists. Long, boring speeches were to be replaced by short,
sharp slogans. The labour movement’s traditional emphasis on education,
reason and science was to yield to a new stress on the rousing of mass
emotions through street processions, uniformed marches and collective
demonstrations of will. The new propaganda style of the Social Democrats
even extended to the invention of a symbol to counter that of the swastika
and the hammer and sickle: three parallel arrows, expressing the three
major arms of the Iron Front. None of this did much to help the traditional
labour movement, many of whose members, not least those who occupied
leading positions in the Reichstag, remained sceptical, or proved unable to
adapt to the new way of presenting their policies. The new propaganda style
placed the Social Democrats on the same ground as the Nazis; but they
lacked the dynamism, the youthful vigour or the extremism to offer them
effective competition. The symbols, the marches and the uniforms failed to
rally new supporters to the Iron Front, since the entrenched organizational
apparatus of the Social Democrats remained in control. On the other hand,
it did not allay the fears of middle-class voters about the intentions of the
labour movement.140

Even more revealing were the election posters used by the parties in the
campaigns of the early 1930s. A common feature to almost all of them was
their domination by the figure of a giant, half-naked worker who had come
by the late 1920s to symbolize the German people, replacing the ironically
modest little figure of the ‘German Michel’ in his sleeping-cap or the more
rarified female personification of Germania that had previously stood for
the nation. Nazi posters showed the giant worker towering above a bank
labelled ‘International High Finance’, destroying it with massive blows
from a swastika-bedaubed compressor; the Social Democrats’ posters
portrayed the giant worker elbowing aside Nazis and Communists; the
Centre Party’s posters carried a cartoon of the giant worker, less scantily
clad perhaps, but still with his sleeves rolled up, forcibly removing tiny
Nazis and Communists from the parliament building; the People’s Party



depicted the giant worker, dressed only in a loincloth, sweeping aside the
soberly dressed politicians of all the other warring factions in July 1932, in
an almost exact reversal of what was actually to happen in the elections;
even the staid Nationalist Party used a giant worker in its posters, though
only to wave the black-white-red flag of the old Bismarckian Reich.141 All
over Germany, electors were confronted with violent images of giant
workers smashing their opponents to pieces, kicking them aside, yanking
them out of parliament, or looming over frock-coated and top-hatted
politicians who were almost universally portrayed as insignificant and
quarrelsome pygmies. Rampant masculinity was sweeping aside the
squabbling, ineffective and feminized political factions. Whatever the
intention, the subliminal message was that it was time for parliamentary
politics to come to an end: a message made explicit in the daily clashes of
paramilitary groups on the streets, the ubiquity of uniforms at the hustings,
and the non-stop violence and mayhem at electoral meetings.

None of the other parties could compete with the Nazis on this territory.
Goebbels might have complained that ‘they are now stealing our methods
from us’, but the three arrows had no deep symbolic resonance, unlike the
familiar swastika. If the Social Democrats were to have stood any chance of
beating the Nazis at their own game, they should have started earlier.142

Goebbels fought the election not on the performance of the Papen cabinet
but on the performance of the Weimar Republic. The main objects of Nazi
propaganda this time, therefore, were the voters of the Centre Party and the
Social Democrats. In apocalyptic terms, a flood of posters, placards,
leaflets, films and speeches delivered to vast open-air assemblies, purveyed
a drastic picture of the ‘red civil war over Germany’ in which voters were
confronted with a stark choice: either the old forces of betrayal and
corruption, or a national rebirth to a glorious future. Goebbels and his
propaganda team aimed to overwhelm the electorate with an unremitting
barrage of assaults on their senses. Saturation coverage was to be achieved
not only by mass publicity but also by a concerted campaign of door-
knocking and leafleting. Microphones and loudspeakers blasted out Nazi
speeches over every public space that could be found. Visual images,
purveyed not only through posters and magazine illustrations but also
through mass demonstrations and marches in the streets, drove out rational
discourse and verbal argument in favour of easily assimilated stereotypes
that mobilized a whole range of feelings, from resentment and aggression to



the need for security and redemption. The marching columns of the
brownshirts, the stiff salutes and military poses of the Nazi leaders
conveyed order and dependability as well as ruthless determination.
Banners and flags projected the impression of ceaseless activism and
idealism. The aggressive language of Nazi propaganda created endlessly
repeated stereotypical images of their opponents - the ‘November
criminals’, the ‘red bosses’, the ‘Jewish wire-pullers’, the ‘red murder-
pack’. Yet, given the Nazis’ need to reassure the middle classes, the giant
worker was now in some instances portrayed in a benevolent pose, no
longer wild and aggressive, but wearing a shirt and handing tools of work to
the unemployed instead of wielding them as weapons to destroy his
opponents; the Nazis were prepared for responsible government.143



Map 14. The nazis in the Reichstag Election of july 1932
This unprecedentedly intense electoral propaganda soon brought its

desired results. On 31 July 1932, the Reichstag election revealed the folly
of Papen’s tactics. Far from rendering Hitler and the Nazis more amenable,
the election brought them a further massive boost in power, more than
doubling their vote from 6.4 million to 13.1 million and making them by far
the largest party in the Reichstag, with 230 seats, nearly a hundred more



than the next biggest group, the Social Democrats, who managed to limit
their losses to 10 more seats and sent 133 deputies to the new legislature.
The 18.3 per cent of the vote the Nazis had obtained in September 1930 was
also more than doubled, to 37.4 per cent. The continued polarization of the
political scene was marked by another increase for the Communists, who
now sent 89 deputies to the Reichstag instead of 77. And while the Centre
Party also managed to increase its vote and gain 75 mandates in the new
parliament, its highest ever number, the Nationalists registered further
losses, going down from 41 seats to 37, reducing them almost to the status
of a fringe party. Most striking of all, however, was the almost total
annihilation of the parties of the centre. The People’s Party lost 24 out of its
31 seats, the Economy Party 21 out of its 23, and the State Party, formerly
the Democrats, 16 out of its 20. The congeries of far-right splinter-groups
that had attracted such strong middle-class support in 1930 now also
collapsed, retaining only 9 out of their previous 55 mandates. Left and right
now faced each other in the Reichstag across a centre shrunken to
insignificance: a combined Social Democrat/Communist vote of 13.4
million confronted a Nazi vote of 13.8 million, with all the other parties
combined picking up a mere 9.8 million of the votes cast.144

The reasons for the Nazis’ success at the polls in July 1932 were much
the same as they had been in September 1930; nearly two more years of
sharply deepening crisis in society, politics and the economy had rendered
these factors even more powerful than they had been before. The election
confirmed the Nazis’ status as a rainbow coalition of the discontented, with,
this time, a greatly increased appeal to the middle classes, who had
evidently overcome the hesitation they had displayed two years earlier,
when they had turned to the splinter-groups of the right. Electors from the
middle-class parties had by now almost all found their way into the ranks of
Nazi Party voters. One in two voters who had supported the splinter-parties
in September 1930 now switched to the Nazis, and one in three of those
who had voted for the Nationalists, the People’s Party and the State Party in
the previous Reichstag election. One previous non-voter in five now went
to the polls to cast his or (especially) her vote for the Nazis. Even one in
seven of those who had previously voted Social Democrat now voted Nazi.
Thirty per cent of the Party’s gains came from the splinter-parties. These
voters included many who had supported the Nationalists in 1924 and 1928.
Even a few Communist and Catholic Centre Party voters switched, though



this was roughly balanced out by those who switched back the other way.
The Nazi Party continued to be attractive mainly to Protestants, with only
14 per cent of Catholic voters supporting it as against 40 per cent of non-
Catholics. Sixty per cent of Nazi voters on this occasion were from the
middle classes, broadly defined; 40 per cent were wage-earning manual
workers and their dependants, though, as before, these were
overwhelmingly workers whose connection with the labour movement, for
a variety of reasons, had always been weak. The negative correlation
between the size of the Nazi vote in any constituency, and the level of
unemployment, was as strong as ever. The Nazis continued to be a catch-all
party of social protest, with particularly strong support from the middle
classes, and relatively weak support in the traditional industrial working
class and the Catholic community, above all where there was a strong
economic and institutional underpinning of the labour movement or
Catholic voluntary associations.145

Yet while July 1932 gave the Nazi Party a massive boost in the
Reichstag, it was none the less something of a disappointment to its leaders.
For them, the key factor in the result was not that they had improved on the
previous Reichstag poll, but that they had not improved on their
performance in the second round of the Presidential elections the previous
March or the Prussian elections the previous April. There was a feeling,
therefore, that the Nazi vote had finally peaked. In particular, despite a
massive effort, the Party had only enjoyed limited success in its primary
objective of breaking into the Social Democratic and Centre Party vote. So
there was no repeat of the jubilation with which the Nazis had greeted their
election victory of September 1930. Goebbels confided to his diary his
feeling that ‘we have won a tiny bit’, no more. ‘We won’t get to an absolute
majority this way,’ he concluded. The election therefore lent a fresh sense
of urgency to the feeling that, as Goebbels put it, ‘something must happen.
The time for opposition is over. Now deeds!’146 The moment to grasp for
power had arrived, he added the following day, and he noted that Hitler
agreed with his view. Otherwise, if they stuck to the parliamentary route to
power, the stagnation of their voting strength suggested that the situation
might start to slip out of their grasp. Yet Hitler ruled out entering a coalition
government led by another party, as indeed he was entitled to do, given the
fact that his own Party now held by far the largest number of seats in the
national legislature. Immediately after the election, therefore, Hitler insisted



that he would only enter a government as Reich Chancellor. This was the
only position that would preserve the mystique of his charisma amongst his
followers. Unlike a subordinate cabinet position, it would also give him a
good chance of turning dominance of the cabinet into a national dictatorship
by using the full forces of the state that would then be at his disposal.



II

How those forces might be employed was graphically illustrated by an
incident that occurred early in August 1932. In an attempt to master the
situation, Papen had imposed a ban on public political meetings on 29 July.
This merely had the effect of depriving activists of legitimate political
outlets for their inflamed political passions. So it fuelled the violence on the
streets. still further. On 9 August, therefore, he promulgated another
emergency Presidential decree imposing the death penalty on anyone who
killed an opponent in the political struggle out of rage or hatred. He
intended this to apply above all to the Communists. But in the small hours
of the following morning, a group of drunken brownshirts, armed with
rubber truncheons, pistols and broken-off billiard cues, broke into a farm in
the Upper Silesian village of Potempa and attacked one of the inhabitants, a
Communist sympathizer, Konrad Pietzuch. The brownshirts struck him
across the face with a billiard cue, beat him senseless, laid into him with
their boots as he lay on the ground, and finished him off with a revolver.
Pietzuch was Polish, making this into a racial as well as a political incident,
and some of the brownshirts had a personal grudge against him.
Nevertheless, it was clearly a political murder under the terms of the decree,
and five of the brownshirts were arrested, tried and sentenced to death in
the nearby town of Beuthen. As soon as the verdict was announced,
brownshirted Nazi stormtroopers rampaged through the streets of Beuthen,
wrecking Jewish shops and trashing the offices of liberal and left-wing
newspapers. Hitler personally and publicly condemned the injustice of ‘this
monstrous blood-verdict’, and Hermann Goring sent an open message of
solidarity to the condemned ‘in boundless bitterness and outrage at the
terror-judgment that has been served on you.’147

The murder now became an issue in the negotiations between Hitler,
Papen and Hindenburg over Nazi participation in the government.
Ironically, President Hindenburg was in any case reluctant to accept Hitler
as Chancellor because appointing a government led by the leader of the



party that had won the elections would now look too much like going back
to a parliamentary system of rule. Now he was dismayed by the Potempa
murder, too. ‘I have had no doubts about your love for the Fatherland,’ he
told Hitler patronizingly on 13 August 1933. ‘Against possible acts of terror
and violence,’ he added, however, ‘as have, regrettably, also been
committed by members of the SA divisions, I shall intervene with all
possible severity.’ Papen, too, was unwilling to allow Hitler to lead the
cabinet. After negotiations had broken down, Hitler declared:

German racial comrades! Anyone amongst you who possesses any
feeling for the struggle for the nation’s honour and freedom will
understand why I am refusing to enter this government. Herr von
Papen’s justice will in the end condemn perhaps thousands of National
Socialists to death. Did anyone think they could put my name as well to
this blindly aggressive action, this challenge to the entire people? The
gentlemen are mistaken! Herr von Papen, now I know what your
bloodstained ‘objectivity’ is! I want victory for a nationalistic Germany,
and annihilation for its Marxist destroyers and corrupters. I am not suited
to be the hangman of nationalist freedom fighters of the German
people!148

Hitler’s support for the brutal violence of the stormtroopers could not have
been clearer. It was enough to intimidate Papen, who had never intended his
decree to apply to the Nazis, into commuting the condemned men’s
sentences to life imprisonment on 2 September, in the hope of placating the
leading Nazis,149 Shortly after the incident, Hitler had sent the brownshirts
on leave for a fortnight, fearing another ban. He need not have bothered.150

Nevertheless, the Nazis, who had scented power after the July poll, were
bitterly disappointed at the leadership’s failure to join the cabinet. The
breakdown of negotiations with Hitler also left Papen and Hindenburg with
the problem of gaining popular legitimacy. The moment for destroying the
parliamentary system seemed to have arrived, but how were they to do it?
Papen, with Hindenburg’s backing, determined to dissolve the new
Reichstag as soon as it met. He would then use - or rather, abuse - the
President’s power to rule by decree to declare that there would be no more
elections. However, when the Reichstag finally met in September, amidst
chaotic scenes, Hermann Goring, presiding over the session, according to



tradition, as the representative of the largest party, deliberately ignored
Papen’s attempts to declare a dissolution and allowed a Communist motion
of no-confidence in the government to go ahead. The motion won the
support of 512 deputies, with only 42 voting against and 5 abstentions. The
vote was so humiliating, and demonstrated Papen’s lack of support in the
country so graphically, that the plan to abolish elections was abandoned.
Instead, the government saw little alternative but to follow the constitution
and call a fresh Reichstag election for November.151

The new election campaign saw Hitler, enraged at Papen’s tactics, launch
a furious attack on the government. A cabinet of aristocratic reactionaries
would never win the collaboration of a man of the people such as himself,
he proclaimed. The Nazi press trumpeted yet another triumphant swing by
‘the Leader’ through the German states; but all its boasts of a massive
turnout and wild enthusiasm for Hitler’s oratory could not disguise, from
the Party leadership at least, the fact that many of the meeting-halls where
Hitler spoke were now half-empty, and that the many campaigns of the year
had left the Party in no financial condition to sustain its propaganda effort at
the level of the previous election. Moreover, Hitler’s populist attacks on
Papen frightened off middle-class voters, who thought they saw the Nazis’
‘socialist’ character coming out again. Participation in a bitter transport
workers’ strike in Berlin alongside the Communists in the run-up to the
election did not help the Party’s image in the Berlin proletariat, although
this had been Goebbels’ aim, and it also put off rural voters and repelled
some middle-class electors, too. The once-novel propaganda methods of the
Party had now become familiar to all. Goebbels had nothing left up his
sleeve to startle the electorate with. Nazi leaders gloomily resigned
themselves to the prospect of severe losses on polling day.152

The mood amongst large parts of the Protestant middle classes was
captured in the diary of Louise Solmitz, a former schoolteacher living in
Hamburg. Born in 1899, and married to an ex-officer, she had long been an
admirer of Hindenburg and Hugenberg, saw Brüning with typical Protestant
disdain as a ‘petty Jesuit’, and complained frequently in her diary about
Nazi violence.153 But in April 1932 she had gone to hear Hitler speak at a
mass meeting in a Hamburg suburb and had been filled with enthusiasm by
the atmosphere and the public, drawn from all walks of life, as much as by
the speech.154 ‘The Hitler spirit carries you away,’ she wrote, ‘is German,
and right.’155 All her family’s middle-class friends were supporting Hitler



before long, and there was little doubt that they voted for him in July. But
they were repelled both by Goring’s cavalier treatment of the Reichstag
when it met, and by what they saw as the Nazis’ move to the left in the
November election campaign. They now inclined more towards Papen,
though never with much enthusiasm because he was a Catholic. ‘I’ve voted
for Hitler twice,’ said an old friend, an ex-soldier, ‘but not any more.’ ‘It’s
sad about Hitler,’ said another acquaintance: ‘I can’t go along with him any
more.’ Hitler’s backing of the Berlin transport workers’ strike, Louise
Solmitz thought, cost him thousands of votes. He was not interested in
Germany, she concluded pessimistically, only in power. ‘Why has Hitler
abandoned us, after he showed us a future which one could say yes to?’ she
asked. In November the Solmitzes voted for the Nationalists.156

Faced with this kind of disillusion, it was not surprising that the Nazis
did badly. The election, on a much lower turnout than in July, registered a
sharp fall in the Party’s vote, from 13.7 million to 11.7, reducing its
representation in the Reichstag from 230 seats to 196. The Nazis were still
by a very long way the largest party. But now they had fewer seats than the
combined total of the two ‘Marxist’ parties.157 ‘Hitler in Decline’, the
Social Democratic Forwards proclaimed.158 ‘We have suffered a set-back,’
confided Joseph Goebbels to his diary.159 By contrast, the election
registered some gains for the government. The Nationalists improved their
representation from 37 to 51 seats, the People’s Party from 7 to 11. Many of
their voters had returned from their temporary exile in the Nazi Party. But
these were still miserably low figures, little more than a third of what the
two parties had scored in their heyday in 1924. The pathetic decline of the
former Democrats, the State Party, continued, as their representation went
down from 4 seats to 2. The Social Democrats lost another 12 seats, taking
them down to 121, their lowest figure since 1924. On the other hand the
Communists, still the third largest party, continued to improve their
position, gaining another 11 seats, which gave them a total of 100, not far
behind the Social Democrats. For many middle-class Germans, this was a
terrifyingly effective performance that threatened the prospect of a
Communist revolution in the not-too-distant future. The Centre Party also
saw a small decline, down from 75 seats to 70, with some of these votes
going to the Nazis, as with their Bavarian wing, the Bavarian People’s
Party.160



Map 15. The Nazis in the Reichstag Election of November 1932
Overall, the Reichstag was even less manageable than before. One

hundred Communists now confronted 196 Nazis across the chamber, both
intent on destroying a parliamentary system they hated and despised. As a
result of the government’s rhetorical assault on them during the campaign,
the Centre and the Social Democrats were more hostile to Papen than ever.
Papen had completely failed to reverse his humiliation in the Reichstag on



12 September. He still faced an overwhelming majority against his cabinet
in the new legislature. Papen considered cutting the Gordian knot by
banning both Nazis and Communists and using the army to enforce a
Presidential regime, bypassing the Reichstag altogether. But this was not a
practical possibility, for by this point, fatally, he had lost the confidence of
the army and its leading officers, too. Earlier in the year, the army hierarchy
had pushed out the Minister of Defence, General Wilhelm Groener, finding
his willingness to compromise with the Weimar Republic and its institutions
no longer appropriate in the new circumstances. He was replaced by
Schleicher, whose views were now more in tune with those of the leading
officers. For his part, Schleicher was annoyed that the Chancellor had had
the nerve to develop his own ideas and plans for an authoritarian regime
instead of following the instructions of the man who had done so much to
put him into power in the first place, that is, himself. Papen had also
signally failed to deliver the parliamentary majority, made up principally of
the Nazis and the Centre Party, that Schleicher and the army had been
looking for. It was time for a new initiative. Schleicher quietly informed
Papen that the army was unwilling to risk a civil war and would no longer
give him its support. The cabinet agreed, and Papen, faced with
uncontrollable violence on the streets and lacking any means of preventing
its further escalation, was forced to announce his intention to resign.161



III

Two weeks of complicated negotiations now followed, led by Hindenburg
and his entourage. By this time, the constitution had in effect reverted to
what it had been in the Bismarckian Reich, with governments being
appointed by the head of state, without reference to parliamentary
majorities or legislatures. The Reichstag had been pushed completely to the
margins as a political factor. It was, in effect, no longer needed, not even to
pass laws. Yet the problem remained that any government which tried to
change the constitution in an authoritarian direction without the legitimacy
afforded by the backing of a majority in the legislature would run a serious
risk of starting a civil war. So the search for parliamentary backing
continued. Since the Nazis would not play ball, Schleicher was forced to
take on the Chancellorship himself on 3 December. His ministry was
doomed from the start. Hindenburg resented his overthrow of Papen, whom
he liked and trusted, and many of whose ideas he shared. For a few weeks,
Schleicher, less hated by the Centre Party and the Social Democrats than
Papen had been, earned a respite by avoiding any repetition of Papen’s
authoritarian rhetoric. He continued to hope that the Nazis might come
round. They had been weakened by the November elections and were
divided over what to do next. Moreover, early in December, in local
elections held in Thuringia, their vote plummeted by some 40 per cent from
the previous July’s national high. A year of strenuous electioneering had
also left the Party virtually bankrupt. Things seemed to be playing into
Schleicher’s hands.162

Within the Nazi Party, voices now began to be raised criticizing Hitler for
his refusal to join a coalition government except at its head. Chief among
these was the Party’s Organization Leader, Gregor Strasser, who was only
too conscious of the parlous state to which, as he increasingly thought,
Hitler had reduced the Party organization so painstakingly built up over the
previous years. Strasser began to cultivate both big business, with a view to
replenishing Party funds, and trade unions, which he sought to win over to



the idea of participating in a broad-based national coalition. Aware of his
views, however, his enemies in the Nazi leadership, chief among them
Joseph Goebbels, started to intrigue behind his back and to accuse him of
trying to sabotage the Party’s drive for power.163 Matters came to a head
when Schleicher, seeking to put pressure on Hitler to join the cabinet, began
separate negotiations with Strasser about a possible post in the government.
Hitler, however, was adamant that the Nazis should not join any
government of which he was not the head. At a fraught meeting with Hitler,
Strasser pleaded in vain for his point of view. Rebuffed once more, he
resigned all his Party posts on 8 December in a fit of wounded pride.

Hitler moved swiftly to prevent a Party split, firing known supporters of
his former second-in-command and appealing in person to waverers. In a
brief, whirlwind tour across the country, Hitler addressed group after group
of Party functionaries and convinced them of the rightness of his position,
by casting Strasser in the role of traitor, rather as Stalin was casting Trotsky
in the role of traitor in the Soviet Union at around the same time. The
danger of a split had been real; Hitler and Goebbels certainly took it
extremely seriously. But it was based on tactical considerations, not on
matters of principle. In no sense did Strasser represent an alternative vision
of the future to Hitler’s; his ideological position was very similar to his
leader’s, and he had fully supported the expulsion in 1930 of his brother
Otto, whose opinions had indeed been well to the left of the Party
mainstream. Nor did Gregor Strasser put up any kind of a fight in
December 1932. Had he campaigned for his point of view he might well
have taken a substantial portion of the Party with him, leaving it fatally
damaged. Instead, he did nothing. He went off on holiday in Italy
immediately after his resignation, and although he was not actually expelled
from the Party, he played no further role in its affairs and effectively
withdrew from political life. Hitler appointed himself Party Organization
Leader and dismantled Strasser’s centralized structure of Party management
just in case someone else should take it over. The crisis in the Party had
passed. Hitler and the leadership could breathe again.164

Schleicher’s failure to win over the Nazis was to prove decisive.
Superficially, to be sure, his prospects at the turn of the year did not seem
too bad. The Nazi Party was in decline, and even its successful performance
in the regional election in the small state of Lippe on 15 January, when it
won 39.5 per cent of the vote, failed to convince many, given that the total



size of the electorate was only 100,000. A massive propaganda effort and a
campaign of unprecedented intensity had still failed to improve on the Nazi
vote of July 1932. Hitler and Goebbels were able to revive flagging Nazi
spirits and strengthen the Party’s resolve by trumpeting the result as a
triumph, but most leading figures in the political world knew better.165 In
other respects, too, the Nazis seemed to be on the wane. Their share of the
vote in student union elections, for instance, declined from 48 per cent in
1932 to 43 per cent at the beginning of 1933.166 Meanwhile, the world
economic situation was at last beginning to look up, the Depression seemed
to be bottoming out, and Schleicher, recognizing the possibilities offered by
Germany’s departure from the Gold Standard eighteen months before, was
preparing a massive job-creation programme to relieve unemployment
through the state provision of public works. This boded ill for the Nazis,
whose rise to electoral predominance had been the product above all of the
Depression. They had peaked in regional elections, too, and everyone knew
it.



Map 16. Regional Elections, 1931-1933
But the decline of the Nazis and the revival of the economy were only

likely to become important factors over a number of months or even years.
Schleicher did not have months or years to play with, only weeks. For
Hindenburg and his advisers, above all, his son Oskar, State Secretary
Meissner, and ex-Chancellor Franz von Papen, it seemed more urgent than
ever at this point to tame the Nazis by bringing them into government. The



Nazis’ recent losses and divisions seemed to have put them in a position
where it would be easier to do this. But if their decline continued, then in
the foreseeable future, with an economic upswing on the way, it seemed
possible that the old political parties might recover and parliamentary
government return, possibly even involving the Social Democrats. Alfred
Hugenberg was equally alarmed at such a prospect. Some of Schleicher’s
economic schemes, which included a possible nationalization of the steel
industry and his repeal, carried out in December, of Papen’s wage and
benefit cuts imposed the previous September, also caused concern among
elements in the business world whose interests Papen, Hindenburg and
Hugenberg took seriously. As the owner of a landed estate, Hindenburg was
further alienated by Schleicher’s proposals for land reform in East Elbia,
distributing bankrupt Junker estates to the peasantry. A coalition of
conservative forces began to form around Hindenburg with the aim of
getting rid of Schleicher, whose announcement that he favoured neither
capitalism nor socialism they found extremely worrying.167

The conspirators secured the backing of the Steel Helmets and their
leaders Franz Seldte and Theodor Duesterberg, for a plan to oust Schleicher
and replace him with a Reich Chancellor whom they would find more
acceptable. Half a million strong, the Steel Helmets were a potentially
formidable fighting force. However, they were deeply divided, their leaders
Seldte and Duesterberg were at daggers drawn, and they were chronically
unable to decide whether or not to throw in their lot with the Nazis or with
the conservatives. Their commitment to be ‘above parties’ was a constant
source of internal dispute instead of the unifying slogan it was supposed to
be. In this situation, many senior figures in the veterans’ organization
pressed with some success for its return to welfare activities, military
training, the ‘protection’ of Germany’s eastern borders through a strong
paramilitary presence, and similar practical tasks. The Steel Helmets
thought of themselves above all as a reserve army, to be called upon if
necessary to augment the official military forces, whose numbers were little
more than a fifth of their own, thanks to the restrictions imposed by the
Treaty of Versailles. Duesterberg’s disastrous showing in the Presidential
elections had convinced many that a withdrawal from the political
battlefield was advisable. His background as a Prussian officer caused him
to mistrust the Nazis and to consider them too vulgar and disorderly to be
worthy partners. But Duesterberg’s own position had been weakened by the



revelation, shocking to many Steel Helmets, that he had Jewish ancestry. It
was Seldte, therefore, who lent the Steel Helmets’ name to the conspiracy
to oust Schleicher early in 1933.168

Papen himself, though in the thick of the conspiracy, was clearly out of
the running for the Chancellorship, since he had alienated almost everyone
outside Hindenburg’s entourage over the previous few months and had no
popular backing in the country. Frantic negotiations finally led to a plan to
put Hitler in as Chancellor, with a majority of conservative cabinet
colleagues to keep him in check. The scheme was lent urgency by rumours
that Schleicher, in collaboration with the chief of the army command,
General Kurt von Hammerstein, was preparing a counter-coup. He
apparently intended to establish an authoritarian corporate state, to
eliminate the Reichstag by Presidential decree, to put the army in control,
and to suppress the Nazis altogether, as well as the Communists. ‘If a new
government is not formed by 11 o’clock,‘ Papen told Hugenberg and the
Steel Helmets’ leaders on 30 January, ‘the army will march. A military
dictatorship under Schleicher and Hammerstein is looming.’169

The rumour did the rounds because it was known in political circles that
Schleicher’s failure to secure parliamentary support left him no option but
to ask the President for wide-ranging, effectively extra-constitutional
powers to overcome the crisis. When he went to Hindenburg with this
request, the aged President and his entourage saw this as their chance to rid
themselves of this irritating and untrustworthy intriguer, and refused. After
he was rebuffed, some expected Schleicher and the army to take matters
into their own hands and seize the powers they wanted anyway. But
Schleicher and the army only ever considered a putsch for the eventuality of
Papen returning to the Reich Chancellery, and this was only because they
thought that Papen’s appointment might well lead to the outbreak of civil
war. Keen to avoid this situation arising, however, Schleicher now saw a
Hitler Chancellorship as a welcome solution, as far as the army was
concerned. ‘If Hitler wants to establish a dictatorship in the Reich,’ he said
confidently, ‘then the army will be the dictatorship within the
dictatorship.’170 Refused permission by the President to govern
unconstitutionally, Schleicher had no option but to tender his resignation.
Negotiations had already been in progress for some time in the circle
around Hindenburg with a view to appointing Hitler in his stead. Finally, at
about half past eleven on the morning of 30 January 1933, Hitler was sworn



in as Reich Chancellor. The government of which he was head was
dominated numerically by Papen and his fellow conservatives. The radical
wing of the much-shrunken Nationalist Party entered the government, with
Alfred Hugenberg taking over the Economics Ministry and the Ministry of
Food. Konstantin Freiherr von Neurath, already Foreign Minister in the
Papen and Schleicher governments, continued in office, as did Lutz Graf
Schwerin von Krosigk in the Finance Ministry and, a little later, Franz
Gürtner, for the Nationalists, in the Ministry of Justice. The army ministry
was taken over by Werner von Blomberg. Franz Seldte, representing the
Steel Helmets, moved into the Ministry of Labour.

Only two major offices of state went to the Nazis, but both of them were
key positions on which Hitler had insisted as a condition of the deal: the
Ministry of the Interior, occupied by Wilhelm Frick, and the Reich
Chancellery itself, occupied by Hitler. Hermann Goring was appointed
Reich Minister Without Portfolio and Acting Prussian Minister of the
Interior, which gave him direct control over the police in the greater part of
Germany. The Nazis could thus manipulate the whole domestic law-and-
order situation to their advantage. If they moved even with only a modicum
of skill, the way would soon be free for the brownshirts to unleash a whole
new level of violence against their opponents on the streets. Franz von
Papen became Vice-Chancellor and continued to rule Prussia as Reich
Commissioner, nominally Göring’s superior. Surrounded by friends of
Papen, who had the all-important ear of Reich President Hindenburg, Hitler
and the Nazis—vulgar, uneducated, inexperienced in government - would
surely be easy enough to control. ‘You are wrong,’ Papen haughtily told a
sceptical associate who had voiced his alarm: ‘We’ve engaged him for
ourselves.’171 ‘Within two months,’ Papen confidently told a worried
conservative acquaintance, ‘we will have pushed Hitler so far into a corner
that he’ll squeak.’172



5

CREATING THE THIRD REICH



THE TERROR BEGINS



I

That Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor was no ordinary change of
government became immediately clear, as Goebbels organized a torchlit
parade of brownshirts, Steel Helmets and SS men through Berlin, beginning
at seven in the evening on 30 January 1933 and going on well past
midnight. One pro-Nazi newspaper, carried away with enthusiasm, put the
number of marchers at 700,000.1 More plausible than this quite fantastic
figure was the report of another paper, which described the parades
sympathetically as ‘an unforgettable experience’, that 18,000 brownshirts
and SS men, 3,000 Steel Helmets and 40,000 non-uniformed civilians,
61,000 in all had taken part; a third estimate from a more hostile source put
the number of uniformed marchers at no more than 20,000. Crowds of
curious onlookers lined the streets to watch the march. Many cheered as the
paramilitaries passed by. The spectacle was typical of the kind of stage-
management which Goebbels was to perfect over the coming years.
Watching the march in a Berlin street, the young Hans-Joachim
Heldenbrand happened to be standing at the spot where the stormtroopers
paused to exchange their guttering torches for new, freshly lit ones.
Scanning their faces as the evening went on, he began to notice the same
men appearing in front of him again and again. ‘There,’ said his father to
him, ‘you see the con trick. They’re constantly marching round in a circle
as if there were a hundred thousand of them.’2

As the columns of uniformed paramilitaries marched past, the aged
Hindenburg came to the first-floor window of his official residence to take
the salute. To symbolize the relative positions of Nationalists and Nazis in
the new government, Goebbels had arranged for the SA to head up the
parade and the Steel Helmets to follow them. After Hindenburg had been
standing stiffly for some hours, his attention began to slip and his mind to
wander back to the glorious early days of the First World War. One of his
entourage later told the British writer John Wheeler-Bennett:



The brownshirts passed at a shambling pace, to be followed by the field-
grey ranks of the Steel Helmets, moving with a precision born of
discipline. The old Marshal watched them from his window as in a
dream, and those behind him saw him beckon over his shoulder.
‘Ludendorff’, the old man said, with a return to its harsh barking, ‘how
well your men are marching, and what a lot of prisoners they’ve taken!’3

Befuddled or not, Hindenburg was presented by the Nationalist press as the
central figure in the jubilation, and the parades as a ‘tribute to Hindenburg’
by ‘his people’.4 The police did their part, accompanying and, in effect,
taking part in the general jubilation, and beaming a searchlight on the
window where the President stood, so that everyone could observe him
acknowledging the cheers of the marchers.5 Black, white and red flags were
everywhere. Over the radio, Hermann Goring compared the crowds to those
who had gathered to celebrate the outbreak of the First World War. The
‘mood’, he said, ‘could only be compared with that of August 1914, when a
nation also rose up to defend everything it possessed.’ The ‘shame and
disgrace of the last fourteen years’ had been wiped out. The spirit of 1914
had been revived.6 These were sentiments with which every Nationalist
could agree. Germany, as one Nationalist paper declared, was witnessing a
‘second August-miracle’.7 A few days later, seeing the marchers on the
streets amongst the crowds, Louise Solmitz made the same comparison: ‘It
was like 1914, everyone could have fallen into everyone else’s arms in the
name of Hitler. Intoxication without wine.’8 She may not have recalled at
that moment that the spirit of 1914 betokened war: the mobilization of an
entire people as the basis for waging armed conflict, the suppression of
internal dissent as preparation for international aggression. But this was
what the Nazis were now aiming for, as Göring’s statement implied. From
30 January onwards, German society was to be put as quickly as possible
on a permanent war footing.9

Goebbels was jubilant at the celebrations. He had already been able to
organize a live commentary on the state radio, though as yet he had no
official position in the new cabinet. The results more than met his
expectations:

Great jubilation. Down there the people are creating an uproar ... The
torches come. It starts at 7 o‘clock. Endless. Till 10 o’clock. At the



Kaiserhof. Then the Reich Chancellery. Till after 12 o’clock. Unending.
A million people on the move. The Old Man takes the salute at the
march-past. Hitler in the house next door. Awakening! Spontaneous
explosion of the people. Indescribable. Always new masses. Hitler is in
raptures. His people are cheering him ... Wild frenzy of enthusiasm.
Prepare the election campaign. The last. We’ll win it hands down.10

Choruses of the national anthem alternated with the Horst Wessel Song as
the uniformed columns marched on, through the Brandenburg Gate and past
the government buildings.11

Many people found themselves caught up in the enthusiastic
demonstrations. The torchlit parades were repeated in many other towns
and cities outside Berlin on the following evenings.12 In Berlin, on the
afternoon of 31 January, the National Socialist German Students’ League
staged its own parade, which ended up in front of the Stock Exchange (‘The
“Mecca” of German Jewry’, as a right-wing newspaper put it). Emerging
stockbrokers were greeted by the students with chants of ‘Judah perish!’13

Watching another torchlit parade in Hamburg on 6 February, Louise Solmitz
was ‘drunk with enthusiasm, blinded by the light of the torches right in our
faces, and always enveloped in their vapour as in a sweet cloud of incense’.
Like many respectable bourgeois families, the Solmitzes took their children
to witness the extraordinary scenes: ‘So far, the impressions they had had of
politics’, Solmitz remarked, ‘had been so deplorable that they should now
have a really strong impression of nationhood, as we had once, and keep it
as a memory. And so they did.’ From ten at night onwards, she reported,

20,000 brownshirts followed one another like waves in the sea, their
faces shone with enthusiasm in the light of the torches. ‘For our Leader,
our Reich Chancellor Adolf Hitler, a threefold Hail!’ They sang ‘The
Republic is shit’ ... Next to us a little boy 3 years of age raised his tiny
hand again and again: ‘Hail Hitler, Hail Hitler-man!’ ‘Death to the Jews’
was also sometimes called out and they sang of the blood of the Jews
which would squirt from their knives.

‘Who took that seriously then?’, she added later to her diary.14

The young Melita Maschmann was taken by her conservative parents to
watch the torchlight parade on 30 January, and remembered the scene



vividly many years later, recalling not just the enthusiasm but also the
threatening undertones of violence and aggression that accompanied the
parade, including

the crashing tread of the feet, the sombre pomp of the red and black
flags, the flickering light from the torches on the faces and the songs
with melodies that were at once inflaming and sentimental.

For hours the columns marched by. Again and again amongst them we
saw groups of boys and girls scarcely older than ourselves... At one point
somebody suddenly leaped from the ranks of the marchers and struck a man
who had been standing only a few paces away from us. Perhaps he had
made a hostile remark. I saw him fall to the ground with blood streaming
down his face and I heard him cry out. Our parents hurriedly drew us away
from the scuffle, but they had not been able to stop us seeing the man
bleeding. The image of him haunted me for days.

The horror it inspired in me was almost imperceptibly spiced with an
intoxicating joy. ‘We want to die for the flag’, the torch-bearers had
sung... I was overcome with a burning desire to belong to these people
for whom it was a matter of death and life ... I wanted to escape from my
childish, narrow life and I wanted to attach myself to something that was
great and fundamental.15

For such respectable middle-class people, the violence that accompanied
the marches seemed incidental and not particularly threatening. But for
others, Hitler’s appointment already presaged disaster. As the foreign press
corps observed the march-past from a window of the Reich Press Office,
one journalist was heard to remark that they were witnessing the equivalent
of Mussolini’s seizure of power in Italy eleven years before - ‘the march on
Rome in German form’.16

Communists, in particular, knew that the Hitler government was likely to
crack down hard on their activities. Already on the evening of 30 January,
the right-wing press was calling for the party to be banned after shots were
fired from a house in Charlottenburg at a marching column of torch-bearing
stormtroopers, resulting in the death of a policeman as well as a
brownshirt.17 The Red Flag was banned and copies confiscated, and the



police made more than sixty arrests as a shooting-match broke out between
Nazis and Communists in Spandau.18 There were similar, though less
spectacular clashes in Düsseldorf, Halle, Hamburg and Mannheim, while
elsewhere the police immediately proscribed all demonstrations by the
Communists. In Altona, Chemnitz, Müncheberg, Munich and Worms, and
various working-class districts in Berlin, the Communists staged public
demonstrations against the new cabinet. Five thousand workers were
reported to have marched against the new cabinet in Weissenfels, and there
were similar, though smaller demonstrations elsewhere. 19 In one of the
most remarkable of these, in the little Württemberg town of Mössingen,
where nearly a third of the votes had been cast for the Communists in the
1932 elections, the men staged a general strike. With up to 800 from a total
population of no more than 4,000 marching through the streets against the
new government, the inhabitants of the small industrial centre soon learned
the realities of the situation, as the police moved in and began to arrest
those identified as the ringleaders, eventually apprehending over 80
participants, 71 of whom were subsequently convicted of treason. In charge
of the police operation was the conservative Catholic government of the
Württemberg State President Eugen Bolz, who evidently feared a general
Communist uprising. Looking back on these events many years later, one of
the participants said proudly that if everyone else had followed the example
of Mössingen, the Nazis would never have succeeded. For another, it was
an equal source of pride that, as he said with pardonable exaggeration,
‘Nothing happened, not nowhere, except here.’20

In a number of towns and cities there was a good deal of preparedness on
the part of rank-and-file members of the labour parties to collaborate in the
face of the Nazi threat. But neither the Communists nor the Social
Democrats did anything to co-ordinate protest measures on a wider scale.
Although the Communist Party did immediately urge a general strike, it
knew that the prospects of one occurring were zero without the co-operation
of the unions and the Social Democrats, who were unwilling to allow
themselves to be manipulated in this way. For the Comintern, the
appointment of the Hitler cabinet showed that monopoly capital had
succeeded in co-opting the Nazis into its plans to break the proletariat’s
resistance to the creation of a fascist dictatorship. The key figure in the
cabinet according to this view was thus Hugenberg, the representative of
industry and the big estates. Hitler was nothing more than his tool.21 A



number of left-wing Social Democrats, including Kurt Schumacher, one of
the party’s most prominent Reichstag deputies, shared this view. The
Communists also feared that the ‘fascist dictatorship’ would mean a violent
crack-down on the labour movement, increased exploitation of the workers,
a headlong drive towards an ‘imperialist war’.22 By i February 1933 the
Communist press was already reporting a ‘wave of banning orders in the
Reich‘, and a ‘storm over Germany’ in which ’Nazi terror bands’ were
murdering workers and smashing up trade union premises and Communist
Party offices. More would surely come.23

Others were less sure of what the new cabinet meant. So many
governments, so many Reich Chancellors, had come and gone over the past
few years that a number of people evidently thought the new one would
make little difference and be as short-lived as its predecessors. Even the
enthusiastic Louise Solmitz noted in her diary:

And what a cabinet!!! As we didn’t dare dream of in July. Hitler,
Hugenberg, Seldte, Papen!!! On each of them hangs a large part of my
German hope. National Socialist élan, German Nationalist reason, the
unpolitical Steel Helmets and Papen, whom we have not forgotten. It is
so inexpressibly beautiful that I’m writing it down quickly before the
first discordant note is struck ...24

To many readers of the newspapers that reported Hitler’s appointment, the
jubilation of the brownshirts must have appeared exaggerated. The key
feature of the new government, symbolized by the participation of the Steel
Helmets in the march-past, was surely the heavy numerical domination of
the conservatives. ‘No nationalistic, no revolutionary government, although
it carries Hitler’s name’, confided a Czech diplomat based in Berlin to his
diary: ‘No Third Reich, hardly even a 2½.’25 A more alarmist note was
sounded by the French ambassador, André François-Poncet. The perceptive
diplomat noted that the conservatives were right to expect Hitler to agree to
their programme of ‘the crushing of the left, the purging of the bureaucracy,
the assimilation of Prussia and the Reich, the reorganization of the army, the
re-establishment of military service’. They had put Hitler into the
Chancellery in order to discredit him, he observed; ‘they have believed
themselves to be very ingenious, ridding themselves of the wolf by
introducing him into the sheepfold.’26



II

The complacent belief of Franz von Papen and his friends that they had
Hitler where they wanted him did not last long. The Nazis occupied only
three cabinet posts. But the authority that came with Hitler’s position as
Reich Chancellor was considerable. Just as important was the fact that the
Nazis held both the Reich and the Prussian Ministries of the Interior. With
these went extensive powers over law and order. Goring’s occupancy of the
Prussian post in particular gave him control over the police in the majority
of the Reich’s territory. As Reich Commissioner, Papen might be his
nominal superior, but it would not be easy for him to interfere in the day-to-
day running of the Ministry in matters such as the maintenance of order.
Moreover, the new Minister of Defence, General Werner von Blomberg,
appointed at the army’s behest the day before Hitler took office, was far
more sympathetic to the Nazis than either Papen or Hindenburg realized.
An impulsive, energetic man, Blomberg had won a formidable reputation as
a staff planner in the First World War and had later become Chief of the
General Staff. He was very much the army’s man in government. But he
was also easily influenced by strong impressions. On visiting the Soviet
Union to inspect German military installations there, he had been so
impressed by the Red Army that he had seriously considered joining the
Communist Party, entirely ignoring the hair-raising political implications of
such a decision. Narrowly military in his outlook, and almost entirely
ignorant of politics, he was putty in the hands of someone like Hitler.27

Blomberg banned officers from joining the Nazi Party, and jealously
guarded the independence of the army. His loyalty to Hitler made it seem
unnecessary for the Nazis to undermine the army from within. Still, they
had to be sure that the army would not interfere in the violence they were
now contemplating unleashing on the country. Hitler underlined his respect
for the army’s neutrality in an address to senior officers on 3 February 1933.
He won their approval with his promises to restore conscription, destroy
Marxism and fight the Treaty of Versailles. The officers present made no



objection as he held out to them the intoxicating long-term prospect of
invading Eastern Europe and ‘Germanizing’ it by expelling scores of
millions of native Slav inhabitants. The army’s neutrality meant, of course,
its non-interference, and Hitler went out of his way to tell the officers that
the ‘internal struggle’ was ‘not your business’. He was helped in his efforts
to neutralize the army by the appointment, on Blomberg’s suggestion, of
Colonel Walther von Reichenau, a vigorous, ambitious and much-decorated
staff officer, as Blomberg’s chief assistant. Reichenau was another admirer
of Hitler and was on good personal terms with him. Together with
Blomberg he quickly moved to isolate the army’s commander-in-chief,
General Kurt von Hammerstein, an aristocratic conservative who never
tried to disguise his contempt for the Nazis. In February 1933 Hammerstein
banned officers from inviting politicians to social events, as a way of trying
to minimize relations with leading Nazis such as Goring, to whom he
always referred snobbishly by his actual rank from pre-Nazi days, ‘captain
(retired)’, except when he called him by his nickname, the ‘pilot who’s
gone round the bend’. Hammerstein was a real potential threat because he
reported directly to the President. Within a short space of time, however,
Blomberg had succeeded in restricting Hammerstein’s access to Hindenburg
to strictly military matters. On 4 April 1933 Blomberg became a member of
the newly created Reich Defence Council, a political body which
effectively bypassed the army leadership and put military policy in the
hands of Hitler, who chaired it, and a small group of leading ministers.
Through these moves, Hammerstein and his supporters were effectively
neutralized. In any case, Hammerstein was too Olympian, too distant, to
engage in serious political intrigue. Now that Schleicher was safely out of
the way, neither he nor any of the other army leaders was capable of
mobilizing opposition to the Nazis in the first half of 1933.28

With Frick and Goring at the helm, and the army relegated to the
sidelines, the prospects of curbing Nazi violence were now worse than ever.
Almost immediately, the Nazis capitalized on this carefully engineered
situation and unleashed a campaign of political violence and terror that
dwarfed anything seen so far. On 30 and 31 January the triumphant parades
and processions of the SA and SS had already demonstrated their new-
found confidence and power over their opponents on the streets. They had
also been accompanied by incidences of violence and antisemitism. Now
these quickly began to multiply. Bands of stormtroopers began attacking



trade union and Communist offices and the homes of prominent left-
wingers. They were helped on 4 February by a decree allowing for the
detention for up to three months of those engaged in armed breaches of the
peace or acts of treason, a decree that self-evidently was not going to be
applied to Hitler’s, stormtroopers.29

The intensity of the violence increased considerably when Goring, acting
as Prussian Minister of the Interior, ordered the Prussian police on 15-17
February to cease its surveillance of the Nazis and associated paramilitary
organizations and to support what they were doing as far as they were able.
On 22 February he went a step further and set up an ‘auxiliary police’ force
made up from members of the SA, SS and Steel Helmets, the last-named
decidedly the junior partners. This gave the stormtroopers the green light to
go on the rampage without any serious interference from the formal state
guardians of law and order. While the police, purged of Social Democrats
since the Papen coup, pursued Communists and broke up their
demonstrations, the new force, with the agreement of the police, broke into
party and trade union offices, destroyed documents and expelled the
occupants by force. The brunt of this violence was undoubtedly borne by
the Communist Party and its members. They had already been under close
police surveillance.during the Weimar Republic. The Social Democratic
government in Prussia claimed in the early 1930s, for instance, that it was
presented with confidential reports on secret sessions of the Communist
Party’s Central Committee within a few hours of the sessions taking place.
Police spies were active at every.level of the party hierarchy. Frequent
clashes with the Red Front-Fighters’.League, involving injuries to police
officers, sometimes fatal, had led to police investigations including searches
of Communist Party premises. Documents confiscated in 1931-2. included
address-lists of party officials and active members. The police were
extremely well informed about the party, therefore, regarded it as an enemy
after the experience of innumerable armed clashes, and from 30 January
onwards put their information at the disposal of the new government. It did
not hesitate to use it.30

The Social Democrats and trade unions were almost as hard hit as the
Communists in the mounting Nazi repression of the second half of February
1933. The government was able to build on a wide degree of public
consensus among middle-class voters in its suppression of the Communists,
who had always been regarded as a threat to public order and private



property. The fact that the Communists had continually increased their
electoral support to a point where, early in 1933, they had 100 seats in the
Reichstag, was extremely alarming to many who feared that they would
repeat the violence, murder and torture that had been the hallmark of the
‘Red Terror’ in Russia in 1918-21, should they ever achieve power in
Germany. But matters were very different where the Social Democrats were
concerned. They were, after all, the political force that had been the
mainstay of the Weimar Republic for many years. They had 121 seats in the
Reichstag to the Nazis’ 196. They had formed a key element in a number of
its governments. They had supplied Reich Chancellors and Prussian
Minister-Presidents as well as the Republic’s first Head of State, Friedrich
Ebert. They had the long-term support of millions of working-class voters,
relatively few of whom had deserted them for the Nazis or the Communists,
and had enjoyed the support or at least the respect, however grudging and
conditional, of many Germans at various times. In 1930 the membership of
their party stood at over a million.31

Some units of the Social Democrats and their paramilitary affiliate, the
Reichsbanner, were prepared to act; a few had managed to gather weapons
and munitions, and others staged demonstrations on 30 January and the next
day. Leading Social Democrats and trade unionists met in Berlin on 3 1
January to plan a nationwide general strike. But while local organizations
waited, the national leadership dithered, conscious of the difficulties of
staging a strike in the middle of the worst unemployment crisis the nation
had ever seen. The unions feared that Nazi stormtroopers would occupy the
factories in such a situation. And how could the party justify illegal action
in defence of legality? ‘The Social Democrats and the entire Iron Front’,
declared the party’s daily paper Forwards on 30 January 1933, ‘are placing
themselves, in relation to this government and its threat of a putsch, with
both feet firmly on the ground of the constitution and of legality. They will
not take the first step away from this ground.’ In the following weeks there
were some isolated actions. Thousands of socialists staged a rally in the
Pleasure Gardens in Berlin on 7 February, while on 19 February a rally of
15,000 workers in Lübeck celebrated the release from custody of a leading
local Social Democrat, Julius Leber, after a brief general strike in the city.
But no general policy of resistance emerged from the centre.32

With every day that passed, the state-sponsored terror to which Social
Democrats were subjected grew steadily worse. By the beginning of



February 1933 local and regional authorities, acting under pressure from
Wilhelm Frick, the Nazi Reich Minister of the Interior in Berlin, and his
counterpart in Prussia, Hermann Goring, had already begun to impose bans
on particular issues of Social Democratic newspapers. Characteristically,
the Social Democrats’ reaction was to institute legal actions before the
Reich Court in Leipzig to compel Frick and Goring to allow the papers to
be published, a tactic that met with some success.33 As the month
progressed, however, gangs of brownshirts began to break up Social
Democratic meetings and beat up the speakers and their audiences. On 24
February Albert Grzesinski, the Social Democrat who had formerly been
Prussian Minister of the Interior, was complaining that ‘several of my
meetings have been broken up and a substantial number of those present
had to be taken away with serious injuries’. The party’s executive
committee reacted by cutting back sharply on meetings in order to avoid
further casualties. Whatever police protection had been provided for
meetings before 30 January had been entirely removed on the orders of the
Interior Ministry.34 Nazi stormtroopers could now beat up and murder
Communists and Social Democrats with impunity. On 5 February 1933, in
one particularly shocking incident, a young Nazi shot dead the Social
Democratic mayor of Stassfurt. A few days later, when the Social
Democratic official daily Forwards condemned the killing of a Communist
by stormtroopers during a street battle in Eisleben, the Police President of
Berlin banned the paper for a week.35

Within a few months of Papen’s coup of 20 July 1932, the prospects for a
workers’ uprising had dramatically worsened. The failure to resist Papen
had deepened the sense of impotence in the labour movement already
created by the Social Democrats’ passive support for Brüning and active
backing for Hindenburg. The police and the army were no longer trying to
hold the ring between paramilitaries of the right and the left. Encouraged by
the conservatives around Hugenberg and Seldte, they had swung decisively
over to the support of the former. In this situation, an armed uprising by the
labour movement would have been suicidal. Moreover, despite a whole
variety of local initiatives, grass-roots negotiations and formal and informal
approaches at every level, the Social Democrats and the Communists were
still not prepared to work together in a last-ditch defence of democracy.
And even had they done so, their combined forces could never have hoped
to match the numbers, the weaponry and the equipment of the army, the



brownshirts, the Steel Helmets and the SS. Had an uprising been attempted,
it would doubtless have met the same fate as the workers’ uprising staged in
Vienna a year later against the coup d‘état that established the ‘clerico-
fascist’ dictatorship of Engelbert Dollfuss, in which the well-equipped and
well-armed socialists were crushed by the Austrian army within a few
days.36 The last thing the German Social Democratic leadership wanted to
do was to shed the workers’ blood, least of all in collaboration with the
Communists, who they rightly thought would ruthlessly exploit any violent
situation to their own advantage.37 Throughout the early months of 1933,
therefore, they stuck rigidly to a legalistic approach and avoided anything
that might provoke the Nazis into even more violent action against them.



III

Once more, in February 1933, Germany was in the grip of election fever.
The parties were campaigning furiously for the Reichstag elections that had
been one of Hitler’s conditions for accepting the office of Reich Chancellor
on 30 January. The date had been fixed for 5 March. Hitler proclaimed on
many occasions during the election campaign that the Nazi movement’s
main enemy was ‘Marxism’. ‘Never, never will I stray from the task of
stamping out Marxism ... There can only be one victor: either Marxism or
the German people! And Germany will triumph!’ This referred, of course,
to the Communists and the Social Democrats. Hitler’s belligerent language,
in the circumstances of early 1933, was an encouragement to his
stormtroopers to take the law into their own hands. But its aggressiveness
extended well beyond the left to threaten other supporters, or former
supporters, of Weimar democracy as well. The movement, he said on 10
February 1933, would be ‘intolerant against anyone who sins against the
nation’.38 ‘I repeat’, Hitler declared on 15 February, ‘that our fight against
Marxism will be relentless, and that every movement which allies itself to
Marxism will come to grief with it.’39

This threat was uttered in Stuttgart in a speech devoted to a furious attack
on the Württemberg State President, Eugen Bolz, who had declared the new
Reich government to be an enemy of freedom. Bolz, complained Hitler, had
not stepped in to defend the Nazi Party’s freedom when it had been
persecuted in his state during the 1920s. He went on:

Those who made no mention of our freedom for fourteen years have no
right to talk about it today. As Chancellor I need only use one law for the
protection of the national state, just as they made a law for the protection
of the Republic back then, and then they would realize that not
everything they called freedom was worthy of the name.40



The Centre Party, like the Communists and Social Democrats, had proved
relatively immune to the electoral advances of the Nazis, and so was
another prime target for intimidation in the election campaign. Before long,
it was beginning to feel the impact of state terror just as the Social
Democrats were. Already in mid-February, twenty Centre Party newspapers
had been banned for criticizing the new government, public meetings were
forbidden in a number of localities by the authorities, and a wave of
dismissals or suspensions of civil servants and administrators known to be
Centre Party members had begun, including the police chief of Oberhausen
and a Ministerial Director in the Prussian Interior Ministry. A speech by
Heinrich Brüning condemning these dismissals sparked violent attacks by
stormtroopers on Centre Party election meetings in Westphalia. The former
Reich Minister Adam Stegerwald was beaten up by brownshirts at a Centre
Party meeting in Krefeld on 22 February. One local party newspaper after
another was banned or had its offices trashed by rampaging gangs of
brownshirts. Local party premises were attacked, and supplies of election
posters seized, not just by SA men but also by the political police. The
bishops prayed for peace, while the party appealed to the constitution and,
in a pathetic sign of its political bankruptcy, urged the electorate to vote for
a restoration of the long-since discredited Brüning government.41

Hitler professed himself alarmed by these incidents, and on 22 February,
after the Centre Party had protested vehemently against these events,
proclaimed: ‘Provocative elements are attempting, under the guise of the
Party, to discredit the National Socialist Movement by disrupting and
breaking up Centre Party assemblies in particular. I expect’, he said
severely, ‘all National Socialists to distance themselves from these designs
with the utmost discipline. The enemy who must be felled on March 5 is
Marxism!’ Yet this was also coupled with a threat to ‘attend to the Centre’
if it supported ‘Marxism’ in the elections, and, taken together with Hitler’s
savage attack on Bolz less than a fortnight before, it was enough to ensure
that the violence continued.42 And, while the brownshirts unfolded this
campaign of violence on the ground, Hitler and the leading Nazis were
making it clear in their more unguarded moments that the coming election
would be the last, and that, whatever happened, Hitler would not resign as
Chancellor. ‘If we do one day achieve power,’ he had declared in a public
address given on 17 October 1932, ‘we will hold on to it, so help us God.
We will not allow them to take it away from us again.’43 The results of the



election, he said in February 1933, would have no effect on his
government’s programme. ‘It will not deter us should the German people
abandon us in this hour. We will adhere to whatever is necessary to keep
Germany from degenerating.’44

On other occasions, more circumspectly but less plausibly, Hitler
announced that he only wanted four years to put his programme into effect,
and then, in 1937, when the next Reichstag elections were due, the German
people could judge whether or not it had been a good one. He outlined what
that programme was in a lengthy speech delivered to a huge audience in the
Berlin Sports Palace on 10 February in an atmosphere of ecstatic adulation.
With all the resources of the state now at its disposal, the Party arranged for
the hall to be decked out with flags bearing the swastika symbol and
banners with anti-Marxist slogans. Radio microphones broadcast Hitler’s
words to the entire nation. Choruses of the national anthem, shouts of
‘Hail!’ and enthusiastic cheers and shouts preceded the speech and rose in a
crescendo as Hitler entered the arena. As so often in his career, Hitler,
beginning slowly and quietly so as to secure the rapt attention of his
enormous audience, went over the history of the Nazi Party and the alleged
crimes of the Weimar Republic since 1919—the inflation, the
impoverishment of the peasantry, the rise of unemployment, the ruin of the
nation. What would his government do to change this parlous situation? His
answer avoided any specific commitments at all. He said grandly that he
was not going to make any ‘cheap promises’. Instead, he declared that his
programme was to rebuild the German nation without foreign aid,
‘according to eternal laws valid for all time’, on the basis of the people and
the soil, not according to ideas of class. Once more, he held up the
intoxicating vision of a Germany united in a new society that would
overcome the divisions of class and creed that had racked it over the past
fourteen years. The workers, he declared, would be freed from the alien
ideology of Marxism and led back to the national community of the entire
German race. This was a ‘programme of national resurrection in all areas of
life’.

He ended with an almost religious appeal to his audience in the Sports
Palace and across the nation:

For fourteen years the parties of disintegration, of the November
Revolution, have seduced and abused the German people. For fourteen



years they wreaked destruction, infiltration, and dissolution. Considering
this, it is not presumptuous of me to stand before the nation today, and
plead to it: German people, give us four years’ time and then pass
judgment upon us. German people, give us four years, and I swear to
you, just as we, just as I have taken this office, so shall I leave it. I have
done it neither for salary nor for wages; I have done it for your sake! ...
For I cannot divest myself of my faith in my people, cannot dissociate
myself from the conviction that this nation will one day rise again,
cannot divorce myself from my love for this, my people, and I cherish
the firm conviction that the hour will come at last in which the millions
who despise us today will stand by us and with us will hail the new,
hard-won and painfully acquired German Reich we have created
together, the new German kingdom of greatness and power and glory
and justice. Amen.45

What Hitler was promising Germany was, therefore, in the first place the
suppression of Communism and, beyond that, of the other Weimar parties,
principally the Social Democrats and the Centre Party. Other than that he
had nothing much concrete to offer. But many saw this as a virtue. ‘I’m
delighted at Hitler’s lack of a programme,’ wrote Louise Solmitz in her
diary, ‘for a programme is either lies, weakness, or designed to catch silly
birds. - The strongman acts from the necessity of a serious situation and
can’t allow himself to be bound.’ One of her acquaintances, previously
indifferent to Nazism, told her she was voting for Hitler precisely because
he had no programme but Germany.46 Hitler’s dramatic and emotional
claim that all he needed was four years was designed to heighten the feeling
in his listeners that he was engaged in a Christ-like pilgrimage of self-
sacrifice. These sentiments were repeated in further speeches at other
venues in the following days, to similarly enthusiastic audiences.

Hitler was backed in his election campaign by a fresh, indeed
unprecedented flow of funds from industry. On 11 February he opened an
international motor show in Berlin, and announced an ambitious
programme of road building and tax breaks to help automobile
manufacturers. 47 On 20 February a large group of leading industrialists met
at Goring’s official residence, and were joined by Hitler, who once more
declared that democracy was incompatible with business interests, and
Marxism had to be crushed. The forthcoming election was crucial in this



struggle. If the government failed to win, it would be compelled to use force
to achieve its ends, he threatened. The last thing business wanted was a civil
war. The message was clear: they had to do everything in their power to
ensure a victory for the coalition - a coalition in which some leading
businessmen evidently still thought that Papen and the conservatives were
the key players. After Hitler left the meeting, Goring reminded his listeners
that the forthcoming election would be the last, not just for the next four
years but probably for the next hundred. Hjalmar Schacht, the politically
well-connected financier who had been the architect of the post-inflation
stabilization programme in 1923-4, then announced that business would be
expected to contribute three million Reichsmarks to the government’s
election fund. Some of those present still insisted that a portion of the
money should go to the conservative coalition partners of the Nazis. But
they paid up all the same.48 The new funds made a real difference to the
Nazi Party’s ability to fight the election, in contrast to the lack of resources
that had so hampered it the previous November. They enabled Goebbels to
mount a new kind of campaign, portraying Hitler as the man who was
reconstructing Germany and destroying the Marxist menace, as everybody
could see on the streets. Fresh resources, notably the radio, were brought to
bear on the Nazis’ behalf, and with a fighting fund vastly bigger than
before, Goebbels really could saturate the electorate this time.49

Nevertheless, the Nazi campaign was no triumphant procession towards
the ratification of power. The party was well aware that its popularity had
faded in the second half of 1932, while that of the Communists had been
growing. Of all their opponents, the Nazis feared and hated the Communists
most. In countless street-battles and meeting-hall clashes the Communists
had shown that they could trade punch for punch and exchange shot for shot
with their brownshirt counterparts. It was all the more puzzling to the Nazi
leadership, therefore, that after the initial Communist demonstrations in the
immediate aftermath of 30 January 1933, the Red Front-Fighters’ League
had shown no inclination to respond in kind to the massive wave of
violence that swept over the Communist party, above all after the
brownshirts’ enrolment as auxiliary police on 22 February, as the Nazi
stormtroopers took matters into their own hands and vented their pent-up
spleen on their hated enemies. Isolated incidents and brawls continued to
occur, and the Red Front-Fighters’ League did not take this nationwide
assault entirely lying down, but there was no observable escalation of



Communist violence, no indication of any kind that a concerted, response
was being mounted on the orders of the Community Party’s politburo.

The relative inaction of the Communists reflected above all the party
leadership’s belief that the new government - the last, violent, dying gasp of
a moribund capitalism - would not last more than a few months before it
collapsed. Aware of the risk that the party might be banned, the German
Communists had made extensive preparations for a lengthy period of illegal
or semi-legal existence, and no doubt stockpiled as substantial a quantity of
weapons as they were able. They knew, too, that the Red Front-Fighters’
League would get no support from the Social Democrats’ paramilitary
associate, the Reichsbanner, with which it had clashed repeatedly over the
previous years. The party’s constantly reiterated demands for a ‘unity front’
with the Social Democrats stood no chance of becoming reality, since it was
only willing to enter into it if the ‘social fascists’, as it called them, gave up
all their political independence and, in effect, put themselves under
Communist Party leadership. The party stuck rigidly to the doctrine that the
Hitler government signalled the temporary triumph of big business and
‘monopoly capitalism‘, and insisted that it heralded the imminent arrival of
the ’German October’. Even on 1 April 1933, an appropriately symbolic
date for such a proclamation, the Executive Committee of the Comintern
resolved:

Despite the fascist terror, the revolutionary upturn in Germany will
inexorably grow. The masses’ defence against fascism will inexorably
grow. The establishment of an openly fascist dictatorship, which has
shattered every democratic illusion in the masses and is liberating the
masses from the influence of the Social Democrats, is accelerating the
tempo of Germany’s development towards a proletarian revolution. 50

As late as June 1933 the Central Committee of the German Communist
Party was proclaiming that the Hitler government would soon collapse
under the weight of its internal contradictions, to be followed immediately
by the victory of Bolshevism in Germany.51 Communist inaction, therefore,
was the product of Communist over-confidence, and the fatal illusion that
the new situation posed no overwhelming threat to the party.

But to the leading Nazis it suggested something more sinister: the
Communists were preparing in secret for a nationwide uprising. The fears



of civil war that had plagued German politics in late 1932 and early 1933
did not vanish overnight. After all, the Communists were constantly
proclaiming that the advent of a fascist government was the prelude to an
imminent and unstoppable proletarian revolution that would replace
bourgeois democracy with a Soviet Germany. Yet the Communists refused
even to react to an obvious provocation such as a massive police raid on
their party headquarters at the Karl-Liebknecht-House in Berlin on 23
February and its supposed revelation of plans for a revolutionary uprising.
The more they waited, the more nervous the Nazi leaders grew. Surely
something must happen soon?52 The aesthete Harry Graf Kessler reported
rumours amongst his well-connected friends that the Nazis were planning a
fake assassination attempt on Hitler in order to justify a ‘bloodbath’ in
which they would mow down their enemies. Similar rumours were rife in
the last week of February. The tension was becoming unbearable. Soon, it
would find spectacular release.53



FIRE IN THE REICHSTAG



I

In February 1931, the young Dutch construction worker Marinus van der
Lubbe began a lengthy trek across Central Europe, trying to work his way
towards the Soviet Union, a state which he greatly admired. Born on 13
January 1909 in Leiden, he had grown up in circumstances of the direst
poverty. His drunken father had deserted the family soon after Marinus’s
birth and, at the age of 12, van der Lubbe had lost his mother, too. After her
death he trained as a mason, came into contact with the labour movement
and joined the Communist youth movement. But he soon came to dislike
the party’s strict code of discipline and authoritarian structure, and left it in
1931 to join a radical anarcho-syndicalist organization which elevated
‘propaganda by the deed’ into its main principle of action. With his eyesight
severely impaired by an accident at work, he found it difficult to get a job,
and stayed mainly in dosshouses and barns during his journey towards
Russia. He only got as far as Poland, however, before he started back,
reaching Berlin on 18 February 1933. Here, he found the political situation
increasingly desperate, the passivity of the mainstream labour parties
incomprehensible. While the Nazis had free rein in everything they did, the
left was being ruthlessly suppressed. It was time, he thought, for the
unemployed, deserted by all sides, to strike a blow for freedom and bread.
A believer in direct action since his anarcho-syndicalist days, he decided to
protest against the bourgeois state and its increasing suppression of the
labour movement. The unemployed themselves, he discovered in his visits
to labour exchanges, were sunk deep in apathy, incapable of mounting their
own protest. Somebody had to do it for them.54

Arson was the method he chose. By causing spectacular damage to the
institutions of the state, or rather, to buildings that housed them, he would,
he thought, demonstrate that they were far from invulnerable, and rouse the
unemployed to spontaneous mass action themselves. He had already been
found guilty by a court in Leiden of damage to property, and was no
stranger to impulsive and unplanned acts of protest; indeed, his predilection



for them had been the principal cause of his break with the Dutch
Communists. Now he was to undertake the same thing in Germany. He
began with symbols of the state’s oppression of the unemployed, and the
predominance, as he believed, of the old order. On 25 February van der
Lubbe attempted to burn down a welfare office in the Berlin district of
Neukölln, then, more ambitiously, the town hall and the former royal
palace. All three attempts were frustrated through immediate discovery and
were barely reported in the press. Clearly, something more dramatic and
better prepared was required. Seeking out the supreme symbol of the
bourgeois political order that, he thought, had made his life and that of so
many other unemployed young men a misery, he decided to burn down the
Reichstag.55

On the morning of 27 February, van der Lubbe spent his last remaining
money on matches and firelighters. After checking the building to establish
the best way in, he waited until nightfall, then gained entry to the empty and
darkened Reichstag building at about nine in the evening. His senses
sharpened in the dark by long practice thanks to his impaired vision, he first
tried to set light to the furniture in the restaurant, then, on meeting with no
success, he found his way into the debating chamber, where the curtains
proved easily combustible. Soon, the wooden panelling was blazing and the
fire had gained sufficient strength for the dome above the chamber to act as
a kind of chimney, fanning the flames by creating an upward draught.
Meanwhile, van der Lubbe rushed through the rest of the building
attempting to start other fires. Eventually, he was caught and overpowered
by Reichstag officials. By the time he was arrested, the building was ablaze,
and the fire brigade, despite arriving promptly on the scene, could do
nothing but dampen the ruins of the main chamber and do its best to save
the rest.

Across the way from the blazing building, Hitler’s intimate Putzi
Hanfstaengl, lodging temporarily in Goring’s official residence, was woken
up by the housekeeper, who pointed through the window at the flames.
Hanfstaengl immediately telephoned Goebbels, who at first thought that the
notoriously frivolous socialite was joking. But Putzi insisted he was not.
Goebbels checked the story out - and found it was true. Before long, he had
alerted Hitler.56 The Nazi leaders, Hitler, Goebbels, and Goring met at the
scene. Rudolf Diels, the (non-Nazi) head of the Prussian political police,



and one of the first senior figures to arrive, found van der Lubbe already
under interrogation by his officers:

His upper body naked, sweating, and smeared with dirt, he sat in front of
them, breathing heavily. He was gasping for breath as if he had just
completed a tremendous task. A wild look of triumph was in the burning
eyes of the pale, emaciated young face. I sat opposite him a few times
more that night at police headquarters and listened to his confused
stories. I read the Communist leaflets that he carried with him in his
trouser pocket. They were of the kind that were being publicly
distributed everywhere in those days ...

The frank confessions of Marinus van der Lubbe could in no way lead
me to think that such a little fire-raiser, who knew his crazy business so
well, needed helpers. Why shouldn’t just a single match suffice to set
light to the cold, flammable pomp of the plenary chamber, the old
upholstered furniture and heavy curtains and the bone-dry wooden
splendour of the panelling? But this specialist employed a whole
rucksack full of incendiary devices.57

Subsequent investigation turned up a mass of documentary evidence
confirming his story that he had been acting alone.58

Summoned to report to the group of leading Nazis gathered on a balcony
above the Chamber, Diels encountered a scene of frightening hysteria.
Remembering these dramatic events after the war, he continued:

Hitler had propped himself up on the stone parapet of the balcony with
both arms and stared silently into the red sea of flames. The first storms
lay behind him. As I entered, Goring walked towards me. In his voice
lay the whole ominous emotionalism of that dramatic hour: ‘This is the
beginning of the Communist uprising! Now they’ll strike out! There’s
not a minute to waste!’

Göring could not continue. Hitler turned to the assembled company. I
now saw that his face was flaming red with excitement and from the heat
that was gathering in the cupola. He shouted as if he wanted to burst, in
an unrestrained way such as I had not previously experienced with him:
‘There will be no more mercy now; anyone who stands in our way will
be butchered. The German people won’t have any understanding for



leniency. Every Communist functionary will be shot where he is found.
The Communist deputies must be hanged this very night. Everybody in
league with the Communists is to be arrested. Against Social Democrats
and Reichsbanner too there will be no more mercy!’

I reported the results of the first interrogations of Marinus van der
Lubbe - that in my opinion he was a madman. But Hitler was not the
right man to tell this to: he mocked my childish credulity: ‘It’s a really
ingenious, long-prepared thing. These criminals have worked it out very
nicely, but they’ve miscalculated, haven’t they, my Party Comrades!
These subhumans don’t suspect at all how much the people is on our
side. In their mouseholes, from which they now want to come out, they
don’t hear anything of the rejoicing of the masses’, and so it went on.

I asked Goring to step aside, but he didn’t let me speak. Highest
emergency footing for the police, ruthless use of firearms, and anything
else that follows in such a case from major military alarm orders.’59

It was, Diels told a subordinate, a ‘mad-house’. But the time for action
against the Communists had come none the less.60

A few hours after the Reichstag fire, police squads began to dig out lists
of Communists prepared some months or even years previously for the
eventuality of a ban on the party, and set off in cars and vans to haul them
out of bed. The Communists had a hundred deputies in the Reichstag and
thousands of representatives in other legislatures, officials, bureaucrats,
organizers and activists. Many of the lists were out of date, but the
precipitate and unplanned nature of the action netted a good number of
prisoners who might otherwise have escaped, as well as missing many who
simply could not be found. Four thousand were arrested altogether. Diels
and the police quietly ignored Goring’s instruction that they should be
shot.61 While this massive operation was under way, Goring’s adviser
Ludwig Grauert stepped in. Grauert was the former head of the north-west
German iron and steel employers’ association, and he had just been
appointed to head the police department of the Prussian Interior Ministry. A
Nationalist by political inclination, he now suggested an emergency decree
to provide legal cover for the arrests and to deal with any further acts of
violence by the Communists. A law had already been proposed to the
cabinet on 27 February, before the fire, by the arch-conservative Minister of
Justice, Franz Gürtner, who, like the other conservatives in the cabinet,



enthusiastically supported draconian measures for the suppression of public
disorder, which they blamed entirely on the Communists and Social
Democrats. Gürtner’s measure proposed serious restrictions on civil
liberties in the interests of preventing the Communists from launching a
general strike. The publication of demands for action of this kind was to be
treated as high treason, which was punishable by death.62 But this proposal
was now overtaken by the new situation.

The Nazi Reich Minister of the Interior, Wilhelm Frick, saw in Grauert’s
draft the opportunity to extend his power over the federated states, and
introduced a crucial new clause 2, allowing the cabinet, rather than the
President, to intervene, much as Papen had done in Prussia in 1932. Beyond
this, the draft decree, drawing on internal discussions of emergency
legislation from the early 1920s, suspended several sections of the Weimar
constitution, particularly those governing freedom of expression, freedom
of the press, and freedom of assembly and association. It allowed the police
to detain people in protective custody indefinitely and without a court order,
in contrast to previous laws and decrees, which had set strict time limits
before judicial intervention occurred. Most of these measures had been
considered on various occasions before, and had a high degree of support in
the higher civil service. But they went much further than anything before.
Presenting the decree to the cabinet at 11 o‘clock on the morning of 28
February, Hitler reminded his Conservative colleagues that the coalition had
intended from the outset to destroy the Communists: ’The psychologically
correct moment for the confrontation has now arrived. There is no purpose
in waiting any longer for it.’63

Hitler made plain his intention of proceeding ruthlessly and with little
regard to the niceties of the law. The struggle against the Communists, he
said, ‘must not be made dependent on judicial considerations’. And he held
out to his cabinet colleagues the enticing prospect of a massive victory in
the forthcoming elections on the basis of the banning of the Communists,
Germany’s third largest party, together with the alarm in the general public
caused by the arson attempt.64 Goring spoke next, claiming that van der
Lubbe had been seen with leading Communists such as Ernst Torgler
shortly before he entered the Reichstag. The Communists, he said, were
planning not only the destruction of public buildings but also the ‘poisoning
of public kitchens’ and the kidnapping of the wives and children of
government ministers. Before long, he was claiming to have detailed proof



that the Communists had been stockpiling explosives in order to carry out a
campaign of sabotage against electricity works, the railways, ‘as well as all
other large concerns important for life support’.65

Overriding Papen’s objections to clause 2, the cabinet agreed to present
the decree to Hindenburg, who signed it despite the fact that it ceded a
significant part of his powers to the Hitler government. It came into effect
immediately. Paragraph 1 suspended key articles of the Weimar constitution
and declared:

Thus restrictions on personal liberty, on the right of free expression of
opinion, including freedom of the press, on the right of assembly and
association, and violations of the privacy of postal, telegraphic and
telephonic communications, and warrants for house-searches, orders for
confiscations as well as restrictions on property rights are permissible
beyond the legal limits otherwise prescribed.

Paragraph 2 allowed the government to take over the federated states if
public order was endangered. These two paragraphs, valid ‘until further
notice’, provided the legal pretext for everything that was to follow in the
next few months.66 The Nazi seizure of power could now begin in earnest.



II

The Reichstag fire decree was launched amidst a barrage of propaganda in
which Goring and the Nazi leadership painted a drastic picture of an
imminent ‘German Bolshevik Revolution’ accompanied by outrages and
atrocities of every kind. The propaganda had its effect. Ordinary middle-
class citizens like Louise Solmitz shuddered to think of the fate that
Germany had so narrowly escaped, and were impressed by the proofs of the
dastardly Communist plot that Goring provided ‘by the hundred-weight’. 67

Over two hundred telegrams poured into the Ministry of Justice from local
Nazi groups all over the country, demanding that the ‘sub-humans’ whose
‘demonic annihilation plans’ threatened to turn ‘our Fatherland into a
blood-soaked expanse of rubble’ should be shot out of hand, or publicly
strangled in front of the Reichstag building. ‘Annihilation of the red pack of
criminals down to the last man’ was the demand that came from many
quarters, and some local Nazi authorities expressed their fear that public
disorder would occur if the culprits were not immediately executed.68

Goebbels’s propaganda now set loose the pent-up fury of the brownshirts
against their Communist opponents. The stormtroopers, who believed
themselves to be virtually immune from prosecution by their previous
enrolment as auxiliary police, had already released some of their tension in
widespread acts of violence, but this was the moment they had really been
waiting for. One stormtrooper wrote later of the aftermath of 28 February
1933:

We were prepared; we knew the intentions of our enemies. I had put
together a small ‘mobite squad’ of my storm from the most daring of the
daring. We lay in wait night after night. Who was going to strike the first
blow? And then it came. The beacon in Berlin, signs of fire all over the
country. Finally the relief of the order: ‘Go to it!’ And we went to it! It
was not just about the purely human ‘you or me’, ‘you or us’, it was
about wiping the lecherous grin off the hideous, murderous faces of the



Bolsheviks for all time, and protecting Germany from the bloody terror
of unrestrained hordes.69

All over Germany, however, it was now the brownshirts who visited ‘the
bloody terror of unrestrained hordes’ upon their enemies. Their violence
was the expression of long-nurtured hatred, their actions directed against
individual ‘Marxists’ and Communists often known to them personally.
There was no coordinated plan, no further ambition on their part than the
wreaking of terrible physical aggression on men and women they feared
and hated.70

The brownshirts and the police might have been prepared; but in crucial
respects their Communist opponents were not. The Communist Party
leadership was taken unawares by the events of 27-8 February. It thought
that it would be entering another period of relatively mild repression such
as it had successfully survived in 1923 and 1924. This time, however,
things were very different. The police were backed by the full ferocity of
the brownshirts. The party leader and former candidate for the Reich
Presidency Ernst Thälmann and his aides were arrested on 3 March in his
secret headquarters in Berlin-Charlottenburg. Ernst Torgler, the party’s floor
leader in the Reichstag, gave himself up to the police on 28 February in
order to refute the government’s accusation that he and the party leadership
had ordered the burning of the Reichstag building. Of the leading party
figures, Wilhelm Pieck left Germany in the spring, Walter Ulbricht, head of
the party in Berlin, in the autumn. Strenuous efforts were made to smuggle
out other politburo members, but many of them were arrested before they
could escape. All over the country, Communist Party organizations were
smashed, offices occupied, activists taken into custody. Often the
stormtroopers carried off any funds they could lay their hands on, and
looted the homes of Communist Party members for cash and valuables
while the police looked on. Soon the wave of arrests swelled to many times
the number originally envisaged. Ten thousand Communists had been put
into custody by 15 March. Official records indicated that 8,000 Communists
were arrested in the Rhine and Ruhr district in March and April 1933 alone.
Party functionaries were obliged to admit that they had been compelled to
carry out a ‘retreat’, but insisted that it was an ‘orderly retreat’. In fact, as
Pieck conceded, within a few months most of the local functionaries were



no longer active, and many rank-and-file members had been terrorized into
silence.71

Hitler evidently feared that there would be a violent reaction if he
obtained a decree outlawing the Communist Party altogether. He preferred
instead to treat individual Communists as criminals who had planned illegal
acts and were now going to pay the consequences. That way, the majority of
Germans might be won over to tolerate or even support the wave of arrests
that followed the Reichstag fire and would not fear that this would be
followed by the outlawing of other political parties. It was for this reason
that the Communist Party was able to contest the elections of 5 March
1933, despite the fact that a large number of its candidates were under arrest
or had fled the country, and there was never any chance that the 81 deputies
who were elected would be able to take up their seats; indeed, they were
arrested as soon as the police were able to locate them. By allowing the
party to put up candidates in the election, Hitler and his fellow ministers
also hoped to weaken the Social Democrats. If Communist candidates had
not been allowed to stand, then many of the electors who would have voted
for them might have cast their ballot for the Social Democrats instead. As it
was, the Social Democrats were deprived of this potential source of support.
Even towards the end of March the cabinet still felt unable to issue a formal
prohibition of the Communist Party. Nevertheless, as well as being
murdered, beaten up or thrown into makeshift torture centres and prisons
set up by the brownshirts, Communist functionaries, particularly if they had
been arrested by the police, were prosecuted in large numbers through the
regular criminal courts.

Mere membership of the party was not in itself illegal. But police
officials, state prosecutors and judges were overwhelmingly conservative
men. They had long regarded the Communist Party as a dangerous,
treasonable and revolutionary organization, particularly in the light of the
events of the early Weimar years, from the Spartacist uprising in Berlin to
the ‘red terror’ and the hostage shootings in Munich. Their view had been
amply confirmed by the street violence of the Red Front-Fighters’ League
and now, many thought, by the Reichstag fire. The Communists had burned
down the Reichstag, so all Communists must be guilty of treason. Even
more tortuous reasoning was sometimes employed. In some cases, for
instance, the courts argued that since the Communist Party was no longer
able to pursue its policies of changing the German constitution by



parliamentary means, it must be trying to change it by force, which was
now a treasonable offence, so anyone who belonged to it must be doing the
same. Increasingly, therefore, the courts treated membership of the party
after 3o January 1933, occasionally even before that, as a treasonable
activity. In all but name, the Communist Party was effectively outlawed
from 28 February 1933, and completely banned from 6 March onwards, the
day after the election.72

Having driven the Communists from the streets in a matter of days after
28 February, Hitler’s stormtroopers now ruled the cities, parading their
newly won supremacy in the most obvious and intimidatory manner. As the
Prussian political police chief Rudolf Diels later reported, the SA, in
contrast to the Party, was prepared to seize power.

It did not need a unified leadership; the ‘Group Staff’ set an example but
gave no orders. The SA storm-squads, however, had firm plans for
operations in the Communist quarters of the city. In those March days
every SA man was ‘on the heels of the enemy’, each knew what he had
to do. The storm-squads cleaned up the districts. They knew not only
where their enemies lived, they had also long ago discovered their
hideouts and meeting places ... Not only the Communists, but anybody
who had ever spoken out against Hitler’s movement, was in danger.73

Brownshirt squads stole cars and pick-up trucks from Jews, Social
Democrats and trade unions, or were presented with them by nervous
businessmen hoping for protection. They roared along Berlin’s main streets,
weapons on show and banners flying, advertising to everyone who was the
boss now. Similar scenes could be observed in towns and cities across the
land. Hitler, Goebbels, Goring and the other Nazi leaders had no direct
control over these events. But they had both unleashed them, by enrolling
the Nazi stormtroopers along with the SS and Steel Helmets as auxiliary
police on 22 February, and given them general, more than implicit approval,
by the constant, repeated violence of their rhetorical attacks on ‘Marxists’
of all kinds.

Once more, a dialectical process was at work, forged in the days when
the Nazis often faced police hostility and criminal prosecution for their
violence: the leadership announced in extreme but unspecific terms that
action was to be taken, and the lower echelons of the Party and its



paramilitary organizations translated this in their own terms into specific,
violent action. As a Nazi Party internal document later noted, action of this
kind, by a nod-and-a-wink, had become already the custom in the 1920s. At
this time, the rank-and-file had become used to reading into their leaders’
orders rather more than the actual words that their leaders uttered. ‘In the
interest of the Party,’ the document continued, ‘it is also in many cases the
custom of the person issuing the command - precisely in cases of illegal
political demonstrations - not to say everything and just to hint at what he
wants to achieve with the order.’74 The difference now was that the
leadership had the resources of the state at its disposal. It was able by and
large to convince civil servants, police, prison administrators and legal
officials - conservative nationalists almost to a man - that the forcible
suppression of the labour movement was justified. So it persuaded them
that they should not merely stand aside when the stormtroopers moved in,
but should actively help them in their work of destruction. This pattern of
decision-making and its implementation was to be repeated on many
occasions subsequently, most notably in the Nazis’ policy towards the Jews.



Map 17. The Nazis in the Reichstag of March 1933



III

The Nazis’ campaign for the Reichstag elections of 5 March 1933 achieved
saturation coverage all over Germany.75 Now the resources of big business
and the state were thrown behind their efforts, and, as a result, the whole
nature of the election was transformed. In the small north German town of
Northeim, for instance, as in virtually every other locality, the elections
were held in an atmosphere of palpable terror. The local police were
positioned by the railway station, bridges and other key installations,
advertising the regime’s claim that such places were vulnerable to terrorist
attacks by the Communists. The local stormtroopers were authorized to
carry loaded firearms on 28 February and enrolled as auxiliary police on 1
March, whereupon they ostentatiously began to mount patrols in the streets,
and raided the houses of local Social Democrats and Communists, accusing
them both of preparing a bloodbath of honest citizens. The Nazi newspaper
reported that a worker had been arrested for distributing a Social
Democratic election leaflet; such activities on behalf of the Social
Democrats and the Communists were forbidden, it announced. Having
silenced the main opposition, the Nazis set up radio loudspeakers in the
Market Square and on the main street, and every evening from 1 to 4 March
Hitler’s speeches were amplified across the whole town centre. On election
eve, six hundred stormtroopers, SS men, Steel Helmets and Hitler Youth
held a torchlight parade through the town, ending in the city park to listen to
loudspeakers booming out a radio relay of a speech by Hitler that was
simultaneously blared out to the public in four other major public locations
in the town centre. Black-white-red flags and swastika banners bedecked
the main streets, and were displayed in shops and stores. Opposition
propaganda was nowhere to be seen. On election day - a Sunday - the
brownshirts and SS patrolled and marched menacingly through the streets,
while the Party and the Steel Helmets organized motor transport to get
people to the polling stations. The same combination of terror, repression



and propaganda was mobilized in every other community, large and small,
across the land.76

When the results of the Reichstag elections came in, it seemed that these
tactics had paid off. The coalition parties, Nazis and Nationalists, won 51.9
per cent of the vote. ‘Unbelievable figures,’ wrote Goebbels triumphantly in
his private diary for 5 March 1933: ‘it’s like we’re on a high.’77 Some
constituencies in central Franconia saw the Nazi vote at over 80 per cent,
and in a few districts in Schleswig-Holstein the Party gathered nearly all the
votes cast. Yet the jubilation of the Party bosses was ill-placed. Despite
massive violence and intimidation, the Nazis themselves had still managed
to secure only 43.9 per cent of the vote. The Communists, unable to
campaign, with their candidates in hiding or under arrest, still managed 12.3
per cent, a smaller drop from their previous vote than might have been
expected, while the Social Democrats, also suffering from widespread
intimidation and interference with their campaigning, did only marginally
worse than in November 1932, with 18.3 per cent. The Centre Party more
or less held its own at 11.2 per cent, despite losses to the Nazis in some
parts of the south, and the other, now minor, parties repeated their
performance of the previous November with only slight variations.78

Seventeen million people voted Nazi, and another 3 million Nationalist.
But the electorate numbered almost 45 million. Nearly 5 million
Communist votes, over 7 million Social Democrats, and a Centre Party vote
of 5.5 million, testified to the complete failure of the Nazis, even under
conditions of semi-dictatorship, to win over a majority of the electorate.79

Indeed, at no time since their rise to electoral prominence at the end of the
1920s had they managed to win an absolute majority on their own at the
Reich level or within any of the federated states. Moreover, the majority
they obtained together with their coalition partners the Nationalists in
March 1933 fell far short of the two-thirds needed to secure an amendment
of the constitution in the Reichstag. What the elections did make clear,
however, was that nearly two-thirds of the voters had lent their support to
parties - the Nazis, the Nationalists, and the Communists - who were open
enemies of Weimar democracy. Many more had voted for parties,
principally the Centre Party and its southern associate the Bavarian People’s
Party, whose allegiance to the Republic had all but vanished and whose
power over their constituencies was now being seriously eroded. In 1919,
three-quarters of the voters had backed the Weimar coalition parties. It had



taken only fourteen short years for this situation to be effectively
reversed.80

The violence rose to new heights after the elections on 5 March. In
Königsberg, in East Prussia, for example, the SA invaded the local Social
Democrat headquarters on election night, destroyed the contents and turned
the premises into a makeshift torture centre, where they administered
beatings so severe that the Communist Reichstag deputy Walter Schütz died
from the injuries he received there. Trade union offices were ransacked,
typewriters stolen, furniture broken up, cash stolen and documents
burned.81 In Wuppertal, a brownshirt detachment hauled the worker
Heinrich B., an ex-Communist, out of his home; his corpse was found on an
allotment the next day. On i April in the same district, eight stormtroopers
ambushed the 62-year-old worker August K., a former bandleader for the
local Communist music group, on his way home and shot him down,
causing fatal injuries.82 Social Democrats were hard hit, too. On 9 March
Wilhelm Sollmann, a Social Democratic Reichstag deputy and a leading
figure in the party in Cologne, was attacked by brownshirts and SS men in
his home, beaten up, taken off to the local Nazi Party headquarters, tortured
for two hours and made to drink castor oil and urine, before the police
arrived and took him to a prison hospital to patch up his wounds. On 13
March the brownshirts in Braunschweig started to force Social Democratic
town councillors and deputies in the state parliament to ‘volunteer’ to
resign their seats, beating one of them to death when he refused. At this
point, too, the Nazis were beginning to raid Social Democratic party offices
in the search for cash and other loot. The head of the Social Democratic
press in Chemnitz, Georg Landgraf, was shot dead on 13 March after
refusing to reveal to a gang of brownshirts the whereabouts of the party
funds. Protest at such actions was difficult if not impossible, because all
Social Democratic newspapers had been banned for fourteen days since the
beginning of March, an order that was renewed for another fourteen days on
its expiry, and so on, until it became permanent.83

The looting did not escape the attention of the more honest officers
amongst the police. On 19 April 1933, for instance, the police
commissioner in Hesse circulated police stations and local administrators
condemning the illegal confiscation of the property of Marxist
organizations during the raids, including the removal of musical
instruments, gym equipment and even beds, all clearly intended for the



private use of the looters.84 Efforts were subsequently made to regularize
the position and set up proper institutions to manage the assets of the
banned parties and unions, not least because these included funds used to
support unemployed former members; but by the time this had been done, a
lot of money and property had disappeared into the hands of individual
brownshirts. A law was eventually passed on 26 May 1933 assigning the
property of the (still technically legal) Communist Party to the federated
states.85 In the midst of all this mayhem, many stormtroopers took the
opportunity to settle old personal scores. In Wuppertal, for example,
Friedrich D. was hauled out of his bedroom at four in the morning by a
group of stormtroopers under the command of storm leader Puppe. His
body was found two days later. He was murdered because he had been
conducting a relationship with Puppe’s sister which Puppe had for some
time been trying to stop. Puppe was not prosecuted for this murderous act
of spite. Even brownshirts themselves were not immune: one long-term
Nazi, Karl W., was arrested, beaten up and imprisoned after accusing the
brownshirt leader in Wuppertal of embezzlement and corruption, not the
only incident of its kind to be reported at this time. What went on in
Wuppertal must have been repeated many hundreds of times over in other
parts of the country.86

This campaign of violence, unleashed by a brownshirt organization
whose numbers were growing daily until they reached over two million by
the summer of 1933, provided the essential context for the co-ordination of
the federated states along the lines already put into practice by Papen in his
takeover of Prussia the previous summer.87 The State Court had ruled that
takeover partially illegal, and the Social Democratic government displaced
by Papen had had some success in using the Federal Council, representing
the states, to block measures of the Reich government. Hitler’s cabinet had
secured an emergency decree on 6 February 1933 putting an end to this
situation, but the new Nazi representatives of Prussia on the Federal
Council saw their legitimacy denied by the council when it met on 16
February pending a decision by the State Court. Meanwhile, however, the
council resolved to cease meeting until the legal situation was clarified, and
in the resulting hiatus, regional organizations of the brownshirts and the
Nazi Party moved in to co-ordinate the state governments from below. Most
of the federated states were ruled by minority governments, reflecting the
almost total blockage of legislative bodies by this time, and they lacked the



legitimacy to offer any more than token resistance. In the period between 6
and 15 March 1933 Nazi police officers and ‘auxiliary police’ units of the
SA and SS raised the swastika on official buildings everywhere. This
heavily symbolic gesture was tolerated or approved by the majority of state
government ministers, who were intimidated by simultaneous
demonstrations of massed columns of stormtroopers in front of government
buildings. Ministers who objected either resigned or were put under house
arrest by detachments of brownshirts. Reich Interior Minister Frick then
installed state commissioners who proceeded to dismiss existing police
chiefs and appoint Nazis in their stead, and to replace elected government
ministers with their own nominees. Only in Hamburg, Württemberg and
Hesse did the state parliaments, in the absence of the Communist deputies
and through the abstention of the Social Democrats, appoint new coalition
governments in which all the ministries were held by Nazis and
Nationalists. Under these circumstances, state elections held in early March
(the most important being the elections of 12 March in Prussia) were largely
meaningless.88

The paramilitary affiliate of the Social Democratic ‘Iron Front’, the
Reichsbanner, had already been crippled by the police occupation of many
of its offices in February; in early March, immediately after the election, the
state governments began to issue banning orders and arrest leading officials,
so that one branch after another began to dissolve itself to avoid further
persecution. In this atmosphere, a number of leading Social Democrats such
as Otto Braun and Albert Grzesinski fled the country to avoid arrest or
worse.89 The leader of the Reichsbanner, Karl Höltermann, had already left
on 2 May. An attempt by Social Democratic leaders to persuade Goring to
lift the ban on their party’s newspapers met with the response that it would
continue until foreign socialist newspapers ceased their ‘campaign’ against
the Reich government. It was an indication of how little they still
understood the Nazis’ methods that leading Social Democrats actually
travelled to other European countries to try and explain the situation. The
Socialist International reacted with a strong public condemnation of the
Nazi terror (‘the unspeakable and abominable misdeeds which the despots
of Germany are committing day by day’). They added an appeal for joint
action with the Communists. In a futile attempt to placate Goring, the
German Social Democrats’ leader Otto Wels immediately resigned his seat



on the International’s executive. 90 Such tactical concessions predictably did
nothing to slow down the regime’s drive to suppress the left.91

The Communists and Social Democrats, taken together, represented
nearly a third of the electorate. Yet they crumbled virtually without
resistance. The government was able to move against them on a nationwide
basis because the Reichstag fire decree permitted it to override the
sovereignty of the federated states in order to carry out the operation, using
the precedent of Papen’s removal of the Social Democratic minority
government in Prussia the previous summer. Further back still, Reich
President Ebert had done the same thing with the left-wing state
governments in Saxony and Thuringia in 1923. The supposed Communist
threat that justified the move was not particularly serious either in 1923 or
ten years later. In 1933, the public disorder that supplied the reason for
declaring a state of emergency was overwhelmingly the creation of the
Nazis themselves. The purpose of this rapid co-ordination of the federated
states was, not least, to overcome the hesitations of previous state
governments in using emergency powers to crush the parties of the left with
the thoroughness that the Nazi leadership in Berlin required.



IV

This sequence of events had particularly sinister consequences in Bavaria.
Here, the conservative state government in office on 28 February went
along with the Reich government in banning Communist meetings and
closing down the Communist press. It also arrested those it regarded as the
leading figures in the regional Communist Party. But this was not enough
for the Nazis, and on 9 March 1933, therefore, Frick appointed Adolf
Wagner, the Nazi Regional Leader of Upper Bavaria, as State
Commissioner in the Bavarian Ministry of the Interior. More ominously
still, Heinrich Himmler, the Munich-based leader of the SS, was also
immediately appointed Provisional Police President. He ordered a large-
scale round-up of oppositional figures that soon began to encompass non-
Communist enemies of the regime as well. Such was the scale of repression
that state prisons and police cells proved completely inadequate. A new
means of housing the Nazis’ political opponents in Bavaria had to be found.
On 20 March, therefore, Himmler, announced to the press that ‘a
concentration camp for political prisoners’ would be opened at Dachau, just
outside Munich. It was to be Germany’s first concentration camp, and it set
an ominous precedent for the future.

The camp was intended for the imprisonment in ‘protective custody’ of
‘all Communist and, where necessary, Reichsbanner and Social Democrat
officials’, as the Nazi press reported the next day. On 22 March 1933 four
police trucks ferried some two hundred prisoners from the state gaols at
Stadelheim and Landsberg to the camp site, built around a disused factory
on the outskirts of town. Citizens of Dachau gathered in the streets and
outside the factory gates to watch them pass by. Initially run by a police
detachment, the camp was put into the hands of the SS early in April, with
the notoriously rough SS leader Hilmar Wäckerle as its commandant.
Wäckerle introduced a regime of violence and terror at Himmler’s behest.
On 11 April the new SS guards took four Jewish inmates out of the gates
and shot them in the open, claiming that they were trying to escape; one of



them managed to survive and was hospitalized in Munich, where he died;
but not before providing the medical staff with such appalling details of the
brutality that now reigned in the camp that they called in the public
prosecutor. By the end of May, twelve of the inmates had been murdered or
tortured to death. Corruption, extortion and embezzlement were rife among
the guards, and the prisoners were exposed to arbitrary acts of cruelty and
sadism in a world without regulations or rules.92

Himmler’s act set a widely imitated precedent. Soon, concentration
camps were opening up all over the country, augmenting the makeshift
gaols and torture centres set up by the brownshirts in the cellars of recently
captured trade union offices. Their foundation was given wide publicity,
ensuring that everyone knew what would happen to those who dared oppose
the ‘national revolution’. The idea of setting up camps to house real or
supposed enemies of the state was not in itself, of course, new. The British
had used such camps for civilians on the opposing side in the Boer War, in
which conditions were often very poor and death rates of inmates high.
Shortly afterwards, the German army had ‘concentrated’ 14,000 Herero
rebels in camps in South-West Africa during the war of 1904-7, treating
them so harshly that 500 were said to be dying every month at the camps in
Swakopmund and Lüderitz Bay. The camps had an eventual death rate of 45
per cent, justified by the German administration in terms of the elimination
of ’unproductive elements’ in the native population.93 These precedents
were familiar to the Nazis; in 1921, Hitler had already declared that they
would imprison German Jews in ‘concentration camps’ along the lines of
those used by the British. Paragraph 16 of the constitution that the Nazis
had intended to put into effect if they had succeeded in seizing power in
November 1923 had stated that ‘security risks and useless eaters’ would be
put in ‘collection camps’ and made to work; anyone who resisted would be
killed. More recently, the Nazi press had carried an article in August 1932
proclaiming that, on assuming power, the Nazis would ‘immediately arrest
and condemn all Communist and Social Democratic functionaries ... [and]
quarter all suspects and spiritual instigators in concentration camps’. This
warning was repeated openly by Reich Interior Minister Frick on 8 March
1933.94 Dachau was not, therefore, an improvised solution to an unexpected
problem of overcrowding in the gaols, but a long-planned measure that the
Nazis had envisaged virtually from the very beginning. It was widely
publicized and reported in the local, regional and national press, and served



as a stark warning to anyone contemplating offering resistance to the Nazi
regime.95

Conditions in the concentration camps and detention centres of the SA
and SS in March and April have been aptly described as ‘a makeshift
sadistic anarchy’.96 SA and SS violence seldom involved the refined,
inventive kind of torture later practised by secret policemen in regimes like
the military dictatorships in Argentina, Chile or Greece in the 1970s. What
they vented on their prisoners was often barely controlled anger. Nothing
much more sophisticated was involved in the torture than fists, jackboots,
and rubber truncheons. On some occasions the police, now freed from any
constraints they might have felt applied under the Weimar Republic, joined
in, looked on, or employed their brownshirt auxiliaries to beat confessions
out of their prisoners. The Communist worker Friedrich Schlotterbeck,
arrested in 1933, reported later how he was interrogated at police
headquarters by a group of SS men. They punched him in the face, beat him
with rubber truncheons, tied him up, hit him over the head with a wooden
bar, kicked him when he fell to the floor, and threw water over him when he
lost consciousness. A police officer fired questions at him in the quieter
moments, and intervened only when one of the SS men, enraged at
Schlotterbeck’s vigorous physical resistance, pulled a revolver and
threatened to shoot the prisoner. Having failed to confess, he was taken
back to his cell, sore, covered in cuts and bruises, blood streaming down his
face, and barely able to walk. Schlotterbeck was treated kindly by the
warders, who none the less had to inform him that they had to keep the light
on in his cell and check on him regularly in case he tried to kill himself. He
was to spend the next decade and more in penitentiaries and concentration
camps.97 His experience was not untypical of that of the committed
Communist who refused to give in.

Social Democrats fared no better at the hands of the stormtroopers, who
made no distinction of sex in their violent assaults on representatives of the
left. One of many Social Democratic women who were attacked was Marie
Jankowski, a city councillor for the Köpenick district in Berlin, who was
arrested, beaten with rubber truncheons, hit in the face, and made to sign a
document promising not to take part in politics again.98 The lack of any
detailed central co-ordination of such activities, which were spread
unevenly all across Germany, makes any precise estimation of their extent
impossible. But available figures for formally registered arrests



demonstrated beyond doubt that this was violence on a vast and
unprecedented scale. Official reports indicated at least 25,000 arrests in
Prussia alone in the course of March and April, though this figure omitted
Berlin and did not count ‘wild’ arrests by brownshirts that were not
reported to the authorities. Arrests carried out in Bavaria already numbered
around 10,000 by the end of April, and twice as many by the end of June.
Moreover, many of those arrested were imprisoned for only a few days or
weeks before being released: in the Oranienburg camp, for instance, 35 per
cent of the inmates were kept inside for between one and four weeks, and
less than 0.4 per cent stayed for over a year.99 The 27,000 persons
registered as being in protective custody across Germany at the end of July
1933 were thus, by and large, not the same people who had been in
protective custody three or four months before, so that the total number of
people who passed through the camps was far higher than this.100 In
addition, by no means all the Nazis’ Social Democratic and, especially,
Communist opponents had been taken off to the camps; many thousands
more had been put in state prisons and police cells across the Reich.

The sheer scale of the repression can be gauged by the fact that the
Communist Party leadership reported that 130,000 party members had been
arrested and imprisoned by the end of 1933, and 2,500 had been murdered.
These figures were probably something of an exaggeration, but they did not
deceive when it came to estimating the impact of the repression on the
party’s organization. In the Ruhr area, for example, almost half the entire
party membership was taken into custody. As early as the end of March, the
Prussian police reported that some 20,000 Communists had been seized and
put into gaol.101 Even the most conservative, quasi-official reckoning put
the total number of political arrests in Germany in 1933 at over 100,000,
and the number of deaths in custody at nearly 600.102 This was violence and
murder on a staggering level, not seen in Germany since the early days of
the Weimar Republic.

This massive, brutal and murderous assault on the Nazis’ opponents was
formally sanctioned by the Reichstag fire decree, which, however, was
based on the idea that the Communists had been attempting a revolutionary
uprising, and had nothing to say about the Social Democrats. The idea that
the Social Democrats sympathized with or supported the Communists’
preparations for an uprising was even more absurd than the claim that the
Communists had been about to stage one. Yet many middle-class Germans



appear to have accepted that the regime was justified in its violent
repression of ‘Marxism’, of whatever variety. Years of beatings and killings
and clashes on the streets had inured people to political violence and
blunted their sensibilities. Those who had their doubts could not have failed
to notice what the police and their Nazi stormtrooper auxiliaries were doing
to the Nazis’ opponents in these weeks. Many of them must have paused for
thought before voicing their disquiet. Anyone who was alarmed by the
extent of the disorder may well have been reassured by Hitler’s public
denunciation on 10 March 1933 of acts of violence against foreigners,
which he blamed on Communist infiltrators in the SA, and his exhortation
to the stormtroopers to stop ‘harassment of individuals, the obstruction of
cars, and disruptions to business’.

However, Hitler went on to tell the brownshirts, they must ‘never let
yourselves be distracted for one second from our watchword, which is the
destruction of Marxism’. ‘The national uprising will continue to be carried
out methodically and under control from above,’ he said, and only ‘when
these orders meet with resistance’ should they act to ensure that ‘this
resistance be immediately and thoroughly broken’. This last qualification
was of course licence enough to continue the violence unabated and,
indeed, escalate it still further.103 When a leading Nationalist protested to
Hitler on 10 March about the destruction of the legal order, followed by a
phone call to the same effect by Papen on 19 March, Hitler angrily accused
them of trying ‘to put a stop to the nationalist revolution’. The ‘November
criminals’ of 1918 and those who had tried to suppress the Nazi Party
during the Weimar period had been far worse, he said. Praising the
‘phenomenal discipline’ of the stormtroopers, he condemned at the same
time the ‘weakness and cowardice of our bourgeois world in proceeding
with kid gloves instead of the iron fist’ and warned that he would not let
anyone stop him from the ‘annihilation and extirpation of Marxism’.104

Germany was well on the way to becoming a dictatorship even before the
Reichstag fire decree and the elections of 5 March 1933. But these two
events undoubtedly speeded it up and provided it with the appearance,
however threadbare, of legal and political legitimation. After his election
victory, Hitler told the cabinet on 7 March that he would seek a further legal
sanction in the form of an amendment to the constitution that would allow
the cabinet to bypass both the Reichstag and the President and promulgate
laws on its own. Such a measure had precedents in aspects of emergency



legislation under the Weimar Republic. Nevertheless, it would clearly go
much further than anything seen before. Hitler had long dreamed of
introducing it.105 This Enabling Act would set the seal on the hated
democracy of the Weimar Republic and complete the work of what the
Nazis had begun on 30 January 1933 by calling into being a ‘government of
nationalist concentration’. It was not long before Goebbels and the other
leading Nazis had renamed it a ‘government of the nationalist uprising’. By
early March it had become simply a ‘nationalist revolution’, emphasizing
that far more than the actions of mere cabinet government was involved.
Soon it was to be the ‘National Socialist Revolution’, finally consigning
Hitler’s non-Nazi coalition partners to political oblivion.106



DEMOCRACY DESTROYED



I

Revolutionary rhetoric and unbridled violence on the streets were not
exactly what Papen and Hitler’s other cabinet allies had been expecting
when they had agreed to Hitler’s becoming Reich Chancellor two months
before, for all their approval of the police crackdown on the left. They had
rather expected that bringing the Nazis into government would put a stop to
all this. For worried conservatives and traditionalists, including Reich
President Hindenburg, who after all still possessed at least the formal power
to sack Hitler and replace him with someone else, the Nazis therefore
staged a reassuring ceremony to mark the state opening of the newly elected
Reichstag. Given the unavailability of the gutted and ruined Reichstag
building, the ceremony had to take place elsewhere. Hitler and his
conservative allies agreed to hold it in the garrison church at Potsdam, the
symbolic locus of the Prussian monarchy, on 21 March 1933, the exact
anniversary of the day on which the inaugural Reichstag had met after
Bismarck’s founding of the Second Reich. The elaborate ceremony was
planned down to the last detail by Goebbels as a propaganda demonstration
of the unity of the old Reich and the new. Hindenburg stood next to the
Kaiser’s vacant throne, dressed in the uniform of a Prussian Field-Marshal,
to receive the obeisance of the frock-coated Hitler, who bowed and shook
his hand. The Reich Chancellor gave a speech notable for its studied
moderation, praising Hindenburg for his historical role in entrusting the fate
of Germany to a new generation. Wreaths were laid on the tombs of the
Prussian kings, and Hindenburg then reviewed a massive parade of the
paramilitaries and the army.

The ritual was more important for the visual images it conveyed than for
the speeches that were delivered. Here was Hitler appearing as a soberly
dressed civilian statesman, humbly acknowledging the supremacy of the
Prussian military tradition. Here were flags in the imperial colours of black,
white and red, that had already officially replaced the black, red and gold of
the Weimar Republic on 12 March. Here were the Prussian military



grandees in their sometimes outlandish uniforms redolent of monarchist
tradition. Here was the Protestant church, implicitly reasserting its
supremacy alongside that of the army and the throne. Here was the
restoration of the old Germany, wiping history clean of the tainted memory
of Weimar democracy.107 Not surprisingly, the Social Democrats declined
the invitation to attend. In a further piece of symbolism, Hitler for his part
refused to go to a service at the Catholic parish church in Potsdam on the
grounds that Catholic priests, still loyal to the Centre Party and critical of
what they regarded as the Nazis’ godless ways, had barred some leading
Nazis from receiving the sacraments. This was a clear warning to the
Church that it was time to fall into line.108

Two days later, in the Kroll Opera House, designated as the temporary
home of the Reichstag, Hitler, now dressed, like the other Nazi deputies, in
a brownshirt paramilitary uniform, spoke to the Reichstag in a very
different atmosphere. Standing beneath a huge swastika banner, he
introduced the long-planned measure that would enable the Reich
Chancellor to prepare laws that deviated from the constitution without the
approval of the Reichstag and without reference to the President. This
‘Enabling Act’ would have to be renewed after four years, and the existence
of the Reichstag itself, the upper legislative chamber representing the
federated states, and the position of the Reich President, was not to be
affected. What it meant, however, was that the Weimar constitution would
be a dead letter, and the Reichstag would be shut out of the legislative
process altogether. The passage of the Enabling Act was by no means
assured: 94 out of the 120 elected Social Democrats were still able to vote -
of those absent, some were in prison, some were ill, and some stayed away
because they feared for their lives. Hitler knew in any case that he would
not get the Social Democrats’ support. An amendment of the Weimar
constitution required both a two-thirds quorum and a two-thirds majority of
those present. Hermann Goring, as the Reichstag’s presiding officer,
reduced the quorum from 432 to 378 by not counting the Communist
deputies, even though they had all been legally elected. This was a high-
handed decision that had no legitimacy in law whatsoever.109 Yet even after
this illegal manoeuvre, the Nazis still needed the votes of the Centre Party
to push the measure through.

By this point in its history, the party had long since ceased to be a
supporter of democracy. Following the general trend of political



Catholicism in interwar Europe, it had come to support the principles of
authoritarianism and dictatorship out of fear of Bolshevism and revolution.
True, what seemed to be shaping up in Germany was not quite the kind of
‘clerico-fascist’ regime to which Catholic politicians were soon to lend their
support in Austria and Spain. But in 1929 the Catholic Church had
safeguarded its position in Italy through a Concordat with Mussolini, and
the prospect of a similar arrangement was now held out to it in Germany as
well. The escalating terror to which Catholics and their political
representatives, newspapers, speakers and local officials had been subjected
since the middle of February made the Centre Party look anxiously for
guarantees that the Church would survive. Now, under stronger clerical
influence than ever before, and led by a Catholic priest, Prelate Ludwig
Kaas, the party was reassured in two days of discussions with Hitler that the
rights of the Church would not be affected by the Enabling Act. The doubts
of Heinrich Brüning and his close advisers were assuaged. The federated
states, bastions of Catholicism in the south, would remain intact, despite
their takeover by Reich Commissioners appointed from Berlin, and the
judiciary would stay independent. These promises, combined with heavy
pressure from the Vatican, proved sufficient to win the Centre Party
deputies over to supporting the measure that in the long run was bound to
mean their own political demise.110

The deputies arrived at the Kroll Opera House in an atmosphere heavy
with violence and intimidation. The Social Democrat Wilhelm Hoegner
remembered:

Wild chants greeted us: ‘We want the Enabling Law!’ Young lads with
the swastika on their chests looked us cheekily up and down, virtually
barring the way for us. They quite made us run the gauntlet, and shouted
insults at us like ‘Centrist pig’, ‘Marxist sow’. In the Kroll Opera it was
swarming with armed SA and SS ... The debating chamber was
decorated with swastikas and similar ornaments ... When we Social
Democrats had taken our places on the far left, SA and SS men placed
themselves by the exits and along the walls behind us in a half-circle.
Their attitude did not bode well for us.111

Hitler began his speech with his usual diatribes against the ‘November
criminals’ of 1918 and boasted of his removal of the threat of Communism.



He repeated his promise to protect the interests of the Churches, particularly
in the schools, a major bone of contention under the Weimar Republic. He
ended, however, with an unmistakeable threat of violent repression should
the measure be rejected. The ‘government of the nationalist uprising’, he
declared, was ‘determined and ready to deal with the announcement that the
Act has been rejected and with it that resistance has been declared. May
you, gentlemen, now take the decision yourselves as to whether it is to be
peace or war.’ This did not fail to have an effect on wavering Centre Party
deputies such as Heinrich Brüning, who now decided to vote for the Act.
‘They fear’, as Joseph Wirth, one of the party’s leading figures and a former
Reich Chancellor himself, told the Social Democrats in private, ‘that if the
Act is rejected, the Nazi revolution will break out and there will be bloody
anarchy’.112

In the face of such threats, the Social Democrats had decided that their
chairman, Otto Wels, should adopt a moderate, even conciliatory tone in his
speech for the opposition, fearing that otherwise he might be shot down or
beaten up by the brownshirts who were standing threateningly round the
edge of the chamber, or arrested as he went out. What he had to say,
however, was dramatic enough. He defended the achievements of the
Weimar Republic in bringing about equality of opportunity, social welfare
and the return of Germany to the international community. ‘Freedom and
life can be taken from us, but not honour.’ Wels was not exaggerating:
several prominent Social Democrats had already been killed by the Nazis,
and he himself was carrying a cyanide capsule in his waist pocket as he
spoke, ready to swallow should he be arrested and tortured by the
brownshirts after delivering his speech. His voice choking with emotion, he
ended with an appeal to the future:

In this historic hour, we German Social Democrats solemnly profess our
allegiance to the basic principles of humanity and justice, freedom and
socialism. No Enabling Law gives you the right to annihilate ideas that
are eternal and indestructible. The Anti-Socialist Law did not annihilate
the Social Democrats. Social Democracy can also draw new strength
from fresh persecutions. We greet the persecuted and the hard-pressed.
Their steadfastness and loyalty deserve admiration. The courage of their
convictions, their unbroken confidence, vouch for a brighter future.



Wels’s peroration was greeted with uproar in the chamber, the mocking,
raucous laughter of the Nazi deputies drowning out the applause from his
own benches.

Hitler’s response was contemptuous. The Social Democrats had sent the
speech to the press in advance of the session, and Hitler’s staff had obtained
a copy on which to base the Chancellor’s reply. He knew that he did not
need their votes. ‘You think’, he said, to thunderous applause from the
uniformed ranks of Nazi deputies, ‘that your star could rise again!
Gentlemen, Germany’s star will rise and yours will sink .’.. Germany shall
be free, but not through you!’ After brief speeches by the leaders of the
other parties, the deputies voted 444 in favour and 94 against. The once
proud German liberals, now represented through the German State Party,
were amongst the bill’s supporters. Only the Social Democrats voted
against. So great was the majority that the bill would have passed even had
all 120 Social Democratic and all 81 Communist deputies been present,
making the total number of seats 647 instead of 566, and all of them had
voted ‘no’.113

With the Enabling Act now in force, the Reichstag could be effectively
dispensed with. From this point on, Hitler and his cabinet ruled by decree,
either using President Hindenburg as a rubber stamp, or bypassing him
entirely, as the Act allowed them to. Nobody believed that when the four
years of the Act’s duration had elapsed, the Reichstag would be in a
position to object to its renewal, nor was it. As with the Reichstag fire
decree, a temporary piece of emergency legislation with some limited
precedents in the Weimar period now became the legal, or pseudo-legal
basis for the permanent removal of civil rights and democratic liberties.
Renewed in 1937 and again in 1939, it was made permanent by decree in
1943. The brownshirt terror on the streets was already comprehensive
enough to make it quite clear what was now about to happen. Wels was
right to predict that Germany would soon become a one-party state.114



II

With the Communists already effectively out of the way since 28 February,
and the Enabling Act in force, the regime now turned its attention to the
Social Democrats and the trade unions. They had already been subjected to
widespread arrests, beatings, intimidation, even murder, and to the
occupation of their premises and the banning of their newspapers. Now the
full fury of the Nazis was turned upon them. They were in no condition to
resist. The ability to work together with the unions had been crucial to the
Social Democrats in defeating the Kapp putsch in 1920. But it was no
longer present in the spring of 1933. Both wings of the labour movement
had been united in their disapproval of the appointment of Hitler as
Chancellor in January 1933. And both had suffered similar acts of violence
and repression in the following two months, with trade union premises
being occupied and trashed by gangs of stormtroopers in growing numbers.
Up to 25 March, according to the unions themselves, union offices had been
occupied by brownshirts, SS or police units in 45 separate towns throughout
the Reich. Such pressure was the most direct possible threat to the
continued existence of the unions as the functional representatives of the
workers in negotiating pay and conditions with their employers. It also
drove a rapidly deepening cleft between the trade unions on the one hand
and the Social Democrats on the other.

As the political repression and marginalization of the Social Democrats
rapidly became more obvious, so the trade unions under Theodor Leipart
began to try to preserve their existence by distancing themselves from the
Social Democratic Party and seeking an accommodation with the new
regime. On 21 March the leadership denied any intention of playing a role
in politics and declared that it was prepared to carry out the social function
of the trade unions ‘whatever the kind of state regime’ in power.115 The
Nazis were aware, of course, that they had little support among trade
unionists; the Nazi factory cell organization116 was not popular, and only
managed single-figure percentages in the great majority of the elections to



works councils held in the first months of 1933. Only in a very few areas,
like the Krupp works, the chemical industry, some steelworks, or the Ruhr
coal mines, did it do significantly better, showing that some workers in
some major branches of industry were beginning to accommodate
themselves to the new regime.117 Alarmed at the general result, however,
the Nazis enforced an indefinite postponement of the remaining works
council elections.

Despite their annoyance at this arbitrary interference in their democratic
rights, the trade union leader Theodor Leipart and his designated successor
Wilhelm Leuschner intensified their efforts to secure the institutional
survival of their movement. They were encouraged in their efforts at a
compromise by their belief that the Nazis were serious about setting up the
job-creation schemes they had been demanding for many years. On 28
April they concluded an agreement with the Christian and Liberal Trade
Unions that was intended to form the first step towards a complete
unification of all trade unions in a single national organization. ‘The
nationalist revolution’, began the unification document, ‘has created a new
state. This state wants to bring together the whole German nation in unity
and asserts its power.’ The unions evidently thought that they had a positive
part to play in this process, and wanted to play it independently. As a sign
that they would do so, they agreed to support Goebbels’s public declaration
that May Day, traditionally the occasion for massive public demonstrations
of the labour movement’s strength, would be a public holiday for the first
time. This was a long-cherished desire of the labour movement. The unions
agreed that it would be known as the ‘Day of National Labour’. This act,
once more, symbolized the new regime’s synthesis of the seemingly
divergent traditions of nationalism and socialism.118

On the day itself, trade union premises, in a departure from labour
movement tradition that many older workers must have found scandalous
and depressing, were decked out with the old national colours of black,
white and red. Karl Schrader, president of the textile workers’ union,
marched in the Berlin procession under the sign of the swastika, not the
only union official to do so. Few, indeed, took part in the ‘flying’ counter-
demonstrations staged with lightning speed at various locations by the
Communists, or the quiet commemorations of the day held behind locked
doors by the Social Democrats in their own secret meeting-places.
Hundreds of thousands, perhaps even millions of people marched through



the streets led by brass bands of stormtroopers playing the Horst Wessel
Song and patriotic tunes. They streamed towards vast open-air meeting-
places, where they listened to speeches and readings from nationalistic
‘worker-poets’. In the evening, Hitler’s voice boomed out over the radio,
assuring all German workers that unemployment would soon be a thing of
the past.119

The Tempelhof field in Berlin was packed with a vast assembly of over a
million people arranged, military-style, in twelve huge squares, surrounded
by a sea of Nazi flags, with three huge Nazi banners illuminated by
searchlights. After dark, firework displays culminated in the emergence
from the gloom of vast glowing swastikas lighting up the sky. The media
blared forth their celebration of the winning over of the workers to the new
regime. It was a proletarian counterpart of the ceremony held for the upper
classes at Potsdam ten days before.120 The masses, however, did not appear
at the ceremonies entirely of their own accord: and the atmosphere was less
than wholly enthusiastic. Many workers, especially in state employment,
had been threatened with dismissal for non-attendance, while thousands of
industrial employees in Berlin had had their timecards confiscated on
arriving at work, with the promise that they would only get them back on
the Tempelhof field. The general atmosphere of looming violence and
widespread intimidation had also played its part in bringing about the
formal agreement of trade union leaders to participate.121

If the union leaders had thought they would preserve their organizations
by such compromises, however, they were in for a rude awakening. In early
April the Nazis had already begun secret preparations for a takeover of the
entire trade union movement. On 17 April Goebbels noted in his diary:

On 1 May we shall arrange May Day as a grandiose demonstration of
the German people’s will. On 2 May the trade union offices will be
occupied. Co-ordination in this area too. There might possibly be a row
for a few days, but then they will belong to us. We must make no
allowances any more. We are only doing the workers a service when we
free them from the parasitic leadership that has only made their life hard
up to now. Once the trade unions are in our hands the other parties and
organizations will not be able to hold out for much longer.122



On 2 May 1933 brownshirts and SS men stormed into every Social
Democratic-oriented trade union office in the land, took over all the trade
union newspapers and periodicals, and occupied all the branches of the
trade union bank. Leipart and the other leading union officials were arrested
and taken into ‘protective custody’ in concentration camps, where many of
them were beaten up and brutally humiliated before being released a week
or two later. In a particularly horrific incident, stormtroopers beat four trade
union officials to death in the cellar of the trade union building in Duisburg
on 2 May. The entire management of the movement and its assets was
placed in the hands of the Nazi factory cell organization. On 4 May the
Christian Trade Unions and all other union institutions placed themselves
unconditionally under Hitler’s leadership. The ‘row’ predicted by Goebbels
never materialized. The once-powerful German trade union movement had
disappeared without trace virtually overnight.123 ‘The revolution goes on,’
trumpeted Goebbels in his diary on 3 May. With satisfaction he noted the
widespread arrests of ‘bigwigs’. ‘We are the masters of Germany,’ he
boasted in his diary.124

Confident that the Social Democratic Party would no longer be able to
call upon the unions to support any last-minute resistance it might decide to
mount, the regime now began the endgame of closing the party down. On
10 May the government seized the party’s assets and property by court
order, justified by the General State Prosecutor in Berlin with reference to
the supposed embezzlement of trade union funds by Leipart and others, an
accusation that had no basis in fact. Wels had arranged for the party’s funds
and archive to be shipped out of the country, but the Nazis’ haul was still
considerable. This measure deprived the party of any basis on which it
could resurrect either its organization or its newspapers, periodicals and
other publications. As a political movement it was effectively finished.125

Yet, astonishingly, none of this prevented the Social Democrats from
lending their support to the government in the Reichstag on 17 May, when
Hitler put before the legislature a neutrally worded resolution in favour of
German equality in international disarmament negotiations. The declaration
had no real meaning except the assertion of German rights and no purpose
apart from winning some credit for the regime abroad after months in which
it had been heavily criticized all over the world; the government had no
intention of taking part in any kind of disarmament process in reality.
Nevertheless, the Social Democratic deputies, led by Paul Lobe, thought



they would be portrayed as unpatriotic if they boycotted the session, so
those who were able to do so turned up and joined in the Reichstag’s
unanimous approval of the resolution, following a hypocritically moderate
and neutrally worded speech by Hitler, to the strains of the national anthem,
cries of ‘Hail!’ from the Nazis, and overt satisfaction from Hermann
Goring, who declared in his capacity as presiding officer of the Reichstag
that the world had now witnessed the unity of the German people when its
international fate was at stake. The deputies’ action caused outrage in the
party, above all among the leaders now in exile: they condemned the action
as the negation of the proud vote against the Enabling Act on 23 March.
Otto Wels, who had led the opposition to the vote, withdrew his resignation
from the Socialist International. The exiled leadership relocated the party
headquarters to Prague. In shame and despair at the failure of the Reichstag
deputies to realize that they were being used as part of a Nazi propaganda
operation, the most passionate opponent of the decision, Toni Pfülf, one of
the leading Socal Democratic women in the Reichstag, boycotted the
session and committed suicide on 10 June 1933. Lobe himself was arrested;
Wels fled the country.126

The gulf between the new party leadership in Prague and those officials
and deputies who remained in Germany rapidly deepened. But the regime
declared that it could not see any difference between the two wings of the
party; those who had decamped to Prague were traitors defaming Germany
from a foreign land and those who had not were traitors for aiding and
abetting them. On 21 June 1933 Interior Minister Wilhelm Frick ordered the
state governments throughout Germany to ban the Social Democratic Party
on the basis of the Reichstag fire decree. No Social Democratic deputies in
any legislature were to be allowed to take up their seats any more. All
Social Democratic meetings, all Social Democratic publications, were
prohibited. Membership in the party was declared incompatible with
holding any public office or any position in the civil service. On 23 June
1933 Goebbels wrote triumphantly in his diary that the Social Democratic
Party had been ‘dissolved. Bravo! The total state won’t have to wait for
long now.’127

Social Democrats did not have to wait long either to discover what the
total state would mean. As Frick’s decree of 21 June was being published,
over three thousand Social Democratic functionaries were arrested all over
Germany, severely manhandled, tortured, and thrown into prisons or



concentration camps. In the Berlin suburb of Köpenick, when they
encountered armed resistance from one house, the stormtroopers rounded
up 500 Social Democrats, and beat and tortured them over a period of
several days, killing 91; this concerted assault, savage even by the standards
of the brownshirts, quickly became known as the ‘Köpenick Blood-Week’.
Particular vengeance was wreaked on anyone associated with the left in
Munich in the revolutionary days of 1918-19. Kurt Eisner’s former
secretary Felix Fechenbach, now editor of the local Social Democratic
newspaper in Detmold, had been arrested on 11 March and put into custody
along with most of the leading Social Democrats in the province of Lippe.
On 8 August a detachment of stormtroopers took him by car out of the state
prison, ostensibly to be transferred to Dachau. But on the way, they forced
the accompanying policeman out of the vehicle. Then they drove into a
wood, where they took Fechenbach a few paces and shot him dead. The
Nazi press reported later that he had been ‘shot while trying to escape’.128

Less controversial figures were targeted, too. The former Minister-President
of Mecklenburg-Schwerin, Johannes Stelling, a Social Democrat, was taken
to a brownshirt barracks, beaten up, and thrown semi-conscious out onto the
street, where he was picked up by another gang of stormtroopers, taken off
in a car, and tortured to death. His body was sewn into a sack weighted
down with stones and thrown into a river. It was later fished out with the
bodies of twelve other Social Democratic and Reichsbanner functionaries
who had been murdered the same night.129

Similar brutal acts of repression against Social Democrats were carried
out all over Germany. Particularly notorious was the makeshift
concentration camp opened on 28 April at Dürrgoy, on the southern
outskirts of Breslau, by the local brownshirt, Edmund Heines. The camp
commandant was a former Free Corps leader and member of a far-right
assassination squad, who had been convicted of murder under the Weimar
Republic. His prisoners included Hermann Lüdemann, former Social
Democratic chief administrator of the Breslau district, the former Social
Democratic mayor of the city; and the ex-editor of the Social Democrats’
daily paper in Breslau. Inmates were subjected to repeated beatings and
torture. The camp commandant held regular fire drills throughout the night,
and had the prisoners beaten as they returned to their barracks. Heines
paraded Lüdemann through the streets of Breslau, dressed as a harlequin, to
the accompaniment of jeers and insults from watching stormtroopers. He



also kidnapped the former Social Democratic President of the Reichstag,
Paul Lobe, against whom he had a personal grudge, from his prison in
Spandau; pressure from Lobe’s wife and friends quickly secured an order
for his release, but he refused to leave, declaring his solidarity with the
other Social Democratic prisoners.130

With repression such as this, the party was effectively hounded out of
existence well before it fell under the same ban as the Communists on 14
July. In retrospect, its chances of survival had been diminishing rapidly for
nearly a year. Decisive in this context was its failure to mount any effective
opposition to the Papen coup of 20 July 1932; if there had been any
moment when it might have stood up for democracy, that was it. But it is
easy to condemn its inaction with hindsight; few in the summer of 1932
could have realized that the amateurish and in many ways rather ludicrous
government of Franz von Papen would give way little more than six months
later to a regime whose extreme ruthlessness and total disregard for the law
were difficult for decent, law-abiding democrats to grasp. In many ways,
the labour movement leaders’ desire to avoid violence in July 1932 was
thoroughly to their credit; they were not to know that their decision was to
play a key role in opening the way to much greater violence later on.

With the crushing of the labour movement, the Nazis, assisted by the
state’s law enforcement agencies and the sympathetic inaction of the armed
forces, had removed the most serious obstacle to their establishment of a
one-party state. The labour movement had been brought to heel, the trade
unions smashed, the Social Democratic and Communist Parties, whose
combined vote considerably exceeded that of the Nazis in the last fully free
elections to the Reichstag in November 1932, had been destroyed in an orgy
of violence. There remained, however, another major political force whose
members and voters had stayed largely loyal to their principles and
representatives throughout the Weimar years: the Centre Party. It derived its
strength not simply from political tradition and cultural inheritance, but
above all from its identification with the Catholic Church and its adherents.
It could not be subjected to the kind of indiscriminate and unbridled
brutality that had swept the Communists and the Social Democrats off the
political stage. More subtle tactics were required. In May 1933 Hitler and
the Nazi leadership set about putting them into action.



III

Clemens August Count von Galen was a Catholic priest of the traditional
kind. Born in 1878 into a noble family in Westphalia, he grew up in an
atmosphere of aristocratic piety, encouraged by relations such as his great-
uncle, Bishop von Ketteler, one of the founders of social Catholicism. The
eleventh of thirteen children, Clemens August seemed almost predestined
for the priesthood. His parents, their political consciousness awakened by
Bismarck’s attempt to repress the Catholic Church in the 1870s, taught him
that conscience, especially religious conscience, came before obedience to
authority. But they also taught him modesty and simplicity, for they were
short of money and lived in Spartan circumstances in a castle that lacked
running water, indoor toilets and heating in most of the rooms. Educated
partly at home, partly at a Jesuit academy, Galen went on to qualify for
university at a state school. In 1904 he entered the priesthood after
graduating in theology from Innsbruck. From 1906 to 1929 he served as a
parish priest in Berlin, an overwhelmingly Protestant city with a strong,
mostly atheistic working class. Six feet seven inches tall, Galen was a
commanding presence in more ways than one, winning a reputation for
personal asceticism as well as an ability to communicate with the poor.
There was a large dose of noblesse oblige in his attitude to life.131

With such a background, it is not surprising that Galen’s political views
were on the right. He supported the German war effort in 1914-18 and tried
(unsuccessfully) to volunteer for military service at the front. He abhorred
the 1918 Revolution because it overthrew a divinely ordained state order.
He firmly believed in the ‘stab-in-the-back’ myth of Germany’s defeat in
the war, opposed the Centre Party’s initial commitment to Weimar
democracy, and took part, though as a moderating influence, in abortive
discussions intended to lead to the foundation of a new Catholic political
movement further to the right. Galen excoriated the Weimar constitution as
‘godless’, echoing Cardinal Michael Faulhaber’s condemnation of its
secular foundations as ‘blasphemy’. Faulhaber, along with many other



priests, welcomed the promise of the Nazi leadership to restore strong
Christian foundations to the state in 1933. And indeed, Hitler and most of
his leading associates were aware of the breadth and depth of Christian
allegiance in the majority of the population, and did not want to antagonize
it in the course of suppressing parties such as the Centre. They were thus
careful in the early months of 1933 to insist repeatedly on the adherence of
the new government to the Christian faith. They declared that the
‘nationalist revolution’ intended to put an end to the materialist atheism of
the Weimar left and to propagate a ‘positive Christianity’ instead, above
confession and attuned to the Germanic spirit.132

Catholic priests like Galen were generally worried about the position of
the Catholic Church in a country where atheistic Communism seemed a
major threat. But they also had more secular concerns. The Weimar
Republic had seen the Catholic community achieve unprecedented
participation in the state, in government and in senior posts in the civil
service. In pursuit of the promised Concordat which, they were assured,
would preserve these gains, the German bishops withdrew their opposition
to Nazism and issued a collective declaration of support for the regime in
May. They began to clamp down on local priests who insisted on continuing
to voice criticisms of the Nazi movement. Catholic brownshirts and Nazi
Party members, unable to attend Mass because the bishops had forbidden
the wearing of uniforms in church, began to be seen at Protestant services,
where there was no such prohibition, raising the alarming spectacle of a
mass defection to the religious opposition. Cardinal Bertram persuaded the
bishops to lift the ban.133 Soon, passive toleration had turned to active
support. Many priests took part in the public ceremonies held to mark the
‘Day of National Labour’ on I May. The Fulda Bishops’ Conference on 1
June 1933 issued a pastoral letter welcoming the ‘national awakening’ and
the new stress on a strong state authority, though it also expressed concerns
about the Nazis’ emphasis on race and the looming threat to Catholic lay
institutions. Vicar-General Steinmann was photographed raising his arm in
the Nazi salute. He declared that Hitler had been given to the German
people by God in order to lead them.134 Catholic student organizations
published a declaration of loyalty to the new regime (‘the only way to
restore Christianity to our culture ... Hail to our Leader Adolf Hitler’).
Catholic newspapers ceased publication or turned themselves into
something like Nazi propaganda organs.135



While this situation was developing, the Centre Party leader, Prelate
Kaas, went on an extended visit to the Vatican to help draft the Concordat.
It soon became clear that he was willing to sacrifice the party as a condition
of the regime’s signature. In early May he resigned as party leader, pleading
ill-health. He was succeeded by the former Reich Chancellor Heinrich
Brüning, who immediately became the object of a pale imitation of the
leadership cult that surrounded the person of Hitler. Centre Party
newspapers now referred to Brüning as the ‘Leader’ and declared that his
Catholic ‘retinue’ would ‘submit’ itself to his decisions.136 All the party’s
deputies and officials tendered their resignations and gave Brüning full
power to reappoint them or find replacements. This included the Reichstag
deputies, who owed their election to their place on the party’s list of
candidates and thus could indeed be replaced at Brüning’s whim by others
lower down the list. So the Centre Party now, de facto, replaced the idea of
an elected Reichstag by an appointed one. Brüning announced a thorough
reform of the party’s structure, and in the meantime moved closer still to the
Nazi regime, persuading his deputies to vote for the government’s foreign
policy declaration on 17 May 1933 and personally helping Hitler draft the
remarkably moderate-sounding speech with which he presented it to the
legislature. Brüning’s willingness to compromise did not stop the political
police from tapping his telephone and opening his mail, as he told the
British Ambassador Sir Horace Rumbold in mid-June. According to
Rumbold, Brüning now took the view that only the restoration of the
monarchy could rescue the situation, an opinion he had in fact held for
several years.

The former Chancellor seemed to have little idea of the extent of the
repression now bearing down upon his party’s members. Its newspapers
were being banned or taken away from it. Its local and regional
organizations were being closed down one by one. Its ministers in every
state had been removed from office. Its civil servants, despite constant
reassurances from Hermann Goring, were under continual threat of
dismissal. Its 200,000 members were resigning from the party in ever-
growing numbers. From May onwards, leading Catholic politicians,
lawyers, activists in lay organizations, journalists and writers, were arrested
as well, particularly if they had published critical articles about the Nazis or
the government. On 26 June 1933, Himmler, as police chief of Bavaria,
ordered that not only the entire body of Reichstag and state legislature



deputies of the Bavarian People’s Party, closely allied to the Centre, should
be taken into ‘protective custody’ but also all ‘those persons who have been
particularly active in party politics’.137 On 19 June the Württemberg State
President Eugen Bolz, one of the Centre’s leading conservatives, was
arrested and severely beaten; senior civil servants such as Helene Weber,
who was also a Centre Party Reichstag deputy, were suspended from office;
and the organization of the Catholic trade unions was forced to dissolve
itself. These were only the most prominent and widely publicized cases in a
whole new round of arrests, beatings and dismissals. At a local level, one
Catholic lay organization after another came under pressure to close down
or join the Nazi Party, arousing widespread concern amongst the Church
hierarchy. While Papen and Goebbels demanded the Centre Party’s
dissolution with increasing vehemence in public, negotiations in Rome,
joined towards the end of the month by Papen himself, produced an
agreement that the party should cease to exist once the Concordat had been
concluded.138

The final text of the Concordat, agreed on 1 July with the approval of
Papen and Kaas and signed a week later, included a ban on priests engaging
in political activity. Centre Party national and state legislators began
resigning their seats or transferring to the Nazis, as did a number of
councillors in Berlin, Frankfurt and other cities. Even Brüning now finally
understood the writing on the wall. The party formally dissolved itself on 5
July, telling its Reichstag deputies, state legislators and local elected
representatives to approach their Nazi colleagues with a view to transferring
their allegiance to them. The party’s members, declared the leadership, now
had the opportunity to place themselves ‘without reservation’ behind the
national front led by Hitler. What was left of the party press portrayed the
end as the outcome not of external pressure but of an inevitable inner
development which placed the Catholic community behind the new
Germany in a historic transformation of the national polity. The party
administration not only instructed all the party organizations to dissolve
themselves but also warned that it was co-operating with the political police
in implementing the dissolution procedure. Predictably enough, the Nazis
preferred to persuade the party’s legislators to resign their seats rather than
find a new home in the Nazi Party delegations as they had envisaged.139

Together with the labour movement, the Centre Party had offered the
only effective resistance to the electoral inroads of the Nazis in the early



1930s. The cohesion and discipline of the two political milieux had been the
product, among other things, of the persecution they had both suffered
under Bismarck. But while the Social Democrats and, later, the
Communists, had been driven into a state of permanent opposition and
isolation by the experience of repression, the reaction of the Catholics had
been to put reintegration into the national community above almost any
other aim. Leading Catholic politicians such as Papen and, to a lesser
extent, Brüning and Bolz, lacked the commitment to democracy that had
characterized figures such as Wilhelm Marx or Matthias Erzberger in the
Republic’s early days. The Church as a whole was turning against
parliamentary democracy all over Europe in the face of the Bolshevik
threat. In this situation, the dissolution of the party seemed a small sacrifice
to make in the interests of what almost every leading figure involved saw as
the securing of binding guarantees from the new regime for the continued
autonomy of the Catholic Church and the full participation of Catholics in
the new German order. Just how binding these guarantees were, the
Catholics would soon find out.

Meanwhile, on 28 October 1933, Clemens August Count von Galen was
consecrated Catholic Bishop of Münster, the first such elevation to take
place after the signing of the Concordat. In his address to the congregation,
Galen declared that his duty as he saw it was to tell the truth, to pronounce
on ‘the difference between justice and injustice, on good and bad actions’.
Before his installation, he had called on Hermann Goring, the Prussian
Minister-President, to whom, in accordance with the terms of the
Concordat, he swore an oath of loyalty to the state. In a symbolic act of
reciprocity, local Nazi and brownshirt officials from the District Leader
downwards filed past him during the consecration ceremony in Münster,
saluting him with the outstretched arm of the ‘German greeting’. Swastika-
bearing columns of stormtroopers and SS men lined the roads for the
episcopal procession. They paraded past Galen’s palace in a torchlit
procession the same evening. The reconciliation of Nazism and Catholicism
seemed, at least for the time being, complete.140



IV

The destruction of the Communists, the Social Democrats and the Centre
Party was the most difficult part of the Nazis’ drive to create a one-party
state. Together, these three parties represented far more voters than the Nazi
Party itself ever won in a free election. In comparison to the problems they
posed, getting rid of the other parties was easy. Most of them had lost
virtually every vote and seat in the Reichstag they had ever possessed. They
were ripe for picking off one by one. By early 1933 the only one among
them which had belonged to the coalition of parties that had supported the
Weimar Republic from the beginning, the State Party (formerly the
Democrats) was drifting helplessly at the mercy of events, reduced to two
seats in the Reichstag and issuing pathetic appeals to other parties to take its
deputies under their wing. It continued to advertise its opposition to the
Nazis, but at the same time it was also advocating the revision of the
constitution in an unmistakeably authoritarian direction. It failed to improve
its support in the elections of March 1933, though by tagging its candidates
onto the much better supported Social Democratic Party list, it increased its
representation in the Reichstag from 2 seats to 5. With strong reservations,
but unanimously, the party’s deputies, including the later Federal German
President Theodor Heuss, voted for the Enabling Law on 23 March 1933,
cowed by Hitler’s threat of a bloodbath should the vote go against him. In
practice their votes made no difference, as they must have known. The
party’s parliamentary floor leader Otto Nuschke began signing his official
letters with the ‘German freedom greeting’ and urged recognition of the
government’s legitimacy. Meanwhile, civil servants, who had been a major
element in the party, were leaving it en masse to join the Nazis in a bid to
keep their jobs. Ever since the party had been pushed to the fringe in the
elections of 1930 there had been repeated discussions over the question of
whether it was worth going on. The brownshirts unleashed a fresh
campaign of terror on the few remaining deputies, officials and local
councillors who openly declared their allegiance to the party. The



government then stripped its Reichstag deputies of their seats, on the
grounds that they had stood on the Social Democratic list in the March
election and were therefore Social Democrats. After this, the party
leadership finally gave up and declared the State Party formally dissolved
on 28 June 1933.141

The People’s Party, which had moved sharply to the right after the death
of its leading figure for most of the Weimar years, Gustav Stresemann, in
1929, began to shed its liberal wing in 1931 - ‘liberal’ being defined by this
time as support for the Brüning government, yet another measure of how far
the political spectrum had shifted to the right - and agitate for a general
coalition of all nationalist forces, including the Nazis. The more the party
lost electoral support, however, the more it disintegrated into a chaos of
warring factions. With only 7 seats left in the Reichstag after July 1932, the
People’s Party had been pushed far out onto the political fringe. Its leader
by this time, the lawyer Eduard Dingeldey, thought it a good idea to join
forces with the Nationalists in a common electoral list in November 1932.
This drove out the remaining liberals from the party but failed to bring it
any real gains. Alarmed at this sign of further dissolution, Dingeldey
abandoned the pact with the Nationalists for the next election, with the
result that the People’s Party was able to win only 2 seats in March 1933.
This was all that was left of the proud tradition of Germany’s National
Liberal Party, which had dominated the Reichstag in the 1870s and done so
much to soften the harsh contours of Bismarck’s creation with a broad
palette of liberal legislation. While Dingeldey withdrew from politics for
two months as a result of a serious illness, the party’s remaining members,
and in particular civil servants frightened for their jobs, began to leave in
large numbers, while others, led by the deputy leader, urged the party to
dissolve itself and formally merge with the Nazis. When Dingeldey
succeeded in preventing this, the party’s right wing resigned. His efforts to
obtain an audience with Hitler or Goring were rebuffed. Fearing for the
safety of the party’s remaining officials and deputies in the general
atmosphere of intimidation, Dingeldey announced the dissolution of the
People’s Party on 4 July. As a reward, he obtained an audience with Hitler
three days later, and the Nazi Leader’s assurance that former party members
would not suffer any discrimination because of their political past. Needless
to say, this did not prevent the Nazis from enforcing the resignation of
former People’s Party deputies from legislatures all over Germany, nor the



dismissal of civil servants on grounds of opposition to the National Socialist
movement. Dingeldey’s protests at such actions were contemptuously
brushed aside.142

The Nationalist Party under Alfred Hugenberg had hardly been any more
successful than the two liberal parties in electoral terms. It had lost almost
all its votes to the Nazis in the early 1930s. Yet it regarded itself as the main
coalition partner of the Nazis, whom it had always treated with a certain
degree of condescension. Leading Nationalists welcomed the fact that the
Hitler cabinet marked the definitive end of the parliamentary system and the
beginning of a dictatorship. Hugenberg campaigned vigorously in the
elections of 5 March 1933 for an overall majority with the Nazis that would
provide popular legitimacy for this transformation. Yet the leading
Nationalists were uncomfortably aware that this left them extremely
vulnerable. They warned against the ‘socialism’ of the Nazis and pleaded
for a ‘non-party’ government. Certainly, the Nazis were careful to maintain
the illusion of a genuine coalition during the campaign. No Nationalist
newspapers were banned, no Nationalist meetings broken up and no
Nationalist politicians arrested. But the massive repression and violence of
the campaign were wholly exerted in favour of the Nazis. On 5 March the
Nazis got their reward, increasing their representation in the Reichstag from
196 seats to 288. The Nationalists, by contrast, did not manage to improve
their situation significantly, winning 52 seats instead of 51. These seats, and
the 8 per cent of the vote they represented, were enough to push the
coalition over the 50 per cent mark. But the electoral results demonstrated
graphically how unequal the coalition partners were. On the streets, the
paramilitary ‘fighting leagues’ associated with the Nationalists could in no
way compete with the might of the brownshirts and the SS. And the
Nationalists had failed to win the unconditional allegiance of the Steel
Helmets, the one major paramilitary group that seemed to share their
political views.

The March election result changed the relationship between the two
parties fundamentally. With the Communists now out of the legislature, the
Nazis no longer needed the Nationalists to form an overall majority, though
they still fell some way short of possessing the two-thirds needed to alter
the constitution. Hitler and Goring now began to make it brutally clear to
Hugenberg that they were calling the shots. The passage of the Enabling
Act with the support of the Nationalists was made palatable for the more



conservative party members by the preceding formal opening of the
parliament in Potsdam, with its clear reference to the Bismarckian traditions
they were dedicated to renewing. But as soon as the Enabling Act had gone
through, Hitler lost no time in declaring that there could be no question of
restoring what he regarded as the failed institution of the monarchy. It was
at this point, finally, that the Nazis began to apply to the Nationalists the
same pressures under which the other parties had already been suffering
since the middle of February. On 29 March the office of the party’s floor
leader in the Reichstag, Ernst Oberfohren, was searched, and on the
following day his house was raided. The Nazis revealed that documents
found there showed Oberfohren to be the author of anonymous letters
attacking Hugenberg. This was enough to persuade the party leader to drop
his intention of complaining. Oberfohren had also been taking a
suspiciously close interest in the circumstances in which the Reichstag had
burned down, suggesting that he shared the Communist view that the arson
had been organized by the Nazis. Warned by the raid on his home,
Oberfohren immediately resigned his seat. Meanwhile, other senior
Nationalists also began to come under pressure. Gunther Gerecke, Reich
Commissioner for Work Creation, was accused of embezzlement. The head
of the Reich Land League, an organization traditionally close to the
Nationalists, was dismissed for illicitly speculating on the corn market. And
reports began to come in of the dismissal of civil servants who openly
acknowledged their membership of the Nationalist Party.143

The Nationalists had entered the coalition on 30 January feeling that they
were the senior partners in an alliance with an immature and inexperienced
political movement that they would easily be able to control. Two months
later, all this had changed. Amid privately expressed fears of the destructive
consequences of a full-blown Nazi revolution, they now acknowledged
helplessly the impossibility of preventing illegal actions against their own
members by a government in which they were still a formal partner. In this
situation, it seemed wise to them to adapt to the new, post-democratic order.
Hugenberg obtained a restructuring of the party organization that made the
‘Leadership Principle’ fundamental at every level. Following this, the
Nationalists changed their formal designation from the German-Nationalist
People’s Party to the German-Nationalist Front, to make clear their view
that political parties were a thing of the past. But these changes only
deprived Hugenberg of the last vestiges of democratic legitimacy and so left



his position even more exposed than before. One after another, Nazis in
Berlin and in the country at large publicly criticized and pressurized
institutions and organizations which Hugenberg considered to be under his
aegis, amid a whispering campaign that he was slowing down the ‘national
revolution’.

Regional organs of the Nazi Party now began to declare that Hugenberg,
as Prussian Minister of Agriculture, no longer enjoyed the confidence of the
peasantry. There were rumours that he was about to resign from his
Prussian posts. Hugenberg’s response to these attempts to undermine him
was to threaten to quit the cabinet. He believed that by doing so he would
invalidate the Enabling Act, since it applied only to what it called the
‘present government’. Already, however, the constitutional theorist Carl
Schmitt, an influential supporter of the Nazis, had declared that by ‘present
government’ the Act did not mean the particular group of ministers in office
when it was passed, but the ‘completely different kind of government’
which had come into being with the end of the party-political system. Thus
the ‘present government’, and with it the validity of the Enabling Act,
would not be affected by the resignation of this minister or that; its nature
was, rather, determined by its Leader.144 Hugenberg’s threat was an empty
one, another example of the futility of legalistic reasoning in the face of
Nazi pressure. Meanwhile, the threat of Nazi violence against his supporters
became increasingly explicit. On 7 May Ernst Oberfohren, already hounded
out of office by the Nazis, was found dead; in the prevailing atmosphere of
ruthless intimidation by the Nazis, many rightly refused to believe the
official story that he had shot himself. There were reports of arrests of local
Nationalist officials and the banning of some Nationalist meetings. The
Nationalists came under increasing pressure to dissolve their paramilitary
‘fighting groups’. By this time these groups, mostly student and youth
organizations, had increased in strength to 100,000 in the wake of the
‘national uprising’ and so they were strong enough to cause some concern
to the Nazis.

On 30 May 1933 some of the Nationalist leaders met with Hitler to
complain about the growing pressure on them to surrender their autonomy.
They were met with a ‘hysterical outburst of rage’ in which the Nazi leader
shouted that he would let his ‘SA open fire and arrange a bloodbath lasting
three days long ... until there’s nothing left’, if the Nationalist paramilitaries
did not wind themselves up of their own accord. This was enough to shake



the Nationalists’ already weak resolve to resist. In mid-June, therefore,
Hitler personally ordered the dissolution of the Nationalist student and
youth organizations and the confiscation of their assets. Leading
Nationalists associated with these groups, including Herbert von Bismarck,
who was also State Secretary in the Prussian administration, were arrested
and interrogated; faced with alleged evidence of the groups’ infiltration by
supposed Marxist elements, Bismarck confessed he had had no idea how
bad things had become.

By this time, leading Nationalists such as the ultra-right Catholic
historian Martin Spahn had declared that they could not serve two leaders,
and had begun defecting to the Nazis. The daily humiliations that the
Nationalist ‘Leader’ Hugenberg had to suffer in the cabinet were becoming
more and more pronounced. When he publicly demanded, at an
international economic conference, the return of Germany’s African
colonies, without consulting the cabinet beforehand, the government
equally publicly disowned him, embarrassing him before the whole world.
On 23 June his non-Nazi conservative cabinet colleagues Papen, Neurath,
Schwerin von Krosigk and Schacht joined Hitler in condemning his
behaviour. Hugenberg’s planned speech to a Nationalist political meeting on
26 June was banned by the police. Complaining bitterly that he was
constantly blocked in his ministerial duties and publicly attacked by the
Nazi press, he demonstratively tendered his resignation to Hindenburg the
same day.

Hugenberg of course did not really intend to leave the government. But
the aged President failed completely to meet his expectations; instead of
rejecting his letter and intervening with Hitler as he was supposed to,
Hindenburg did nothing. A meeting with Hitler to try and resolve the
situation amicably only provoked Hitler into demanding that the German-
Nationalist Front must be dissolved if Hugenberg’s resignation were to be
rejected. If this did not happen, ‘thousands’ of Nationalist civil servants and
state employees would be dismissed, he said. But the alternative was a false
one; Hitler never had any intention of allowing Hugenberg, the last
remaining independent cabinet member of any political stature, to withdraw
his resignation. As Hitler was triumphantly reporting Hugenberg’s
departure to the cabinet, the other leading figures in the German-Nationalist
Front met Hitler to conclude a ‘Friendship Agreement’ in which they
agreed the party’s ‘self-dissolution’.145 The conditions agreed by the



Nationalists - Hitler’s formal coalition partner - were superficially less
oppressive than those agreed by other parties; but in practice the Nazis
forced any deputies or elected legislators whose views they did not like,
such as Herbert von Bismarck, to resign their seats, and only accepted those
who they could be confident would follow orders without question.
Guarantees that Nationalist civil servants would not suffer because of their
party-political past were not treated as binding by the regime. The
‘Friendship Agreement’ was little more than abject surrender.

With the parties dissolved, the Churches brought to heel, the trade unions
abolished and the army neutralized, there was one major political player
still to be dealt with: the Steel Helmets, the ultra-nationalist paramilitary
veterans’ organization. On 26 April 1933, after lengthy negotiations, Franz
Seldte, the Steel Helmets’ leader, joined the Nazi Party and placed the Steel
Helmets under Hitler’s political leadership with the guarantee that they
would continue to exist as an autonomous organization of war veterans.
Those who opposed this move, such as the joint leader of the organization,
Theodor Duesterberg, were summarily dismissed. A rapid expansion in
numbers to perhaps as many as a million, comprising war veterans drawn
from a variety of recently banned organizations including the Reichsbanner,
diluted the political commitment of the Steel Helmets still further and
opened them up to criticism from the Nazis. As auxiliary police, the Steel
Helmets had lent support to the actions of Nazi stormtroopers during the
previous months without either fully participating on the one hand, or
attempting to restrain them on the other. Their position was rather like that
of the army, for whom they regarded themselves indeed as an armed,
experienced and fully trained reserve. Their leader Franz Seldte was a
member of the cabinet and proved completely incapable of standing up to
the bullying of Hitler and Goring. By May, they had been completely
neutralized as a political force.146

At the end of May, therefore, Hitler took the next step, accusing the Steel
Helmets with some plausibility of being infiltrated by substantial numbers
of ex-Communists and Social Democrats looking for a substitute for their
own, now-banned paramilitary organizations. They were forcibly
incorporated into the SA, while still retaining enough of a vestige of their
previous autonomy to dissuade them from resisting. The presence of the
Steel Helmets’ leader Franz Seldte in the cabinet seemed to most of them to
guarantee their continued influence where it mattered. Their functions as a



reserve army and a veterans’ welfare association carried on. Even as late as
1935, renamed the National Socialist German Front-Fighters’ League, they
still claimed a membership of half a million. The Steel Helmets’ aim of the
destruction of Weimar democracy and the return of an authoritarian,
nationalist regime had self-evidently been achieved: what possible grounds
could they have to object to their incorporation into the ranks of Ernst
Röhm’s brownshirts? The merger caused organizational chaos for a time,
but it effectively deprived the Nationalists of any last, lingering chance of
being able to mobilize opposition on the streets to the rampaging
stormtroopers of the SA.147

The paramilitary groups had thus been shut down as effectively as the
political parties. By the summer of 1933 the creation of a one-party state
was virtually complete. Only Hindenburg remained as a potential obstacle
to the achievement of total power, a senile cypher seemingly without any
remaining will of his own, whose office had been neutralized by the
provisions of the Enabling Act. The army had agreed to stand on the
sidelines. Business had fallen into line. On 28 June 1933 Joseph Goebbels
had already celebrated the destruction of the parties, the trade unions and
the paramilitaries and their replacement by the monopoly of power on the
part of the Nazi Party and its affiliated organizations: ‘The road to the total
state. Our revolution has an uncanny dynamism.’148



BRINGING GERMANY INTO LINE



I

On the morning of 6 May 1933, a group of vans pulled up outside Dr
Magnus Hirschfeld’s Institute for Sexual Science in the smart Tiergarten
district of Berlin. Out of them leapt students from the Berlin School for
Physical Education, members of the National Socialist German Students’
League. They drew up in military formation, then, while some of them took
out their trumpets and tubas and started to play patriotic music, the others
marched into the building. Their intentions were clearly unfriendly.
Hirschfeld’s Institute was well known in Berlin, not only for its
championing of causes such as the legalization of homosexuality and
abortion, and for its popular evening classes in sexual education, but also
for its comprehensive collection of books and manuscripts on sexual topics,
built up by the director since before the turn of the century. By 1933 it
housed between 12,000 and 20,000 books - estimates vary - and an even
larger collection of photographs on sexual subjects.149 The Nazi students
who stormed into the Institute on 6 May 1933 proceeded to pour red ink
over books and manuscripts, played football with framed photographs,
leaving the floor covered in shards of broken glass, and ransacked the
cupboards and drawers, throwing their contents onto the floor. Four days
later, more vans arrived, this time with stormtroopers carrying baskets, into
which they piled as many books and manuscripts as they could and took
them out onto the Opera Square. Here they stacked them up in a gigantic
heap and set light to them. About 10,000 books are said to have been
consumed in the conflagration. As the fire burned on into the evening, the
students carried a bust of the Institute’s director into the Square and threw it
into the flames. Told that the 65-year-old Hirschfeld was abroad recovering
from an illness, the stormtroopers said: ‘Then hopefully he’ll snuff it
without us; then we won’t need to string him up or beat him to death.’150

Wisely, Hirschfeld did not return to Germany. While the Nazi press
reported triumphantly on the ‘Energetic Action against a Poison Shop’ and
announced that ‘German students fumigate the Sexual Science Institute’ run



by ‘the Jew Magnus Hirschfeld’, the venerable sex reformer and champion
of homosexual rights remained in France, where he died suddenly on his
sixty-seventh birthday, on 14 May 1935.151 The destruction of his Institute
was only one part, if the most spectacular, of a far more wide-ranging
assault on what the Nazis portrayed as the Jewish movement to subvert the
German family. Sex and procreation were to be indissolubly linked, at least
for the racially approved. The Nazis moved with the approval of
conservatives and Catholics alike to destroy every branch of Weimar
Germany’s lively and intricately interconnected congeries of pressure-
groups for sexual freedom, the reform of the abortion law, the
decriminalization of homosexuality, the public dispensing of contraceptive
advice and anything else that they thought was contributing to the continued
decline of the German birth rate. Sex reformers like the Freudian Wilhelm
Reich or the long-time campaigner for abortion reform Helene Stocker were
forced into exile, their organizations and clinics closed down or taken over
by the Nazis. The police, meanwhile, raided well-known homosexual
meeting-places they had previously tacitly tolerated, while in Hamburg they
arrested hundreds of female prostitutes in the harbour district, acting,
somewhat bizarrely, on the basis of the Reichstag fire decree ‘for the
protection of people and state’. If nothing else, the raids illustrated how the
decree could be used as legitimation for almost any kind of repressive
action by the authorities. The dubious legality of this action was resolved on
26 May 1933, when the cabinet amended the liberal Law against Sexually
Transmitted Diseases passed in 1927. The amendments not only
recriminalized prostitution, effectively legalized in 1927, but also
reintroduced the legal ban on publicity and education relating to abortion
and abortifacients.152 Within a short space of time, the Nazis had
dismantled the entire sexual reform movement and extended legal
restrictions on sexuality from the existing punitive laws against same-sex
relations to many other kinds of sexual activity that were not directed
towards the goal of increasing the birth rate.

The attack on sexual liberation had already been foreshadowed in the last
years of the Weimar Republic. The years 1929-32 had seen a massive
public controversy on abortion law reform, stirred up by the Communists,
and reflecting the need of many couples to avoid having children in
circumstances of dire poverty and unemployment. Huge demonstrations,
rallies, petitions, films, newspaper campaigns and the like had all drawn



attention to the issues of illegal abortion and ignorance about contraception,
and the police had banned a number of meetings held by sex reformers. On
1 March 1933 a new decree on health insurance had legitimated the closure
of state-funded health advice clinics across the land, enforced during the
following weeks by gangs of brownshirts. Doctors and staff were thrown
out onto the streets; many, particularly if they were Jewish, went into exile.
The Nazis argued that the entire system of social medicine developed by the
Weimar state was geared towards preventing the reproduction of the strong
on the one hand, and shoring up the families of the weak on the other.
Social hygiene was to be swept away; racial hygiene was to be introduced
in its stead.153 That meant, as some eugenicists had been arguing since the
end of the nineteenth century, drastically reducing the burden of the weak
on society by introducing a programme of preventing them from having
children.

These ideas had rapidly gained wider currency among doctors, social
workers and welfare administrators during the Depression. Well before the
end of the Weimar Republic, experts had seized the opportunity afforded by
the financial crisis to argue that the best way to reduce the impossible
burden of welfare on the economy was to prevent the underclass from
reproducing, by subjecting them to forcible sterilization. Before many years
had passed, there would thus be fewer indigent families to support. Before
long, too, the numbers of alcoholics, ‘work-shy’, mentally handicapped,
criminally inclined and physically disabled people in Germany would be
drastically reduced - on the dubious assumption, of course, that all these
conditions were overwhelmingly hereditary in nature - and the welfare state
would be able to direct its dwindling resources on the deserving poor.
Protestant charities, influenced by doctrines of predestination and original
sin, broadly welcomed such ideas; the Catholics, bolstered by a stern
warning from the Pope in a 1930 encyclical that marriage and sexual
intercourse were solely for the purposes of procreation, and that all human
beings were endowed with an immortal soul, were strongly against. The
appeal of a eugenic approach, even for liberal-minded reformers, was
increased by the fact that mental asylums began to fill up rapidly from 1930
as families could no longer afford to care for ill or disabled members, while
at the same time mental asylum budgets were drastically cut by local and
regional authorities. In 1932 the Prussian Health Council met to discuss a
new law allowing voluntary eugenic sterilization. Drafted by the eugenicist



Fritz Lenz, who had been contemplating such policies since well before the
First World War, it placed the power of advice.and application on welfare
and medical officials whose word the poor, the confined and the
handicapped would have been hard put to gainsay.154

This was only part of a much wider crackdown on what the respectable
saw as various forms of social deviance. At the height of the economic
crisis, no fewer than 10 million people were in receipt of some form of
public assistance. As the democratic parties were closed down, municipal
and state legislatures taken over and turned into assemblies of cheer-leaders
for the local Nazi bosses, and newspapers deprived of their ability to
investigate freely matters of social and political concern, welfare agencies,
like the police, were freed from any kind of public scrutiny or control.
Social workers and welfare administrators had already long been prone to
regard claimants as scroungers and layabouts. Now, encouraged by new
senior officials put in place by Nazi local and regional administrations, they
could give free rein to their prejudices. Regulations passed in 1924 had
allowed authorities to make benefits dependent on the recipient agreeing to
work ‘in suitable cases’ on communal job schemes. These had already been
introduced on a limited scale before 1933. Three and a half thousand people
were working on compulsory labour schemes in Duisburg in 1930, and
Bremen had been making such employment a condition of benefit receipt
since the previous year. But in the dire economic situation of the early
1930s only a small proportion of the unemployed were covered - 6,000 out
of 200,000 people on benefit in Hamburg in 1932, for example. From the
early months of 1933 onwards, however, the number rapidly increased.
Such work was not employment in the full sense of the word: it did not
involve health insurance or pension contributions, for example, indeed it
was not even paid: all that those who were engaged in it got was their
welfare support plus, sometimes, pocket-money for travel or a free lunch.155

The work was supposedly voluntary, and the schemes were run by the
private initiative of charitable institutions such as the Church welfare
associations, but the voluntary element became rapidly less visible after
March 1933. The urgent problem of mass unemployment was being tackled
in the first place by coercion. A typical scheme was the ‘Farm Aid’
programme of March 1933, which took up initiatives already launched
under the Weimar Republic to help the rural economy by drafting in young
unemployed people from the towns to work on the land for board and



lodging and nominal pay. Again, this was not employment in the proper
sense of the word, but by August 1933 it had taken 145,000 people off the
unemployment register, 33,000 of them women. Local administrators
responsible for the homeless in Hamburg had been claiming since 1931 that
they were making life unpleasant for the destitute and forcing them to seek
support elsewhere. Such attitudes rapidly became more widespread in 1933.
The number of overnight stays in the Hamburg Police Shelter fell from
403,000 in 1930 to 299,000 in 1933, largely as a result of this policy of
deterrence. Officials began to argue that vagrants and the ‘work-shy’ should
be sent to concentration camps. On 1 June 1933 the Prussian Interior
Ministry issued a decree for the suppression of public begging. Poverty and
destitution, already stigmatized before 1933, were now beginning to be
criminalized as well.156

The police themselves, freed from the constraints of democratic scrutiny,
launched a series of large-scale raids on the clubs and meeting-places of
Berlin’s ring associations, networks of organized crime, in May and June
1933, as part of a campaign against professional criminals. Precincts they
regarded as the haunts of criminal gangs were also centres of support for the
Communists and their supporters. Such a crackdown was only possible after
the Red Front-Fighters’ League had been smashed; it also constituted a
further intimidation of the local population. Since the Nazis regarded crime,
and particularly organized crime, as heavily dominated by Jews, it was not
surprising that the police also raided fifty premises in Berlin’s ‘Barn
District’ (Scheunenviertel) on 9 June 1933, a quarter known not only for its
poverty but also for its high Jewish population. Needless to say, the
association existed almost wholly in the minds of the Nazis themselves.157

The ring associations were ruthlessly smashed, their members taken into
preventive custody without trial, and their clubs and bars closed down.158

In the penal system, where many of these people would eventually end
up, the rapidly growing problem of petty crime had already led to pressure
for harsher, more deterrent policies in the state prisons. Administrators and
penal experts had argued in the last years of the Weimar Republic for the
indefinite imprisonment or security confinement of habitual criminals
whose hereditary degeneracy, it was assumed, rendered them incapable of
improvement. Security confinement was increasingly thought to be the
long-term answer to the burden these offenders supposedly imposed on the
community. According to which criminologist or prison governor was



making the estimate, anything between one in thirteen and one in two of all
state prison inmates fell into this category at the end of the 1920s. Security
confinement was included in the final drafts of the proposed new Criminal
Code under preparation in the second half of the 1920s. Although the draft
Code fell foul of the interminable wrangling of Weimar’s political parties,
these proposals had a wide measure of assent in the penal and judicial
establishments and clearly were not going to go away.159 There was no lack
of specialist opinion that thought that the sterilization of genetically
defective people should be compulsory.160 The Weimar welfare state had
begun to turn to authoritarian solutions to this crisis that contemplated a
serious assault on the bodily rights and integrity of the citizen. These would
soon be taken up by the Third Reich and applied with a draconian severity
that few under Weimar had even dreamed of. More immediately, state
financial cutbacks were in any case forcing penal and welfare
administrators to make ever harsher distinctions between the deserving and
the undeserving, as conditions in state institutions of one kind and another
worsened to the point where it was becoming increasingly difficult to keep
everybody in them healthy and alive.161



II

The crackdown did not just affect the politically suspect, the deviant and the
marginal. It affected every part of German society. Driving the whole
process forward was the massive outburst of violence unleashed by the
stormtroopers, the SS and the police in the first half of 1933. Reports
continually appeared in the press, in suitably bowdlerized form, of brutal
beatings, torture and ritual humiliation of prisoners from all walks of life
and all shades of political opinion apart from the Nazis. Far from being
directed against particular, widely unpopular minorities, the terror was
comprehensive in scope, affecting anyone who expressed dissent in public,
from whatever direction, against deviants, vagrants, nonconformists of
every kind.162 The widespread intimidation of the population provided the
essential precondition for a process that was in train all over Germany in the
period from February to July 1933: the process, as the Nazis called it, of
‘co-ordination’, or to use the more evocative German term,
Gleichschaltung, a metaphor drawn from the world of electricity, meaning
that all the switches were being put onto the same circuit, as it were, so that
they could all be activated by throwing a single master switch at the centre.
Almost every aspect of political, social and associational life was affected,
at every level from the nation to the village.

The Nazi takeover of the federated states provided a key component in
this process. Just as important was the ‘co-ordination’ of the civil service,
whose implementation from February 1933 onwards had put such powerful
pressure on the Centre Party to knuckle under. Within a couple of weeks of
Hitler’s appointment, new State Secretaries - the top civil service post - had
been appointed in a number of ministries, including Hans-Heinrich
Lammers at the Reich Chancellery. In Prussia, adding to the effects of the
previous purge carried out by Papen after July 1932, Hermann Goring
replaced twelve Police Presidents by mid-February. From March onwards,
the violence of the stormtroopers was rapidly forcing politically
unacceptable city officials and local mayors out of office - 500 leading



municipal civil servants and seventy Lord Mayors by the end of May. Laws
eliminating the autonomy of the federated states and providing for each one
to be run by a Reich Commissioner appointed in Berlin - all except one
were Nazi Party Regional Leaders - meant that there were few obstacles left
after the first week of April to the ‘co-ordination’, or, in other words,
Nazification of the civil service at every level. At the same time as the state
governments were being overthrown, local Nazis, backed by squads of
armed stormtroopers and SS men, were occupying town halls, terrorizing
mayors and councils into resigning, and replacing them with their own
nominees. Health insurance offices, employment centres, village councils,
hospitals, law courts and all other state and public institutions were treated
in the same way. Officials were forced to resign their posts or to join the
Nazi Party, and were beaten up and dragged off to prison if they refused.163

This massive purge was given legal form by the promulgation on 7 April
of one of the new regime’s most fundamental decrees, the so-called Law for
the Restoration of a Professional Civil Service. Its title appealed to the
corporate spirit of conservative civil servants and contained more than an
implied criticism of the attempts of Weimar governments, especially in
Prussia, to bring committed democrats in from outside the civil service to
serve in senior posts. The first aim of the new decree was to regularize and
impose centralized order on the widespread forcible ejection of civil
servants and officials from their offices by local and regional brownshirt
and Party actions. The law provided for the dismissal of untrained officials
appointed after 9 November 1918, of ‘non-Aryan’ civil servants (defined on
11 April as having one or more ‘non-Aryan’, in other words, Jewish
grandparent, and on 30 June as including any civil servant married to a non-
Aryan), and of anyone whose previous political activity did not guarantee
political reliability, or acting in the interests of the nationalist state, as the
law put it. Only those with war service in 1914-18 were exempt.164

Justifying the Law on 25 April 1933, Hermann Goring criticized ‘time-
servers’ in the civil service:

It had repelled and disgusted him to see how in his Ministry, whose body
of civil servants notoriously consisted of up to 60 per cent of Severing-
adherents, swastika badges were already sprouting from the earth like
mushrooms after a few days, and how already after four days the



clicking of heels and the raising high of hands were already a general
sight on the corridors.165

Many civil servants did indeed rush to preserve their jobs by becoming
members of the Nazi Party, joining the army of those who quickly became
known mockingly as the ‘March Fallen’, after the democrats who lost their
lives in the March disturbances of the 1848 Revolution. Between 30
January and 1 May 1933, 1.6 million people joined the Nazi Party, dwarfing
the existing Party membership, a Gadarene rush that illustrated as few other
things did the degree of the opportunism and sauve qui peut that were
gripping the German population. Up to 80 per cent of Party members in
Catholic areas such as Koblenz-Trier and Cologne-Aachen in the summer
of 1933 had only joined within the previous few months. Indeed, Hitler
became worried that this massive influx was changing the character of the
Party by making it too bourgeois. But within the short term, at least, it
meant the allegiance of the overwhelming majority of civil servants to the
new regime.166 In fact, about 12.5 per cent of senior civil servants in
Prussia and around 4.5 per cent elsewhere were dismissed as a result of the
law. Further clauses allowed the demotion of civil servants or their
compulsory retirement in the interests of administrative simplification; the
numbers affected here were roughly similar. Altogether the Law affected
between 1 and 2 per cent of the entire professional civil service. The
dismissals and demotions had the incidental, and far from unintended effect,
of reducing government expenditure as well as imposing racial and political
conformity. Meanwhile, on 17 July 1933 Goring issued a decree reserving
the right to appoint senior civil servants, university professors and judicial
officials in Prussia to himself.167

Particularly important within the vast and diverse world of state
employees were the judiciary and the prosecution service. There was a
distinct threat that Nazi violence, intimidation and murder would run foul of
the law. A large number of prosecutions, indeed, were begun by lawyers
who did not share the new regime’s politically instrumental view of justice.
But it was already clear that the majority of judges and lawyers were not
going to make any trouble. Out of around 45,000 judges, state prosecutors
and judicial officials in Prussia in 1933, only some 300 were dismissed or
transferred to other duties on political grounds, despite the fact that very
few state lawyers belonged to the Nazi Party at the time of Hitler’s



appointment as Reich Chancellor on 30 January. Adding on Jewish lawyers
and judges dismissed (whatever their political position) on grounds of race
made a total of 586. A similarly tiny proportion of the legal profession was
dismissed in other German states. No serious objections were raised from
the legal profession to these actions. Collective protest became in any case
well-nigh impossible when the professional associations of judges, lawyers
and notaries were forcibly merged with the League of National Socialist
Lawyers into the Front of German Law, headed by Hans Frank, who was
appointed Reich Commissioner for the ‘Co-ordination of the Judicial
System in the States and for the Renewal of the Legal Order’ on 22 April.
The reservations of the German Judges’ League had already been disposed
of, as Hitler mentioned the ‘irremovability of judges’ in a speech on 23
March, and promises were made by the Justice Ministry to improve judges’
pay and prestige. Soon, lawyers were falling over themselves to join the
Nazi Party, as the state Justice Ministers began to make it clear that
promotion and career prospects would be harmed if they did not.168

Between this point and early 1934, 2,250 prosecutions against SA members
and 420 against SS men were suspended or abandoned, not least under
pressure from local stormtrooper bands themselves.169

These measures were part of a massive and wide-ranging purge of
German social institutions in the spring and early summer of 1933.
Economic pressure-groups and associations of all kinds were quickly
brought into line. Despite the fact that agriculture was nominally in the
hands of Hitler’s coalition partner Alfred Hugenberg, it was the leader of
the Nazi Party’s farmers’ organization, Walther Darré, who made the
running here, forcing a merger of agricultural interest groups into a single
Nazi organization well before Hugenberg was eventually obliged to resign
his post in the cabinet. Many groups and institutions reacted by trying to
pre-empt such forcible co-ordination. In the business sector, employers’
associations and pressure-groups such as the Reich Association of German
Industry incorporated Nazis onto their boards, declared their loyalty to the
regime, and merged with other industrial pressure-groups to form the
unitary Reich Corporation of German Industry. By making such a move
unprompted, the industrialists sought to ensure that they could ward off the
most intrusive attentions of the new regime. At one point, the Nazi
functionary Otto Wagener had forcibly occupied the headquarters of the
Reich Association of German Industry, with the clear intention of closing it



down. Following the voluntary co-ordination of the Association by itself, he
was displaced as Hitler’s Commissioner for Economic Questions by
Wilhelm Keppler, a long-term intermediary between the Nazis and big
business who, unlike Wagener, was trusted by both sides.

On 1 June 1933 business took another step to try and secure its position.
Leading businessmen and corporations founded the Adolf Hitler Donation
of the German Economy. This was supposed to bring an end to the frequent,
sometimes intimidatory extortions exacted from businesses by local SA and
Party groups by instituting a regular and proportional system of payments
by industrialists to Nazi Party funds. It steered 30 million Reichsmarks into
the Party’s coffers in the following twelve months. But it failed to secure its
primary objective, for its foundation did nothing all the same to prevent
lesser Party and SA bosses from continuing to extort smaller sums from
businesses at a local level. However, big business was not too worried.
Hitler had gone out of his way to reassure its representatives on 23 March
that he was not going to interfere with their property and their profits, or
indulge in any of the eccentric currency experiments with which the Party
had toyed under the influence of Gottfried Feder in the early 1920s.170 With
the trade unions smashed, socialism off the agenda in any form, and new
arms and munitions contracts already looming over the horizon, big
business could feel satisfied that the concessions it had made to the new
regime had largely been worth it.

Voluntary co-ordination was an option open to a whole variety of
associations and institutions provided they could get their act together
quickly enough. As often as not, however, organizations that had been
living a relatively secure and undisturbed existence for decades were
confused, divided and overtaken by events. A characteristic example was
the Federation of German Women’s Associations, the umbrella organization
of the moderate German feminists and the German equivalent of the
National Councils of Women familiar for many years in other countries.
Founded nearly forty years previously, it was a vast and elaborate
confederation of many kinds of women’s societies, including professional
associations like that of the women teachers. Overwhelmingly middle-class
in composition, the Federation was deeply divided by the rise of the Nazis,
a party for which most of its members were probably voting by 1932. Some
senior figures wanted to fight the ‘masculinity drunk with victory’ that they
saw triumphing in the Nazi movement, while others insisted on maintaining



the Federation’s traditional party-political neutrality. As discussions
dragged on, the Nazis resolved the issue for them.

On 27 April 1933 the Baden provincial chapter of the Federation was
sent a curt note by the leader of the Nazi women’s organization in the
province, Gertrud Scholtz-Klink, informing it that it was dissolved. The
central leadership of the Federation wrote to the Reich Interior Minister
asking in some puzzlement what the legal grounds were for such a
peremptory act, and assuring him that the Baden chapter was far from being
a danger to public safety. The national leader of the Nazi Women’s Front,
Lydia Gottschewski, declared somewhat airily that the Baden chapter had
been dissolved on the basis of the law of the revolution, and enclosed a
form for signature by the Federation’s President, in which she was invited
to submit the Federation unconditionally to the direction of Adolf Hitler, to
expel all its Jewish members, to elect Nazi women to top positions and to
join the Nazi Women’s Front by 16 May. In vain the Federation pointed out
to Gottschewski that it supported the ‘national revolution’, welcomed the
eugenic measures being proposed by the regime and wanted to play its part
in the Third Reich. On 15 May, faced with the fact that many of its member
associations had already been co-ordinated into one Nazi institution or
another, it voted formally to dissolve itself altogether, since its constitution
made it impossible for it to belong to another organization.171



III

The Nazi ‘co-ordination’ of German society did not stop at political parties,
state institutions, local and regional authorities, professions, arid economic
pressure-groups. Just how far it went is perhaps best illustrated by returning
to the example of the small north German town of Northeim, long
dominated by a coalition of liberals and conservatives with a strong Social
Democratic movement and a much smaller branch of the Communist Party
in opposition. The local Nazis had already managed to manipulate the
municipal elections held on 12 March by running as the ‘National Unity
List’ and freezing the other parties out. The Nazi leader in the town, Ernst
Girmann, promised the end of Social Democratic corruption, and the end of
parliamentarism. Despite all this, the Social Democrats held their own in
the local and regional elections, and the Nazis, though they took over the
town council, failed to do better than they had in July 1932. The new
council met in public, with uniformed brownshirts lining the walls, SS men
assisting the police, and chants of ‘Hail Hitler!’ punctuating the
proceedings, in a local version of the intimidation that accompanied the
passage of the Enabling Act through the Reichstag. The four Social
Democratic councillors were refused permission to sit on any of the
committees and not allowed to speak. As they walked out of the meeting,
stormtroopers lined up to spit on them as they passed. Two of them resigned
shortly afterwards, the other two went in June.

After the last Social Democrat had resigned, Northeim’s town council
was used purely for announcing measures taken by Girmann; there was no
discussion, and the members listened in absolute silence. By this time, some
45 council employees, mostly Social Democrats, had been dismissed from
the gas works, the brewery, the swimming pool, the health insurance office
and other local institutions under the civil service law of 7 April 1933.
Including accountants and administrators, they made up about a quarter of
the council’s employees. Easing out the town’s mayor, a conservative who
had held the office since 1903, proved more difficult, since he resisted all



attempts to persuade him to go, and stood up to a considerable degree of
harassment. In the end, when he went on vacation, the Nazified town
council passed a vote of no confidence in him and declared the local Nazi
leader Ernst Girmann mayor instead.

By this time, the leading local Communists in Northeim had been
arrested, together with a number of Social Democrats, and the main
regional newspaper read in the town had started to run stories not only on
the concentration camp at Dachau but also on one much closer to Northeim,
at Moringen, which had over 300 prisoners by the end of April, many of
them from other political groupings besides the main body of inmates, the
Communists. At least two dozen of the SS camp guards were local men
from around Northeim, and many prisoners were released after a short
period in the camp, so that what went on there must have been well known
to the townspeople. The local town newspaper, formely liberal in its
allegiance, now frequently reported the arrest and imprisonment of citizens
for trivial offences such as spreading rumours and making abusive
statements about National Socialism. People knew that more serious
opposition would meet with more serious repression. Opponents of the
regime were dealt with in other ways, too; active Social Democrats were
dismissed from their jobs, subjected to house searches, or beaten up if they
refused to give the Hitler salute. Pressure was put on their landlords to evict
them from their homes. The brownshirts subjected the local Social
Democratic party leader’s shop to a boycott. Constant petty harassment was
henceforth his lot, and that of other former prominent figures in the local
labour movement, even if they abstained from all political activity.

Such were the implicit and sometimes explicit threats that lay behind the
process of ‘co-ordination’ in a small town like Northeim, and in thousands
of other small towns, villages and cities. The process began in March and
rapidly gathered pace during April and May 1933. Like virtually all small
towns, Northeim had a rich associational life, much of it more or less
unpolitical, some of it not. The local Nazi Party brought all this under
control by one means or another. Some clubs and societies were closed
down or merged, others taken over. The railway workers in Northeim, an
important centre in the national rail network, had already been pressurized
by Nazis in senior positions in the local railway yards to enrol in the Nazi
factory cell organization even before Hitler became Chancellor, but the
Nazis made less progress in dealing with other workers until 4 May, when



brownshirts took over the trade union offices and abolished the unions
altogether. By this time, Girmann was insisting that every club and
association had to have a majority of Nazis or Steel Helmets on its
executive committee. Professional associations were merged into the newly
founded National Socialist Physicians’ League, the National Socialist
Teachers’ League and similar bodies, which all those concerned knew they
had to join if they were to keep their jobs. The popular and well-funded
local consumer co-operative was put under Nazi control but was too
important to the local economy to close down, despite the fact that the
Nazis had previously attacked it as a ‘red’ institution that undermined
independent local businesses. Clubs for the war disabled were merged into
the National Socialist War Victims’ Association, the Boy Scouts and the
Young German Order into the Hitler Youth.

The inexorable pressure for Nazification of voluntary associations in the
town met with a variety of responses. The Northeim singing clubs mostly
dissolved themselves, though the workers’ choir attempted to adjust
beforehand by cutting its links with the German Workers’ Singing League.
The upper-class singing club (‘Song Stave’) survived by altering its
executive committee and consulting the local Nazi Party before changing its
membership. The shooting societies, an important part of local life in many
parts of Germany, elected Girmann as Chief Captain and were told by him
that they had to promote the military spirit rather than existing just for
recreational purposes as they had done so far. They survived by flying the
swastika, singing the Horst Wessel Song, and opening up some of their
shooting competitions to the general public to counter Girmann’s charge of
social exclusivity. All the local sports clubs, from the swimming association
to the football club and the gymnastic societies, were forced to join in a
single Northeim Sports Club under Nazi leadership, amid considerable
recrimination. Some local social leaders took pre-emptive action to stop the
Nazis confiscating their funds. The ‘Beautification Club’, a well-off
association dedicated to improving the town’s parks and woods, put all its
funds into building a hunting lodge just beyond the town boundary before
dissolving itself. And several of the local guilds, informed that they had to
elect new committees by 2 May, arranged huge drinking sessions and lavish
banquets in order to use up the funds which, they were convinced, would
soon fall into the hands of the Nazis.172



This process of ‘co-ordination’ took place in the spring and summer of
1933 at every level, in every city, town and village throughout Germany.
What social life remained was at the local inn, or took place in the privacy
of people’s homes. Individuals had become isolated except when they
gathered in one Nazi organization or another. Society had been reduced to
an anonymous and undifferentiated mass and then reconstituted in a new
form in which everything was done in the name of Nazism. Open dissent
and resistance had become impossible; even discussing or planning it was
no longer practicable except in secret. Of course, in practice, such a
situation remained an aim rather than a reality. The process of co-ordination
was less than perfectly carried out, and a formal adherence to the new order
through, for example, attaching the name ‘National Socialist’ to a club, a
society or a professional organization, by no means implied a genuine
ideological commitment on the part of those involved. Nevertheless, the
scale and scope of the co-ordination of German society were breathtaking.
And their purpose was not simply to eliminate any space in which
opposition could develop. By bringing Germany into line, the new regime
wanted to make it amenable to indoctrination and re-education according to
the principles of National Socialism.

Reflecting on this process a few years later, the lawyer Raimund Pretzel
asked himself what had happened to the 56 per cent of Germans who had
voted against the Nazis in the elections of 5 March 1933. How was it, he
wondered, that this majority had caved in so rapidly? Why had virtually
every social, political and economic institution in Germany fallen into the
hands of the Nazis with such apparent ease? ‘The simplest, and, if you
looked deeper, nearly always the most basic reason’, he concluded, ‘was
fear. Join the thugs to avoid being beaten up. Less clear was a kind of
exhilaration, the intoxication of unity, the magnetism of the masses.’ Many,
he also thought, had felt betrayed by the weakness of their political leaders,
from Braun and Severing to Hugenberg and Hindenburg, and they joined
the Nazis in a perverse act of revenge. Some were impressed by the fact that
everything the Nazis had predicted seemed to be coming true. ‘There was
also (particularly among intellectuals) the belief that they could change the
face of the Nazi Party by becoming a member, even now shift its direction.
Then of course many jumped on the bandwagon, wanted to be part of a
perceived success.’ In the circumstances of the Depression, when times
were hard and jobs were scarce, people clung to the mechanical routine of



daily life as the only form of security: not to have gone along with the Nazis
would have meant risking one’s livelihood and prospects, to have resisted
could mean risking one’s life.173
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HITLER’S CULTURAL REVOLUTION



DISCORDANT NOTES



I

On 7 March 1933, two days after the Reichstag election, a gang of sixty
brownshirts broke into a rehearsal of Verdi’s opera Rigoletto at the Dresden
State Opera led by the famous conductor Fritz Busch. They shouted and
heckled the conductor and disrupted the proceedings until he was forced to
stop. This was not the first time that such an incident had occurred. On a
previous occasion, a large contingent of stormtroopers had bought up
almost all the tickets for one of his concerts, and, as he had mounted the
rostrum, they had greeted him with raucous chants of ‘Down with Busch!’
until he had been forced to withdraw. But it was the incident at the rehearsal
that prompted the newly Nazified government of Saxony to dismiss him
from his post. His musical reputation was considerable, but as far as the
administrators in Dresden were concerned, he was a nuisance. Busch was
not Jewish, nor was he particularly identified with modernism, atonality or
any of the other things the Nazis abhorred in the music of the early
twentieth century. Nor was he a Social Democrat, indeed, politically he was
on the right. Busch had got into bad odour with the Nazis in Saxony
because he had strenuously objected to their plans to cut the state cultural
budget as part of economy measures during the Depression. On coming to
power in Dresden, they accused him of employing too many Jewish singers,
of spending too much time away from Dresden, and of demanding too
much pay.1 Busch left for Argentina and never returned, becoming an
Argentinian citizen in 1936.2

The disruption of Busch’s concert and rehearsal gave regional state
commissioners the pretext for banning concerts and operas on the grounds
that they might give rise to public disorder. The disorder was fomented, of
course, by the Nazis themselves, a neat illustration of the dialectic that
drove the seizure of power onward from both above and below. Music was
a particularly important target for co-ordination. For centuries the Central
European classical and Romantic composers had delivered to the world the
backbone of the musical repertory. Great orchestras like the Berlin



Philharmonic possessed a worldwide reputation. The Wagner music dramas
played at Bayreuth held a unique place in world musical culture. Every city
precinct, every small town or larger village had its musical clubs, its choirs,
its tradition of amateur music-making that was central not just to middle-
class life but also to the cultural practice of the working classes as well. The
Nazis had not been the only party on the right to feel that this great tradition
was being undermined by the musical modernism of the Weimar Republic,
which they attributed in their usual crude way to ‘Jewish subversion’. Now
was their chance to put the situation to rights.

On 16 March, when the principal conductor of the Leipzig Gewandhaus
orchestra, Bruno Walter, who was Jewish but, like Busch, in no way a
proponent of modernist music, arrived for a rehearsal, he found the doors
locked by the Reich Commissioner for Saxony, on the grounds that the
safety of the musicians could not be guaranteed. Due to give a concert four
days later in Berlin, Walter applied for police protection, but this was turned
down on the orders of Goebbels, who made it clear that the concert could
only go ahead under the baton of a non-Jewish conductor. After the Berlin
Philharmonic’s principal conductor, Wilhelm Furtwängler, had refused to
conduct in his stead, the composer Richard Strauss agreed to take the
rostrum, amidst a blare of triumphant celebrations in the Nazi press. Shortly
afterwards, Walter resigned his post in Leipzig and emigrated to Austria.
Attempts in the Nazi press to demonstrate that he had Communist
sympathies were unlikely to have disguised from many the true reasons for
the campaign against him, which were exclusively racial.3

Among Germany’s leading conductors, Otto Klemperer was the one who
most nearly fitted the Nazi caricature of a Jewish musician. A cousin of the
literature professor and diarist Victor Klemperer, he was not only Jewish
but had also, as director of the avant-garde Kroll Opera House from 1927 to
1930 (in whose building, ironically, the Reichstag convened after the fire of
27-28 February 1933), pioneered radical productions, and made a name for
himself as a champion of modernist composers such as Stravinsky. On 12
February Klemperer conducted a controversial production of Wagner’s
opera Tannhäuser in Berlin, which was condemned by the Nazi music press
as a ‘bastardization of Wagner’ and an affront to the composer’s memory.
By the beginning of March the furore had forced the withdrawal of the
production; soon, Klemperer’s concerts were being cancelled on the usual
specious grounds that public safety could not be guaranteed if he appeared



on the rostrum. Klemperer attempted to save himself by insisting that ‘he
was in complete agreement with the course of events in Germany’, but he
soon realized the inevitable. On 4 April he, too, left the country.4 Shortly
afterwards, the Reich Law for the Restoration of a Professional Civil
Service led to the dismissal not only of Jewish conductors such as Jascha
Horenstein in Düsseldorf, but also of singers, and opera and orchestra
administrators. Jewish professors in state music academies (most notably,
the composers Arnold Schoenberg and Franz Schreker, both teachers at the
Prussian Academy of Arts in Berlin) were also dismissed. Music critics and
musicologists were sacked from their official posts and ousted from the
German press; the best known was Alfred Einstein, probably the most
distinguished music critic of his time.5

Jewish musicians now had their contracts cancelled all over the land. On
6 April 1933, for example, the Hamburg Philharmonic Society announced:
‘The choice of soloists, which had to be made in December last year, will of
course be amended so that no Jewish artistes are participating. Frau Sabine
Kalter and Herr Rudolf Serkin will be replaced by artistes who are racially
German.’6 In June 1933 Jewish concert agents were banned from working.
Musical associations of all kinds, right down to male voice choirs in
working-class mining villages and music appreciation societies in the quiet
suburbs of the great cities, were taken over by the Nazis and purged of their
Jewish members. Such measures were accompanied by a barrage of
propaganda in the musical press, attacking composers such as Mahler and
Mendelssohn for being supposedly ‘un-German’ and boasting of the
restoration of a true German musical culture. More immediately, the regime
focused on expunging obviously avant-garde composers and their works
from the repertoire. Demonstrations forced the withdrawal of Kurt Weill’s
The Silver Sea in Hamburg on 22 February, and his music, long associated
with the plays of the Communist writer Bertolt Brecht, was shortly
thereafter banned altogether. That Weill was Jewish only made him a more
obvious target as far as the Nazis were concerned. He, too, emigrated, along
with other left-wing composers such as Hanns Eisler, another of Brecht’s
musical collaborators and also a pupil of the atonal composer Arnold
Schoenberg.7

A Jewish musician who managed to stay on was an extreme rarity. One
such was the conductor Leo Blech, a popular and pivotal figure in the
Berlin State Opera, whose performance of Wagner’s Twilight of the Gods



received a standing ovation in June 1933; Heinz Tietjen, the Intendant of
the Opera, managed to persuade Goring to keep him on until he left for
Sweden in 1938. Other prominent Jewish musicians like the violinist Fritz
Kreisler and the pianist Artur Schnabel, who had both lived in Germany for
many years, found it relatively easy to leave because they were not German
citizens and in any case were famous enough to make a living anywhere in
the world. The opera diva Lotte Lehmann, a sharp critic of Goring’s
interference in the business of the Berlin State Opera, was by contrast a
non-Jewish German citizen, but she was married to a Jew, and she left for
New York in protest against the regime’s policies. Others, humble orchestra
players, teachers, administrators and the like, had no such option available
to them.8



II

The policy of co-ordination that was affecting musical life as it was almost
every other area of German society and culture was not just designed to
eliminate alternatives to Nazism and impose surveillance and control on
every aspect of German society. At the same time as the stormtroopers were
pulverizing Nazism’s opponents, Hitler and Goebbels were putting in place
the means by which passive supporters would be won over to become
active participants in the ‘National Socialist revolution’, and waverers and
the sceptical would be brought round to a more co-operative frame of mind.
The new government, declared Goebbels at a press conference on 15 March
1933,

will not be satisfied for long with the knowledge that it has 52 per cent
behind it while terrorising the other 48 per cent but will, by contrast, see
its next task as winning over that other 48 per cent for itself ... It is not
enough to reconcile people more or less to our regime, to move them
towards a position of neutrality towards us, we want rather to work on
people until they have become addicted to us ...9

Goebbels’s statement was as interesting for its admission that nearly half
the population was being terrorized as it was for its declared ambition of
winning the hearts and minds of those people who had not voted for the
coalition in the election of 5 March. There would be a ‘spiritual
mobilization’ comparable to the massive military mobilization of 1914.
And in order to bring this mobilization about, Hitler’s government put into
effect its most original institutional creation, the Reich Ministry for Popular
Enlightenment and Propaganda, established by a special decree on 13
March. The post of Minister, with a seat in the cabinet, was given to Joseph
Goebbels. His unscrupulous and inventive propaganda campaigns in Berlin,
where he was Regional Leader of the Nazi Party, had won the admiration of



Hitler, above all during the election campaign that had culminated in the
coalition’s victory on 5 March.10

The new Ministry was set up in the teeth of opposition from cabinet
conservatives like Alfred Hugenberg, who distrusted Goebbels’s ‘socialist’
radicalism.11 The new Minister’s propaganda campaigns over the previous
few years had lacked nothing in invective against ‘reactionaries’ and
Nationalists such as himself. Moreover, ‘propaganda’, as Goebbels himself
admitted, was a ‘much-maligned’ word that ‘always has a bitter after-taste’.
It was often employed as a term of abuse. Using the word in the title of the
new Ministry was; therefore, a bold step. Goebbels justified it by defining
propaganda as the art, not of lying or distorting, but of listening to ‘the soul
of the people’ and ‘speaking to a person a language that this person
understands’.12 It was not necessarily clear, however, what areas of
competence would be covered by ‘popular enlightenment and propaganda’.
Originally, when the creation of such a ministry had first been discussed
early in 1932, Hitler had intended it to cover education and culture, but by
the time it came into being, education had been reserved, more traditionally,
for a separate ministry, held by Bernhard Rust since 30 January 1933.13

Nevertheless, the primary purpose of Goebbels’s new Ministry, as Hitler
declared on 23 March 1933, was to centralize control of all aspects of
cultural and intellectual life. ‘The government’, he declared, ‘will embark
upon a systematic campaign to restore the nation’s moral and material
health. The whole educational system, theatre, film, literature, the press,
and broadcasting- all these will be used as a means to this end. They will be
harnessed to help preserve the eternal values which are part of the integral
nature of our people.’14

What those values were, of course, would be defined by the regime. The
Nazis acted on the premise that they, and they alone, through Hitler, had an
inner knowledge and understanding of the German soul. The millions of
Germans who had refused to support the Nazi Party - a majority, as we have
seen, even in the semi-democratic elections of 5 March 1933 - had been
seduced, they believed, by ‘Jewish’ Bolshevism and Marxism, the ‘Jewish‘-
dominated press and media, the ‘Jewish’ art and entertainment of Weimar
culture, and other similar, un-German forces which had alienated them from
their inner German soul. The Ministry’s task was thus to return the German
people to its true nature. The people, declared Goebbels, had to start ‘to



think as one, to react as one, and to place itself in the service of the
government with all its heart’.15 The end justified the means, a principle
that Goebbels was far from being the only Nazi leader to espouse:

We are not setting up here a Propaganda Ministry that somehow stands
on its own and represents an end in itself, but this Propaganda Ministry
is a means to an end. If now the end is attained by this means, then the
means is good ... The new Ministry has no other aim than placing the
nation unamimously behind the idea of the national revolution. If the
aim is achieved, then one may condemn my methods out of hand; that
would be a matter of complete indifference since by its labours the
Ministry would by then have achieved its aims.16

These methods, Goebbels went on, had to be the most modern ones
available. ‘Technology must not be allowed to run ahead of the Reich: the
Reich must keep up with technology. Only the latest thing is good
enough.’17

In order to fulfil these ambitions, Goebbels staffed his Ministry with
young, highly educated Nazis who did not have to contend with the
entrenched civil service conservatism that held sway in so many top-level
organs of the state. The great majority were pre-1933 members of the Party;
almost 100 of the Ministry’s 350 officials wore the Party’s golden badge of
honour. Their average age was scarcely over 30. Many of them held the
same, or similar positions in the Party Propaganda office, also run by
Goebbels. By 22 March they were ensconced in a grandiose headquarters,
the Leopold Palace on the Wilhelmsplatz. Built in 1737, it . had been
refurbished by the famous Prussian state architect Karl Friedrich Schinkel
early in the nineteenth century. The elaborate stucco and plasterwork
decorations were not modern enough for Goebbels’s taste, however, and he
requested that they be removed. Getting permission to do this proved too
time-consuming for the new Minister, so he took a short cut, as he wrote in
his diary on 13 March 1933:

Since everyone is placing obstacles in the way of the reconstruction and
the furnishing even of my own room, without more ado I take some
construction workers from the SA and during the night I get them to
smash down the plasterwork and wooden facia work, and files that have



been vegetating about on the shelves since the year dot are thrown down
the stairs with a thunderous noise. Only murky dustclouds are left as
witnesses to vanished bureaucratic pomp.

Soon after moving in, the Ministry established separate departments for
propaganda, radio, the press, film, theatre, and ‘popular enlightenment’ and
secured a blanket authority from Hitler, issued on 30 June 1933, declaring it
responsible not only for all these spheres of activity but also for the general
public relations representation of the regime as a whole, including to the
foreign press. This gave Goebbels the power to override the objections of
other departments of state which considered that the Propaganda Ministry
was infringing on their own sphere of interest. This was a power that
Goebbels was to need on more than one occasion in the coming months and
years as he undertook what he grandly called the ‘spiritual mobilization of
the nation’.18

The most immediate aim of Nazi cultural politics was to dispose of the
‘cultural Bolshevism’ which various organs and representatives of the Nazi
Party had declared was infesting the artistic, musical and literary world of
the Weimar Republic. The way the Nazi authorities did this provided yet
more examples, if any were needed, of the sheer breadth and depth of the
process of co-ordination taking place in Germany as the fundamental basis
of social, intellectual and cultural conformity on which the Third Reich was
going to be created. As in other spheres of life, the process of co-ordination
in the cultural sphere involved a general purging of Jews from cultural
institutions, and a rapidly escalating offensive against Communists, Social
Democrats, leftists, liberals, and anyone of an independent cast of mind.
The removal of Jews from cultural life was a particular priority, since the
Nazis asserted that they had been responsible for undermining German
cultural values through such modernist inventions as atonal music and
abstract painting. In practice, of course, these equations did not even
remotely correspond to the truth. Modernist German culture was not
sustained by the Jews, many of whom in practice were as culturally
conservative as other middle-class Germans. But in the brutal power-
politics of the first half of 1933, this hardly mattered. For the new Nazi
government, backed by the Nationalists, ‘cultural Bolshevism’ was one of
the most dangerous creations of Weimar Germany, and one of the most
prominent. As Hitler had written in My Struggle, ‘artistic Bolshevism is the



only possible cultural form and spiritual expression of Bolshevism as a
whole’. Chief amongst these cultural expressions were Cubism and
Dadaism, which Hitler equated among other things with abstraction. The
sooner these horrors were replaced by a truly German culture, the better.
The Nazi revolution was not just about eliminating opposition, therefore; it
was also about transforming German culture.19



III

Purges and departures such as those that could be observed in the German
musical scene in the early weeks of the Nazi seizure of power did not go
without comment. On 1 April 1933 a group of musicians based in the
United States cabled Hitler personally in protest. The Nazi regime
responded in characteristic style. German state radio promptly banned the
broadcasting of compositions, concerts and recordings involving the
signatories, who included the conductors Serge Koussevitsky, Fritz Reiner
and Arturo Toscanini.20 The most notable domestic critic of the purge was
Wilhelm Furtwängler. In many respects, Furtwängler was a conservative.
He thought, for instance, that Jews should not be given responsibilities in
the cultural sphere, that most Jewish musicians lacked a genuine inner
affinity with German music, and that Jewish journalists should be removed
from their posts. No non-German, he once wrote, had ever written a
genuine symphony. He distrusted democracy and what he called ‘Jewish-
Bolshevist success’ under the Weimar Republic.21 He had no principled
objections to the coming to power of the Nazis, therefore, nor did he feel in
any way threatened by it. His international fame was enormous. He had
been conductor of the Vienna Philharmonic in the 1920S and had enjoyed
two successful spells as guest conductor of the New York Philharmonic. His
personal charisma was so overwhelming that he is recorded as having
fathered no fewer than thirteen illegitimate children in the course of his
career. Arrogant and self-confident, he was yet another conservative whose
estimation of the Nazis turned out to be woefully inadequate.22

Unlike other orchestras, Furtwängler’s Berlin Philharmonic was not a
state-owned corporation and so was not subject to the law of 7 April that
forced the dismissal of Jewish state employees. On 11 April 1933
Furtwängler published an open letter to Goebbels in a liberal daily
newspaper, declaring that he was not prepared to terminate the contracts of
the Jewish players in his orchestra. The terms in which he wrote indicated
not only his self-confidence and his courage but also the extent to which his



views overlapped with those of the Nazis to whose policies he was now
objecting:

If the struggle against Jewry is directed in the main against those artists
who are rootless and destructive themselves, and seek to achieve an
effect by kitsch, dry virtuosity and the like, then that’s just fine. The
struggle against them and the spirit they embody, a spirit that
incidentally also has its Germanic representatives, cannot be conducted
emphatically or consistently enough. But if this struggle is directed
against true artists, that is not in the interest of cultural life ... It must
therefore be said clearly that men like Walter, Klemperer, Reinhardt etc.
must be able to say their piece in Germany in future as well.

The dismissal of so many good Jewish musicians, he told Goebbels, was
incompatible ‘with the restoration of our national dignity that all now
welcome with such gratitude and joy’.23 With Olympian disdain,
Furtwängler went on to ignore in practice a vociferous campaign in the
Nazi press for the dismissal of Jewish musicians from his own orchestra,
the Berlin Philharmonic, including Szymon Goldberg, its leader, and Joseph
Schuster, its principal cellist.24

Goebbels was too subtle a politician to react to Furtwängler’s public
protest with open anger. His lengthy public reply to the great conductor
began by welcoming Furtwängler’s positive stance towards the ‘restoration
of national dignity’ by the Hitler government. But he warned him that
German music should form part of this process, and that art for art’s sake
was not on the agenda any more. Certainly, Goebbels admitted, art and
music had to be of the highest quality, but they also had to be ‘aware of
their responsibility, accomplished, close to the people, and full of fighting
spirit’. Twisting Furtwängler’s statement to his own purposes, Goebbels
agreed that there should be no more ‘experiments’ in music - something the
conductor had not said at all - then went on to warn him:

It would also, however, be appropriate to protest against artistic
experiments at a time when German artistic life is almost entirely
determined by the mania for experiment of elements who are distant
from the people and of alien race and thereby pollute the artistic
reputation of Germany and compromise it before the whole world.



That ‘Germanic’ musicians had contributed to this deformation of art
showed, in Goebbels’s view, how far Jewish influence had penetrated. He
welcomed Furtwängler as an ally in the struggle to remove it. Genuine
artists like him would always have a voice in the Third Reich. As for the
men whose silencing had so offended the conductor, the Reich Propaganda
Minister brushed their dismissal aside as a triviality while at the same time
disingenuously disclaiming responsibility for it:

To complain against the fact that here and there men like Walter,
Klemperer, Reinhardt etc. have had to cancel concerts seems all the
more inappropriate to me at the moment in the light of the fact that over
the past 14 years, genuine German artists have been completely
condemned to silence, and the events of the last weeks, which do not
meet with our approval, only represent a natural reaction to this fact.25

Who these ‘genuine German artists’ were, he did not say, and indeed he
could not, for his claim was a complete invention. Conscious of the damage
that would be done to Germany’s international musical reputation if he
acted rashly, however, Goebbels brought the great conductor and his
orchestra to heel not by open confrontation, but by more underhand means.
The Depression had deprived the Berlin Philharmonic of most of its state
and municipal subsidies. The Reich government made sure that no more
were forthcoming until the orchestra was on the verge of bankruptcy. At
this point, Furtwängler appealed directly to Hitler himself, who, scandalized
that the country’s greatest orchestra was in danger of having to wind up its
affairs, ordered it to be taken over by the Reich. From 26 October 1933 the
Berlin Philharmonic was no longer independent, therefore, and Goebbels
and his Ministry were now in a good position to bring it to heel, which
eventually they proceeded to do.26



IV

The creation of what the Nazis regarded as a truly German musical culture
also involved the elimination of foreign cultural influences such as jazz,
which they considered to be the offspring of a racially inferior culture, that
of the African-Americans. The racist language that was second nature to
Nazism was particularly offensive and aggressive in this context. Nazi
musical writers condemned ‘nigger-music’ as sexually provocative,
immoral, primitive, barbaric, un-German and thoroughly subversive. It
confirmed the widespread Nazi view of American degeneracy, even if some
writers diplomatically preferred to emphasize its origins in Africa. The
swooning tones of the newly popular saxophone also came in for criticism,
though, when saxophone sales began to slump as a consequence, German
manufacturers of the instrument riposted by trying to claim that its inventor
Adolphe Sax was German (in fact, he was Belgian) and by pointing out that
the venerated German composer Richard Strauss had used it in some of his
compositions. The prominence of Jewish composers such as Irving Berlin
and George Gershwin in the jazz world added another layer of racial
opprobrium as far as the Nazis were concerned.27

Many jazz, swing and dance-band musicians in Germany were of course
foreign, and left the country in the hostile climate of 1933. Yet for all the
violence of Nazi polemics, jazz proved almost impossibly difficult to
define, and with a few deft rhythmic tweaks, and a suitably conformist
demeanour on the part of the players, it proved quite possible for jazz and
swing musicians to continue playing in the innumerable clubs, bars, dance-
halls and hotels of Germany throughout the 1930s. Bouncers at swanky
Berlin nightclubs like the Roxy, Uhu, Kakadu or Ciro turned away the
invariably shabbily dressed spies sent by the Nazis, ensuring that their chic
clientele could continue to swing to the latest jazz and pseudo-jazz music
inside. If a spy should gain entry, the doorman simply rang a secret bell and
the musicians rapidly changed the music on their stands before he reached
the dance-floor.



The social scene of Weimar days thus carried on through 1933, with few
changes except those already forced on it by the economic stringencies of
the Depression. Even Jewish musicians were mostly able to continue
playing in the clubs up to the autumn of 1933, and some managed to
continue for a while thereafter. In Berlin’s famous Femina bar, swing bands
continued to play to over a thousand dancers through the night, while a
system of 225 table telephones with instructions for use in German and
English enabled singles to ring up potential partners seated elsewhere in the
hall. The standard of the music may not have been very high, but stamping
down on everyday - or everynight - pleasures would have been counter-
productive, even if the Nazis had been able to do it.28 Only where singers
were overtly political, as in Berlin’s famous cabaret venues, did the
stormtroopers move in seriously, forcing a mass exodus of Jewish
performers and silencing or removing singers and comedians of
Communist, Social Democratic, liberal or generally leftist persuasion.
Others cleaned up their acts by removing the politics. The Nazis for their
part, realizing the popularity of cabaret and the need not to deprive people
of all their pleasures, tried to encourage ‘positive cabaret’, where the jokes
were all at the expense of their enemies. There was a story that the
celebrated cabarettist Claire Waldoff was daring enough to sing a song
satirizing Goring, based on her signature tune, ‘Hermann’: ‘Medals to the
left, medals to the right/And his stomach gets fatter and fatter/He is master
in Prussia - /Hermann’s his name!’ Soon, whenever she sang the original
version of ‘Hermann’, her listeners grinned appreciatively as they thought
of the satirical lines. But Waldoff did not compose the verses: the joke was
wishful thinking and so untrue. It could not disguise the fact that the Nazis
had taken the guts out of cabaret by the middle of 1933.29 For some it was
too much. Paul Nikolaus, political conferencier of Berlin’s famous Kadeko
club - ‘The Cabaret of the Comedians’ - fled to Lucerne, where he killed
himself on 30 March 1933. ‘For once, no joke,’ he wrote: ‘I am taking my
own life. Why? I could not return to Germany without taking it there. I
cannot work there now, I do not want to work there now, and yet
unfortunately I have fallen in love with my Fatherland. I cannot live in
these times.’30



THE PURGE OF THE ARTS



I

The chill winds of antisemitism, anti-liberalism and anti-Marxism,
combined with a degree of stuffy moral disapproval of ‘decadence’, also
howled through other areas of German culture in the first six months of
1933. The film industry proved relatively easy to control because, unlike
the cabaret or club scene, it consisted of a small number of large businesses,
inevitably perhaps in view of the substantial cost of making and distributing
a movie. As in other sectors, those who saw which way the wind was
blowing soon began to bend to its pressure without being told explicitly
what to do. As early as March 1933 the giant UFA studios, owned by Alfred
Hugenberg, still a member of Hitler’s cabinet at this time, began a
comprehensive policy of dismissing Jewish staff and cutting contacts with
Jewish actors. The Nazis soon co-ordinated the German Cinema Owners’
Association. Unionized film workers were Nazified, and on 14 July
Goebbels established the Reich Film Chamber to oversee the entire movie
industry. Through these institutions leading Nazis, and particularly
Goebbels, an enthusiastic connoisseur of the movies himself, were able to
regulate the employment of actors, directors, cameramen and backroom
staff. Jews were gradually removed from every branch of the industry
despite the fact that it was not covered by the Law of 7 April. Actors and
directors whose politics were unacceptable to the regime were frozen out.31

Under the new conditions of censorship and control, a minority of people
in the motion picture industry preferred to seek their fortune in the freer
atmosphere of Hollywood. Those who found it included the director Fritz
Lang, who had scored a series of successes with films such as M: Murderer
Amongst Us, Metropolis and The Nibelungen, an epic that remained
favourite viewing for Hitler. Lang’s film The Testament of Dr Mabuse, an
indirect satire on the Nazis, was banned shortly before its scheduled
premiere in the spring of 1933. He was followed into exile by Billy Wilder,
whose popular romantic films had so far betrayed few hints of the boldness
he was to show in his Hollywood films such as Double Indemnity and The



Lost Weekend. Both men created some of Hollywood’s most successful
movies in the following decades. Other movie directors migrated to Paris,
including the Czech-born G. W. Pabst, director of the classic Weimar film
Pandora’s Box and a cinema version of Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill’s
Threepenny Opera, and Max Ophüls, born in 1902 in Germany as Max
Oppenheimer. Some German directors and film stars, however, had been
lured by the pulling power of Hollywood well before the Nazis came to
power. The departure of Marlene Dietrich in 1930, for instance, had more to
do with money than with politics. One of the few who left as a direct result
of the coming of the Third Reich was the Hungarian-born Peter Lorre, who
had played the shifty, compulsive child-murderer in Fritz Lang’s M; Nazi
propaganda later attempted to suggest that the murderer was Jewish, an
insinuation entirely absent from Lang’s film.32 But while these emigrés
attracted deserved attention, the great majority of the people employed in
Germany’s thriving film industry stayed. Of the 75 film stars listed in the
magazine Film Week in 1932 as the most popular in Germany (on the basis
of fan-mail received), only 13 emigrated, though these included three of the
top five - Lilian Harvey and Kaethe von Nagy, both of whom left in 1939,
and Gitta Alpar, who left in 1933. Lower down the list, Brigitte Helm left in
1936, and Conrad Veidt in 1934. Apart from Alpar, only one other star,
Elisabeth Bergner, who was Jewish, left in 1933; 35 out of the 75 were still
working in German films in 1944-5.33

Cinema had become increasingly popular in the course of the late 1920s
and early 1930s, above all with the advent of the talkies. But in an age
before television, the most popular, and fastest-growing modern means of
mass communication was the radio. Unlike the film industry, the radio
network was publicly owned, with a 51 per cent stake belonging to the
nationwide Reich Radio Company and the other 49 per cent to nine regional
stations. Control was exercised by two Reich radio commissioners, one in
the Ministry of Posts and Communications and the other in the Interior
Ministry, together with a series of regional commissioners. Goebbels was
very conscious of the power of radio. During the election campaign of
February-March 1933, he had succeeded in blocking all attempts by parties
other than the Nazis and the Nationalists to get party-political broadcasts
transmitted. Soon, he had secured the replacement of the two existing Reich
radio commissioners by his own appointments, and obtained a decree from



Hitler on 30 June 1933 vesting control of all broadcasting in the hands of
the Propaganda Ministry.

Goebbels immediately enforced a massive purge of broadcasting
institutions, with 270 sackings at all levels in the first six months of 1933.
This represented 13 per cent of all employees. Jews, liberals, Social
Democrats and others not wanted by the new regime were all dismissed, a
process made easier by the fact that many of them were on short-term
contracts. Radio managers and reporters identified with the previous liberal
broadcasting regime, including the founder of German radio, Hans Bredow,
were arrested on corruption charges, taken to Oranienburg concentration
camp, and condemned in a massive show trial held, after months of
preparation, in 1934-5. The majority, however, were willing to carry on
under the new regime. Continuity was ensured by the presence of men like
Hans Fritsche, a former director of Hugenberg’s radio news department in
the 1920s and head of the German Wireless Service, who was in charge of
news broadcasts under the new regime. Like many others, Fritsche took
steps to secure his position by joining the Party, in his case on 1 May 1933.
By this time most radio stations had been effectively co-ordinated, and were
broadcasting increasing quantities of Nazi propaganda. On 30 March one
Social Democratic broadcaster, Jochen Klepper, whose wife was Jewish,
was already complaining that ‘what is left of the station is almost like a
Nazi barracks: uniforms, uniforms of the Party formations’. Just over two
months later he too was dismissed.34



II

Radio, Goebbels declared in a speech of 25 March 1933, was ‘the most
modern and the most important instrument of mass influence that exists
anywhere’. In the long term, he said, radio would even replace newspapers.
But in the meantime, newspapers remained of central importance for the
dissemination of news and opinion. They presented an obstacle to the Nazi
policy of co-ordination and control more formidable by far than that posed
by the film and radio industries. Germany had more daily newspapers than
Britain, France and Italy combined, and many more magazines and
periodicals of every conceivable type. There were independent papers and
periodicals at national, regional and local level, representing the whole
range of political views from far left to far right. The Nazi Party’s attempt
to build a successful press empire of its own had not met with much
success. Political papers were in decline in the late Weimar Republic and
the printed word seemed to take second place to the spoken in winning
adherents to the Nazi cause.35

In this situation, Goebbels had no option but to move gradually. It was
easy enough to close down the official Communist and Social Democratic
press, as repeated bannings in the early months of 1933 were followed by
total closure once the parties had been swept from the scene. But the rest
had to be tackled on a variety of fronts. Direct force and police measures
were one way of bringing the press to heel. Conservative dailies such as the
Munich Latest News (Münchner Neueste Nachrichten) were as liable to
periodic bannings as centrist and liberal publications. The Catholic
Franconian Press (Fränkische Presse), an organ of the Bavarian People’s
Party, was forced to carry a front-page declaration on 27 March 1933
apologizing for having printed lies about Hitler and the Nazis for years.
Such pressure easily convinced the major press organizations that they
would have to adjust to the new climate. On 30 April 1933 the Reich
Association of the German Press, the journalists’ union, coordinated itself,
as did so many other similar bodies. It elected Goebbels’s colleague Otto



Dietrich as its chairman and promised that future membership would be
compulsory for all journalists and at the same time only open to the racially
and politically reliable.36 On 28 June 1933 the German Newspaper
Publishers’ Association followed suit by appointing the Nazi Party
publisher Max Amann as its chairman and voting Nazis onto its council
instead of members who had now become politically undesirable.37 By this
time the press had already been cowed into submission. Non-Nazi
journalists could only make their views known by subtle hints and
allusions; readers could only glean their meaning by reading between the
lines. Goebbels turned the regular open government press conferences that
had been held under the Weimar Republic into secret meetings where the
Propaganda Ministry passed on detailed instructions to selected journalists
on items in the news, sometimes actually supplying articles to be printed
verbatim or used as the basis for reports. ‘You are to know not only what is
happening,’ Goebbels told the newspapermen attending his first official
press conference on 15 March 1933, ‘but also the government’s view of it
and how you can convey that to the people most effectively.’38 That they
were not to convey any other view did not need to be said.

In the meantime, the Nazis were busily arresting Communist and pacifist
journalists as fast as they could. The arrests had begun in the early hours of
28 February 1933. One of the first to be taken into custody was Carl von
Ossietzky, editor of The World Stage, a high-profile intellectual organ of
generally left-wing, pacifist journalism. Ossietzky had earned notoriety not
only as a biting critic of the Nazis before 1933 but also for publishing an
expose of a secret and illegal programme of rearmament in the aircraft
industry, an act for which he had been put in prison at the end of a
sensational trial in May 1932. A massive campaign by writers outside
Germany failed to secure his release after his rearrest in 1933. Imprisoned
in a makeshift penal camp run by the brownshirts at Sonnenburg, the frail
Ossietzky was forced to undertake hard manual labour, including digging
what the guards told him was his own grave. Born in Hamburg in 1889, he
was not Jewish or Polish or Russian, despite his name, but German in the
full sense of the term as employed by the Nazis. Disregarding these facts,
the stormtroopers accompanied their regular beatings and kickings of their
prisoner with cries of ‘Jewish pig’ and ‘Polish pig’. Never physically
strong, Ossietzky only narrowly survived a heart attack on 12 April 1933.



Released prisoners who talked discreetly to his friends described him as a
broken man after this point.39

Ossietzky fared only marginally better than another radical writer of the
1920s, the anarchist poet and playwright Erich Mühsam, whose
involvement in Munich’s ‘regime of the Coffee House Anarchists’ in 1919
had already earned him a period in gaol under the Weimar Republic.
Arrested after the Reichstag fire, Mühsam was a particular object of hatred
for the brownshirts because he was not only a radical writer but also a
revolutionary and a Jew. Subjected to endless humiliations and brutalities,
he was beaten to a pulp by SS guards in the Oranienburg concentration
camp when he refused to sing the Horst Wessel Song, and was soon
afterwards found hanged in the camp latrine.40 His former colleague in the
short-lived revolutionary government in Munich, the anarchist and pacifist
Ernst Toller (another Jewish writer) had also been in prison for his part in
the Revolution. A series of realistic plays attacking the injustices and
inequities of German society in the 1920s kept him in the public eye,
including a satire on Hitler performed under the ironic title of Wotan
Unbound. At the end of February 1933 Toller happened to be in
Switzerland, and the mass arrests that followed the Reichstag fire persuaded
him not to return to Germany. He undertook lengthy lecture tours
denouncing the Nazi regime, but the hardships of exile made it impossible
for him to continue his life as a writer, and he committed suicide in New
York in 1939, driven to despair by the imminent prospect of a new world
war.41

There were some who were better able to adapt to the literary world
outside Germany, most notably the Communist poet and playwright Bertolt
Brecht, who left Germany for Switzerland, then Denmark, in 1933, before
finding work eventually in Hollywood. One of the most successful exiles
was the novelist Erich Maria Remarque, author of All Quiet on the Western
Front, who despite his name and the heavy hints of the Nazis was not
French but German (they also alleged he was Jewish, and had reversed the
order of the letters in his original name, Remark, which they claimed,
without any evidence to back up their assertion, had been Kramer). He
continued to write in exile, and made a good enough living from the sale of
film rights to a number of his works to acquire the image of a wealthy
playboy in Hollywood and elsewhere in the later 1930s, enjoying much-
publicized liaisons with a string of Hollywood actresses.42 More famous



still was the novelist Thomas Mann, whose novels Buddenbrooks and The
Magic Mountain, along with novellas such as Death in Venice, had
established him as one of the world’s literary giants and won him the Nobel
Prize for Literature in 1929. Mann had become one of the principal literary
supporters of Weimar democracy, and toured Germany and the world
ceaselessly lecturing on the need to sustain it. He was under no direct threat
of violence or imprisonment from the Nazis, but from February 1933
onwards he remained in Switzerland, despite overtures from the regime for
his return. ‘I cannot imagine life in Germany as it is today,’ he wrote in
June 1933, and a few months later, after he had been ousted amid a flurry of
hostile rhetoric from the Prussian Academy of Arts along with other
democratic authors such as the poet and novelist Ricarda Huch, he made his
commitment even firmer, telling a friend: ‘As far as I personally am
concerned, the accusation that I left Germany does not apply. I was
expelled. Abused, pilloried and pillaged by the foreign conquerors of my
country, for I am an older and better German than they are.’43

Thomas Mann’s brother Heinrich, author of biting satires on the mores of
the German bourgeoisie such as Man of Straw and The Blue Angel, was
dealt with more harshly by the regime, which he had offended by his open
criticism of the Nazis in numerous speeches and essays. In 1933 he was
deprived of his post as President of the literary section of the Prussian
Academy of Arts and went to live in France. There he was joined in August
1933 by the novelist Alfred Döblin, who had been a leading exponent of
literary modernism in novels such as Berlin Alexanderplatz, set in the low-
life and criminal world of the German capital in the postwar years. A Jew
and a former Social Democrat, he was effectively proscribed by the Nazis.
The same fate overcame another well-known novelist, Lion Feuchtwanger,
also Jewish, whose novels Success and The Oppenheims, published in 1930
and 1933 respectively, were sharply critical of conservative and antisemitic
currents in German society and politics; Feuchtwanger was visiting
California when he learned that his works had been suppressed, and he did
not return to Germany. The novelist Arnold Zweig fled to Czechoslovakia
in 1933 and thence to Palestine; he, too, had been proscribed by the regime
as a Jew, and was unable to get his works published in Germany any
longer.44

Under the circumstances of rapidly growing Nazi censorship and control,
few writers were able to continue producing work of any quality in



Germany after 1933. Even conservative writers distanced themselves from
the regime in one way or another. The poet Stefan George, who had
gathered round himself a circle of acolytes devoted to the revival of a
‘secret Germany’ that would sweep aside the materialism of Weimar,
offered his ‘spiritual collaboration’ to the ‘new national movement’ in
1933, but refused to join any Nazified literary or cultural organizations;
several of his disciples were Jews. George died in December 1933, but
another prominent radical-conservative writer, Ernst Jünger, who had been
close to the Nazis in the 1920s, lived on, indeed, until the very end of the
twentieth century, when he was over 100. Jünger, much admired by Hitler
for his glorification of the soldier’s life in Storm of Steel, his novel of the
First World War, found that the terrorism of the Third Reich was not at all
to his liking, and retreated into what many subsequently called ‘inner
emigration’. Like others who took this course, he wrote novels without a
clear contemporary setting—a good number of writers favoured the Middle
Ages - and even if these sometimes cautiously expressed some criticism of
terror or dictatorship in a general sense, they were still published,
distributed and reviewed so long as they did not attack the regime in an
explicit way.45

Prominent figures, like the previously unpolitical Expressionist writer
Gottfried Benn, who became enthusiastic champions of the new regime,
were relatively rare. By the end of 1933 there was scarcely a writer of any
talent or reputation left in Germany. The playwright Gerhart Hauptmann,
winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1912, was one exception,
perhaps. But he was over 70 when Hitler became Chancellor, and well past
the peak of his creative powers, when he had been famous for his moving
dramas of poverty and exploitation. He continued to write, and tried to
show outward conformity by giving the Nazi salute and joining in the
singing of the Horst Wessel Song. But he did not become a National
Socialist, and his naturalistic plays were frequently attacked by the Nazis
for their supposedly negative attitudes. A Hungarian writer who met
Hauptmann in Rapallo in 1938 was treated by him to a long catalogue of
complaints about Hitler. Hauptmann said bitterly that Hitler had ruined
Germany and would soon ruin the world. Why, then, had he not left the
country, the Hungarian asked. ‘Because I am a coward, do you
understand?’, Hauptmann shouted angrily, ‘I’m a coward, do you
understand? I’m a coward.’46



III

The loss of so many prominent writers of one kind and another was
accompanied by a similar exodus among artists and painters. There was
also a parallel here to the wave of persecution that swept the German
musical world at the same time. In the art world, however, it was fuelled in
addition by the strong personal antipathy shown towards modernism by
Hitler, who considered himself an artist at heart. He had declared in My
Struggle that modernist art was the product of Jewish subversives and ‘the
morbid excrescences of insane and degenerate men’. His views were shared
by Alfred Rosenberg, who took a resolutely traditionalist view of the nature
and function of painting and sculpture. While German music in the 1920s
was no longer the dominant force it had been in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries German painting, liberated by Expressionism,
abstraction and other modernist movements, had undergone a remarkable
renaissance in the first three decades of the twentieth century, outstripping
even literature as the most prominent and internationally successful of all
the arts. This was what the Nazis, with Alfred Rosenberg in the vanguard,
now undertook to destroy, following the precept of Point 25 of the Nazi
Party Programme of 1920, which stated: ‘we demand the legal prosecution
of all tendencies in art and literature of a kind likely to disintegrate our life
as a nation.’47

Controversy had long raged over the work of painters such as George
Grosz, Emil Nolde, Max Beckmann, Paul Klee, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner,
Otto Dix and many others. Conservatives as well as Nazis detested their
paintings. A major furore had been caused by Grosz’s use of religious
motifs for the purposes of political caricature, which had already led to
Grosz undergoing two (unsuccessful) prosecutions for blasphemy before the
Nazis came to power.48 In July, Alfred Rosenberg excoriated the paintings
of Emil Nolde as ‘negroid, blasphemous and crude’ and the Magdeburg war
memorial of Ernst Barlach as an insult to the memory of the dead, whom
the artist portrayed, according to Rosenberg, as ‘half-idiotic’. Otto Dix’s



uncompromising representations of the horrors of the trenches in the First
World War came in for equally sharp criticism from super-patriotic Nazis.
Anything that was not obviously, slavishly representational was liable to
arouse hostile comment. Art, according to the Nazis, had to spring, like
everything else, from the soul of the people, so ‘every healthy SA-man’ was
as capable of reaching a just conclusion on its value as any art critic was.49

Not only German, but also foreign artists came in for strongly worded
attacks. German galleries and museums had purchased many paintings by
French Impressionists and post-Impressionists over the years, and
nationalists considered that the money would have been better spent on
furthering German art, particularly given the behaviour of the French in the
Rhineland and the Ruhr during the Weimar Republic.50

Some figures, like Grosz, a member of the Communist Party, saw the
writing on the wall even before 30 January 1933 and left the country.51 The
policies of the Nazi state government in Thuringia since 1930 had carried a
clear warning of what was to come. It had removed works of painters like
Klee, Nolde and Oskar Kokoschka from the state museum in Weimar and
ordered the destruction of frescoes by Oskar Schlemmer in the stairwell of
the Bauhaus in Dessau, shortly before the Bauhaus itself was closed. All
this should have made it clear that Nazi activists were likely to mount a
serious assault on artistic modernism. But room for manoeuvre seemed to
be supplied by the fact that Expressionism was well regarded by some
within the Party, including the Nazi Students’ Union in Berlin, which
actually mounted an exhibition of German art in July 1933 that included
work by Barlach, Macke, Franz Marc, Nolde, Christian Rohlfs and Karl
Schmidt-Rottluff. The local Party bosses forced the exhibition’s closure
after three days. Hitler especially detested Nolde’s work, which Goebbels,
whose taste was more catholic, rather admired; when the Nazi leader
inspected the Propaganda Minister’s new house in Berlin in the summer of
1933, he was horrified to see ‘impossible’ pictures by Nolde hanging on the
walls and ordered them to be removed immediately. Nolde was expelled
from the Prussian Academy of Arts, to his considerable chagrin, since he
had been a member of the Nazi Party virtually since its foundation in 1920.
In the course of 1933, local and regional Party bosses sacked twenty-seven
art gallery and museum curators, replacing them with Party loyalists who
immediately had modernist works removed from exhibition and even in
some cases exhibited separately as ‘Images of Cultural Bolshevism’ in a



‘Chamber of Art Horrors’.52 Other directors and their staff bent with the
prevailing wind, joined the Nazi Party, or went along with its policies.53

As in other spheres of cultural life, the purging of Jewish artists, whether
modernist or traditional, rapidly gathered pace in the spring of 1933. The
‘co-ordination’ of the Prussian Academy of Arts began with the enforced
resignation of the 86-year-old Max Liebermann, Germany’s leading
Impressionist painter and a past President of the Academy, from his
membership as well as his position as Honorary President. Liebermann
declared that he had always believed that art had nothing to do with politics,
a view for which he was roundly condemned in the Nazi press. Asked how
he felt at such an advanced age, the artist replied: ‘One can’t gobble as
much up as one would like to puke.’ When he died two years later, only
three non-Jewish artists attended the funeral of a once nationally fêted
painter. One of them, Käthe Kollwitz, celebrated for her drastic but not
overtly political portrayals of poverty, had been forced to resign from the
Prussian Academy; the sculptor Ernst Barlach resigned in protest against
her expulsion and that of other artists, but stayed in Germany, even though
his work was banned, like that of Schmidt-Rottluff.54

Paul Klee, a favourite target of Nazi cultural polemics for his supposedly
‘negroid’ art, was sacked from his professorship in Düsseldorf and left
almost immediately for his home country of Switzerland. But other non-
Jewish modernist artists decided to see how things would turn out, hoping
that Hitler and Rosenberg’s anti-modernism would be defeated by more
sympathetic figures in the regime, such as Goebbels. Max Beckmann,
previously based in Frankfurt, actually moved to Berlin in 1933 in the hope
of being able to influence policy to his advantage. Like many of these other
artists he was internationally famous, but unlike Grosz or Dix he never
produced directly political work, and unlike Kandinsky or Klee he never
even tended towards abstraction. Nevertheless, Beckmann’s paintings were
taken off the walls at the Berlin National Gallery and the artist was
dismissed from his teaching post in Frankfurt on 15 April 1933.
Sympathetic dealers managed to ensure that he could continue to make a
living privately while he waited to see what his eventual fate would be. In
contrast, Kirchner agreed to resign from the Academy, but pointed out that
he was not Jewish and had never been politically active. Not only Oskar
Schlemmer but even the Russian inventor of abstract painting, Wassily
Kandinsky, who had been resident in Germany for decades, also thought the



assault on modernist art would not last very long and decided to sit it out in
Germany.55

The Prussian purge was accompanied by similar purges in other parts of
Germany. Otto Dix was expelled from the Dresden Academy but continued
to work in private even though his paintings were being removed from
galleries and museums. The architect Mies van der Rohe refused to resign
his membership of the Academy and was expelled. Mies van der Rohe had
briefly tried to re-create the Bauhaus in a disused factory in Berlin before it
was raided by the police and closed down in April 1933. He protested in
vain that it was an entirely unpolitical institution. The founder of the
Bauhaus, Walter Gropius, complained that as a war veteran and patriot he
had aimed only to re-create a true, living German culture of architecture and
design. It was not intended to be political, still less a statement of
opposition to the Nazis. But art was anything but unpolitical in Germany at
this time, for the radical modernist movements of the Weimar years, from
Dadaism to the Bauhaus itself, had propagated the view that art was a
means of transforming the world; the Nazis were only adapting this
cultural-political imperative to their own purposes. Besides, pinning one’s
hopes on Joseph Goebbels was always a risky enterprise. The expectation
of these artists that he would in time vindicate them would eventually be
dashed in the most spectacular manner possible.56



IV

It has been estimated that around 2,000 people active in the arts emigrated
from Germany after 1933.57 They included many of the most brilliant,
internationally famous artists and writers of their day. Their situation was
not made any easier by Goebbels’s subsequent decision to deprive them of
their German citizenship. For many such exiles, statelessness could mean
considerable hardship, difficulty in moving from one country to another,
problems in finding work. Without papers, officialdom often refused to
recognize their existence. The regime published a series of lists of those
whose German citizenship, passports and papers were officially withdrawn,
beginning on 23 August 1933 with writers such as Lion Feuchtwanger,
Heinrich Mann, Ernst Toller and Kurt Tucholsky; three further lists were
issued shortly afterwards, including most of the other prominent emigrés.
Thomas Mann was not only deprived of his citizenship but also stripped of
the honorary degree he had been awarded by Bonn University; his open
letter of protest to the Rector quickly gained cult status among the
emigrés.58 The damage done to German cultural life was enormous.
Scarcely a writer of international stature remained, hardly an artist or
painter. A whole galaxy of leading conductors and musicians had been
forced to leave, and some of Germany’s most talented film directors had
gone. Some flourished in exile, others did not; all knew that the difficulties
culture and the arts faced under the Third Reich were going to be greater
than anything most of them encountered abroad.

What was in store for those art and culture lovers who remained in
Germany from 1933 was graphically demonstrated by a new play, dedicated
to Hitler at his own request, and premiered in the State Theatre in Berlin on
20 April 1933, Hitler’s birthday. Present in the audience were Hitler and
other leading Nazis, including Goebbels. On the stage, the principal roles
were played by Veit Harlan, soon to become one of the mainstays of
German cinema in the Third Reich, by the popular actor Albert
Bassermann, who had taken on his part only after a personal request from



Goebbels that he felt unable to refuse, and by Emmy Sonnemann, a young
actress in whom Hermann Goring had more than a passing interest, since he
took her as his second wife not long afterwards. At the end of the patriotic
drama, there was no applause; instead, the whole audience rose in unison
and sang the Horst Wessel Song. Only then did the clapping begin, with the
entire cast repeatedly giving the Nazi salute, with the exception of
Bassermann, who crossed his arms over his chest and bowed in the
traditional theatrical fashion; married to the Jewish actress Else Schiff, and
scion of a famous family of liberal politicians, he was ill at ease with the
new regime, and emigrated with his wife to the United States the following
year. The play was Schlageter, and it dramatized the story of the nationalist
uprising against the French in the Lower Rhine in the early 1920s. The
writer was Hanns Johst, a war veteran who had made his name as an
Expressionist dramatist. Johst had gravitated towards the Nazi Party in the
late 1920s. His Expressionist method was given a new twist in the final
scene, when the firing squad was directed to shoot at the bound figure of
Schlageter from the back of the stage, the flashes of its guns passing
through his heart right into the auditorium, inviting the audience to identify
with his incorporation of the Nazi themes of blood and sacrifice and to
become victims of French oppression with him.59

But the play quickly became famous for a reason that had nothing to do
with the Nazi glitz and razzmatazz of its premiere. Thanks to all the
publicity it gained, it was widely felt to symbolize the Nazi attitude to
culture. People noted, either from going to see the play or from reading
about it in the press, that one of the main characters, Friedrich Thiemann,
played by Veit Harlan, rejected all intellectual and cultural ideas and
concepts, arguing in a number of scenes with the student Schlageter that
they should be replaced by blood, race and sacrifice for the good of the
nation. In the course of one such argument, Thiemann declared: ‘When I
hear “culture”, I release the safety catch of my Browning!’60 To many
cultured Germans, this seemed to sum up the Nazis’ attitude to the arts, and
the phrase quickly went the rounds, becoming wholly detached from its
original context. It was soon attributed to various leading Nazis, but above
all to Hermann Goring, and simplified in the process to the catchier, wholly
apocryphal, but oft-repeated statement: ‘When I hear the word culture, I
reach for my gun!’61



‘AGAINST THE UN-GERMAN SPIRIT’



I

Germany’s best-known philosopher in the last years of the Weimar
Republic, Martin Heidegger, had acquired his formidable reputation as a
thinker above all through the publication in 1927 of his massive work on
Being and Time, a treatise on fundamental philosophical questions such as
the meaning of existence and the nature of humanity. Difficult to
understand, and often expressed in rebarbatively abstract language, it
applied the ‘phenomenological’ method of his teacher and predecessor in
the Chair of Philosophy at Freiburg University, Edmund Husserl, to issues
that had troubled philosophers since the Ancient Greeks. It was
immediately greeted as a classic. In future years, Heidegger’s thought was
to have a significant influence on the French existentialists and their
followers. More immediately, however, its pessimistic cast of mind
reflected the philosopher’s gradual emancipation from the Catholicism into
which he had been born in 1889 and his turn to a mode of thought more
influenced by Protestant ways of thinking. In particular, Heidegger, by the
late Weimar years, had come to believe in the need for a renewal of German
life and thought, the advent of a new age of spiritual unity and national
redemption. By the early 1930s he was beginning to think he had found the
answer to what he was looking for in National Socialism.62

Heidegger already established contacts behind the scenes with leading
figures in Freiburg’s National Socialist German Students’ League in 1932.
He was totally inexperienced in university administration, but, as far as the
small group of Nazis amongst the professors were concerned, Heidegger
was the man for the job of Rector when the Nazis came into power. He
carried both the academic prestige and the political convictions to make him
acceptable as a replacement for the liberal professor Wilhelm von
Möllendorff, who was due to take office in April 1933. Keen to do the job,
Heidegger began talking to the newly Nazified Ministry of Education in
Baden, while Möllendorff was persuaded by personal vilification in the
local and regional press to stand aside. The Nazi professors put Heidegger



forward, and under pressure from within the university and without, he was
duly elected as Rector on 21 April 1933 by an almost unanimous vote of the
professoriate. Indeed, the only substantial body of professorial opinion that
did not support him consisted of the 12 out of 93 holders of chairs in
Freiburg who were Jewish. They were not allowed to cast their votes,
however, since they had been suspended from their posts under the law of 7
April by the Nazi Reich Commissioner for Baden, Regional Leader Robert
Wagner, as ‘Non-Aryans’.63

On 27 May Heidegger delivered his inaugural address as Rector.
Speaking to the assembled professors and brown-shirted Nazi dignitaries,
he declared that ‘“academic freedom” would no longer be the basis of life
in the German university; for this freedom was not genuine, because it is
only negative. It means a lack of concern, arbitrariness of views and
inclinations, a lack of anchorage in doing things or not doing them.’ It was
time, he said, for the universities to find their anchor in the German nation
and to play their part in the historic mission it was now fulfilling. German
students were showing the way. Heidegger’s speech was replete with the
new language of the leadership principle. In the very first sentence he told
his audience that he had taken over the ‘spiritual leadership of this
university’ and he used the pseudo-feudal term ‘retinue’ to refer to the
students and staff, much as leading Nazis were doing in the general sphere
of employment and labour relations at this time. With concepts such as
these being used by the university’s new Rector, it was clear that academic
freedom, however it was defined, was definitely a thing of the past.64 To
give symbolic emphasis to this, at the end of the ceremony the attending
professors and guests sang the Horst Wessel Song, the text of which was
helpfully printed on the back of the programme, together with the
instruction that right hands should be raised in the fourth verse and the
whole proceeding should end with a shout of ‘Hail Victory!’ (‘Sieg
Heil!’).65

Heidegger soon set about bringing his university into line. Formally
joining the Nazi Party amid a blaze of publicity on 1 May, the ‘Day of
National Labour’, he now introduced the leadership principle into
university administration, bypassing or silencing democratic and
representative collegial bodies, and taking a hand in the drafting of a new
Baden law that made the Rector into the unelected ‘leader’ of the university
for an unlimited period of time. He soon informed the Baden Ministry of



Education that ‘we must now commit all our strength to conquering the
world of educated men and scholars for the new national political spirit. It
will be no easy passage of arms. Hail Victory!’66 Heidegger denounced a
colleague, the chemist Hermann Staudinger, to the state authorities, on false
charges, and helped the political police with their enquiries about him,
although in the end the police were unconvinced, and Staudinger, pleading
the national importance of his work, remained in post. Heidegger was also
happy to enforce the dismissal of Jews from the university staff, requesting
an exception only for the internationally renowned phililogist Eduard
Fraenkel, who was dismissed anyway, and the chemistry professor Georg
von Hevesy, a man with powerful international connections and the
recipient of large research funds from the Rockefeller Foundation, who was
retained until his departure for Denmark the following year. Those Jews
forced to sever their connection with the university included Heidegger’s
own assistant Werner Brock and his mentor Edmund Husserl, although
there is no foundation in the oft-repeated story that he personally issued an
order banning Husserl from the university library. A patriotic nationalist
who had lost his son on the battlefield in the First World War, Husserl had
considered himself a personal friend of Heidegger, and was deeply upset at
his treatment. ‘The future alone will judge which was the true Germany in
1933,’ he wrote on 4 May, ‘and who were the true Germans—those who
subscribe to the more or less materialistic-mythical racial prejudices of the
day, or those Germans pure in heart and mind, heirs to the great Germans of
the past whose tradition they revere and perpetuate.’67 When Husserl died
in 1938, Heidegger did not attend his funeral.68

Joining in the widespread and rapidly growing Hitler cult, Heidegger told
students: ‘The Führer himself and he alone is the German reality, present
and future, and its law. Study to know: from now on, all things demand
decision, and all action responsibility. Hail Hitler!’69 His ambition even
extended to trying, in collaboration with other, like-minded university
rectors, to take a leading role in the entire national university system. In a
speech delivered on 30 June 1933, he complained that the ‘national
revolution’ had not yet reached most universities, prompting Nazi students
at Heidelberg to launch an impassioned campaign to oust the Rector, the
conservative historian Willy Andreas, who was replaced by the Nazi
candidate Wilhelm Groh a week later, on 8 July.70 But Heidegger was
completely inexperienced in politics, and he soon got bogged down in the



usual university in-fighting about appointments, where he was
outmanoeuvred by the bureaucrats in the Baden Ministry of Education and
ridiculed by the brown-uniformed students, who considered him little better
than a dreamer.

By the beginning of 1934, there were reports in Berlin that Heidegger
had established himself as ‘the philosopher of National Socialism’. But to
other Nazi thinkers, Heidegger’s philosophy appeared too abstract, too
difficult, to be of much use. He had achieved widespread influence amongst
his colleagues by advocating the voluntary reconnection of German
university life to the life of the nation through a renewed concentration on
fundamental values of knowledge and truth. This all sounded very grand.
But though his intervention was welcomed by many Nazis, on closer
inspection such ideas did not really seem to be in tune with the Party’s. It is
not surprising that his enemies were able to enlist the support of Alfred
Rosenberg, whose own ambition it was to be the philosopher of Nazism
himself. Denied a role at the national level, and increasingly frustrated with
the minutiae of academic politics - which seemed to him to betray a sad
absence of the new spirit he had hoped would permeate the universities—
Heidegger resigned his post in April 1934, though he continued to be a
supporter of the Third Reich and consistently refused to reconsider or
apologize for his actions in 1933-4 right up to his death in 1976.71



II

The Nazi leadership had a relatively easy time with the universities,
because, unlike in some other countries, these were all state-funded
institutions and university staff were all civil servants. They were thus
directly affected by the law of 7 April 1933, which provided for the
dismissal of politically unreliable state employees. By the beginning of the
academic year 1933-34, 313 full professors had been dismissed, part of a
total of 1,145 out of 7,758 established university teachers, or 15 per cent of
the whole. In Berlin and Frankfurt the proportion reached nearly a third. By
1934, some 1,600 out of 5,000 university teachers had been forced out of
their jobs. Most of the university teachers who were dismissed lost their
posts for political reasons; about a third were sacked because they were
classified as Jewish.72 A mass exodus of academics took place; 15.5 per
cent of university physics teachers emigrated, and at Göttingen University
so many physicists and mathematicians left or were expelled that teaching
was seriously disrupted.73 Those who went were generally better than those
who stayed, too; a study of university biologists has shown that the 45 who
left their posts and survived the war had an average of 130 citations per
person on the standard index of citations of scientific papers between 1945
and 1954, while the comparable score for the survivors of the 292 who
stayed was only 42.74

World-famous scientists were dismissed from their posts in Germany’s
universities and research institutes if they were Jewish or had Jewish wives
or were known critics of the Nazis. They included twenty past or future
Nobel laureates, among them Albert Einstein, Gustav Hertz, Erwin
Schrödinger, Max Born, Fritz Haber and Hans Krebs. Einstein, whose
theory of relativity had revolutionized modern physics, had been based in
Berlin for twenty years. On a visit to America in January and February
1933, he denounced from afar the brutal violence of the Nazis after the
Reichstag fire. In retaliation, the government seized his property, while the
Education Minister told the Prussian Academy of Science to expel him.



Einstein pre-empted this by resigning first, generating a public row in
which the Academy accused him of having peddled atrocity stories abroad.
He left for the United States again, and spent the rest of his life at
Princeton.75 ‘You know, I think,’ he wrote on 30 May to his colleague Max
Born, who also went into exile, ‘that I have never had a particularly
favourable opinion of the Germans (morally and politically speaking). But I
must confess that the degree of their brutality and cowardice came as
something of a surprise to me.’76

The chemist Fritz Haber did not share Einstein’s pacifist and
internationalist instincts; indeed, he had been largely responsible for the
development of poison gas as an instrument of warfare in 1914-18, and,
though Jewish, was exempt from dismissal because of his war service; but
the sacking of numerous Jewish colleagues from his institute caused him to
resign on 30 April 1933, declaring openly that he would not be told whom
to choose as his collaborators and whom not. He left for Cambridge
University, where he was not happy, and died the following year.77 The loss
of famous figures such as these was deeply alarming to many in the German
scientific community. In May, the non-Jewish Max Planck, who was
equally celebrated as a scientist and by this time had become President of
Germany’s premier scientific research institution, the Kaiser Wilhelm
Society, went to see Hitler in person to protest. He met with a blanket
declaration, so he later recalled, that it was impossible to make distinctions
between Jews: ‘The Jews are all Communists and these are my enemies ...
All Jews cling together like burrs. Wherever one Jew is, other Jews of all
types immediately gather.’78

Like Haber, some Jewish scientists, including the Nobel laureate James
Franck, an experimental physicist at Göttingen University, protested
publicly against the treatment of other Jewish scientists and resigned even
though they could have stayed in post under the exemption granted to
Jewish war veterans. Accused of sabotage in a collective letter signed by
forty-two colleagues at the University - only one of them from the field of
physics and mathematics—Franck reluctantly left for a post in the United
States. The reaction of the Medical Faculty at Heidelberg to the dismissal of
Jewish colleagues was remarkable precisely because it was so unusual: in
an official statement issued to Baden’s Education Ministry on 5 April 1933,
the chairman, Richard Siebeck, pointed out the contributions Jews had
made to medical science, and criticized the ‘impulsive violence’ that was



pushing aside autonomy and responsibility in the University.79 His
example, and that of his Faculty, found few imitators elsewhere. Most of
those non-Jewish scientists who remained, with Max Planck at their head,
attempted to preserve the integrity and political neutrality of scientific
research by paying lip-service to the regime. Planck began to address
meetings of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society with the Nazi salute and the Hitler
greeting, in an attempt to avoid further purges. Werner Heisenberg, a
physicist awarded the Nobel Prize for his development of quantum
mechanics, argued that it was important to remain in Germany to keep
scientific values intact. But in time it was to become clear that they were
fighting a losing battle.80

The vast majority of German professors remained in post.
Overwhelmingly conservative in political orientation, they broadly shared
the view of Hitler’s Nationalist coalition partners that Weimar democracy
had been a disaster and that a restoration of old hierarchies and structures
was long overdue. Many, however, went beyond this and positively
welcomed the National Socialist state, particularly if they taught in the
humanities and social sciences. On 3 March, some three hundred university
teachers issued an appeal to voters to support the Nazis, and in May no
fewer than seven hundred signed an appeal on behalf of Hitler and the
National Socialist State. At the University of Heidelberg, the sociologist
Arnold Bergsträsser justified the regime’s creation of unity between state
and society as a way of overcoming the patent failure of democracy; while
the lawyer Walter Jellinek defended the ‘revolution’ of 1933 as anti-liberal
but not anti-democratic, and declared that citizens gained the dignity of
being fully human only through their subordination to the state. A member
of the German People’s Party and a strongly right-wing opponent of the
Weimar Republic, Jellinek agreed that the regime’s anti-Jewish measures
were necessary because of the overcrowding of the academic profession. He
also thought - presaging the view of later historians - that Hitler’s power
would be limited by the existence of other power-centres in the Reich. But
wherever else this might have been true, it was not the case with the
regime’s policy towards the Jews, of whom Jellinek was indeed himself
one, and he was duly removed from his chair in the course of the nationalist
revolution that he so warmly welcomed. Other professors in the same
faculty demanded that the law should be the expression of the people’s soul,
and judges should deliver their verdicts in accordance with Nazi ideology.



The Professor of German declared that the Nazi revolution had given new,
patriotic meaning to the study of the German language. He condemned
‘Jewish thinking’ and ‘Jewish literature’ for undermining Germany’s ‘will
to live’.81

Very quickly, newly Nazified Education Ministries made political criteria
central not only for appointments but also for teaching and research. Reich
Education Minister Bernhard Rust reserved sweeping powers for himself in
this area. The Bavarian Minister of Culture told a gathering of professors in
Munich in 1933: ‘From now on it is not up to you to decide whether or not
something is true, but whether it is in the interests of the National Socialist
Revolution.’82 The Nazi leaders cared little for the traditional freedom of
teaching and research, or for the values of the traditional university. They
cared little, indeed, for science itself. When the Chairman of the Board of
Directors of I.G. Farben, the Nobel Prize-winning chemist Carl Bosch, met
Hitler in the summer of 1933 to complain about the damage to Germany’s
scientific interests done by the dismissal of Jewish professors, he got a
rough reception. The proportion of sackings was particularly high in
physics, he said, where 26 per cent of university staff had been dismissed,
including 11 Nobel Prizewinners, and chemistry, where the figure was 13
per cent. This was gravely undermining German science. Brusquely
interrupting the elderly scientist, Hitler said he knew nothing about any of
this, and Germany could get on for another hundred years without any
physics or chemistry at all; then he rang for his adjutant and told him that
Bosch wanted to leave.83



III

It was above all the students who drove forward the co-ordination process
in the universities. They organized campaigns against unwanted professors
in the local newspapers, staged mass disruptions of their lectures and led
detachments of stormtroopers in house-searches and raids. Another tactic
was to underline the political unreliability of some professors by arranging
visiting lectures by politically correct figures such as Heidegger, who could
be relied upon to give the regime the enthusiastic endorsement that others
sometimes failed to provide. At Heidelberg University, one Nazi activist
disrupted the work of the physicist Walter Bothe by conducting lengthy
marching sessions for SS men on the roof of his institute, directly above his
office.84 In one university after another, respected Rectors and senior
administrators were elbowed aside to make way for often mediocre figures
whose only claim to their new position was that they were Nazis and
enjoyed the support of the Nazi students’ organization. A typical figure was
Ernst Krieck, a convinced Nazi theorist of male supremacy who became
Rector of Frankfurt in 1933; until his sudden elevation he had been a lowly
professor of pedagogy in the city’s teacher training college.85 At Darmstadt
Technical University, the adjunct lecturer Karl Lieser, who joined the Party
early in 1933, aroused the wrath of his colleagues in the Architecture
Department by denouncing many of his colleagues to the Hessian Ministry
of Education in May; outraged, the University Senate deprived Lieser of his
right to teach, asked the Ministry to dismiss him, and temporarily closed the
University in protest. The next day, however, the students reopened and
occupied the buildings, while the Ministry named the Mayor of Darmstadt
provisional Rector. The professors caved in under this pressure. Lieser was
reinstated, and became a professor himself in 1934. By 1938 he had become
Rector. These events, which had their parallels in all of Germany’s
universities, marked a sharp fall in the traditional power of the
professoriate. ‘We lads have got the university in our hands,’ declared the



Nazi student leader in Leipzig, Eduard Klemt, ‘and we can do with it what
we will.’86

The students’ unions did not rest content with pushing forward the
Nazification of the professoriate. They also demanded a formal role in
professorial appointments and representation on disciplinary committees.
However, this proved a step too far. Participation by the student body in
these matters crassly contradicted the leadership principle. By the summer
of 1933, Nazified education ministries and university authorities were
beginning to clamp down on student disorder, banning students from
removing and destroying objectionable books from libraries, and scotching
a plan by the national students’ union to set up a pillory in each university
town, where the publications of ‘un-German’ professors would be nailed
up. No student was actually disciplined for disorderly conduct of a political
nature in the first six months of 1933, despite the massive disruption and
violence that virtually crippled university life during this period. But the
message was now clear: as the Prussian Ministry of Education declared, it
was the duty of the student unions ‘to keep every one of its members
orderly and disciplined’.87 Before this happened, however, the students
dealt their most dramatic and most notorious blow to intellectual freedom
and academic autonomy, an act that reverberated around the world and is
still remembered whenever people think of Nazism today.

On 10 May 1933, German students organized an ‘act against the un-
German spirit’ in nineteen university towns across the land. They compiled
a list of ‘un-German’ books, seized them from all the libraries they could
find, piled them up in public squares and set them alight. In Berlin the
book-burning event was joined at the students’ request by Joseph Goebbels.
He told them that they were ‘doing the right thing in committing the evil
spirit of the past to the flames’ in what he called a ‘strong, great and
symbolic act’.88 One after another, books were thrown onto the funeral pyre
of intellect, to the accompaniment of slogans such as: ‘Against class
struggle and materialism, for the national community and an idealistic
outlook: Marx, Kautsky; Against decadence and moral decay, for discipline
and morality in family and state: Heinrich Mann, Ernst Glaeser, Erich
Kästner.’ The works of Freud were consigned to the flames for their
‘debasing exaggeration of man’s animal nature’, the books of the popular
historian and biographer Emil Ludwig were burned for their ‘denigration’
of the ‘great figures’ of German history; the writings of the radical pacifist



journalists Kurt Tucholsky and Carl von Ossietzky were destroyed for their
‘arrogance and presumption’. A particular category in itself was reserved
for Erich Maria Remarque, whose critical novel All Quiet on the Western
Front was thrown onto the fire ‘against literary betrayal of the soldiers of
the World War, for the education of the nation in the spirit of military
preparedness.’ Many other books besides those read out in these incantatory
slogans were thrown onto the pyres. The national student organization
issued ‘twelve theses against the un-German spirit’ to accompany the
action, demanding the introduction of censorship and the purging of
libraries and declaring: ‘Our opponent is the Jew and anyone who submits
to him.’89



Map 18. German Universities in 1933
On 12 March, in a prelude to this action, stormtroopers had already

ransacked the library of the trade union centre in Heidelberg, removed
books and burned them in a small bonfire outside the door. A similar event
had taken place, as we have seen, outside Magnus Hirschfeld’s sex research
institute in Berlin on 6 May. But the 10 May book-burning was on a much
larger scale, and much more thoroughly prepared. Students had been



combing libraries and bookshops in readiness for the occasion since the
middle of April. Some booksellers courageously refused to hang up posters
advertising the event in their shop windows, but many others gave in to the
threats with which the students accompanied their action. In Heidelberg,
where the book-burning took place on 17 May, the students processed with
flaming torches, accompanied by SA, SS and Steel Helmets and members
of the duelling corps, and threw Communist and Social Democratic insignia
into the flames as well as books. The event was accompanied by the singing
of the Horst Wessel Song and the national anthem. Speeches were delivered
in which the action was presented as a blow against the ‘un-German spirit’
represented by writers such as Emil Julius Gumbel, the statistician of right-
wing murders in the Weimar years, hounded out of his chair at the
university in the summer of 1932. The Weimar Republic had incorporated
this ’Jewish-subversive’ spirit; it was now finally consigned to history.90

All this marked the culmination of a widespread action ‘against the un-
German spirit’ set in motion weeks before by the Propaganda Ministry. 91

As so often in the history of the Third Reich, the apparently spontaneous
action was in fact centrally co-ordinated, though not by Goebbels, but by
the national students’ union. The Nazi official in charge of purging Berlin’s
public libraries helpfully provided a list of the books to be burned, and the
central office of the national student union wrote and distributed the slogans
to be used in the ceremony. In this way, the Nazi students’ organization
ensured that the book-burning took a roughly similar course in all the
university towns where it was carried out.92 And where the students led,
others followed, in localities across the land. At a celebration of the summer
solstice of 1933 in the small town of Neu-Isenburg, for instance, a large
crowd watched ‘Marxist’ literature being burned in a huge pile in an open
space behind the fire station. As the local women’s gymnastics’ club danced
around the fire, the local Party leader gave a speech, followed by a rendition
of the Horst Wessel Song by the assembled multitude. Book-burning was by
no means a practice confined to the highly educated.93

The Nazi book-burning was a conscious echo of an earlier ritual,
performed by radical nationalist students at the celebration of the three-
hundredth anniversary of Martin Luther’s launching of the Reformation
with the publication of his theses attacking the Catholic Church, at the
Wartburg in Thuringia on 18 October 1817. At the close of the day’s
festivities, the students had thrown symbols of authority and ‘un-German’



books such as the Code Napoléon onto a bonfire in a form of symbolic
execution. This action may have provided a precedent in Germany’s canon
of nationalist demonstrations, but in fact it had little in common with its
later imitation in 1933, since a principal concern of the Wartburg Festival
was to express solidarity with Poland and to demonstrate in favour of the
freedom of the German press, constricted by massive censorship from the
police regime inspired by Prince Metternich. Still, as the flames rose to the
skies in Germany’s ancient seats of learning on 10 May 1933, encouraged
or tolerated by the newly Nazified university authorities, there must have
been more than a few who recalled the poet Heinrich Heine’s comment on
that earlier event, over a century before: ‘Where books are burned, in the
end people will be burned too.’94



IV

Amid all the violence, intimidation and brutality of the Nazi assault on civil
society in the early months of 1933, one particular, small group of Germans
came in for a particularly intense degree of hatred and hostility: German
Jews. This was not because they were outright opponents of Nazism, like
the Communists and the Social Democrats, or because they needed to be
intimidated and brought into line like other political and social groups and
institutions as part of the rapid Nazi drive to create a dictatorial, one-party
state. The Nazi attack on the Jews was of quite a different character. As the
expulsion of Jews from key cultural institutions such as the Prussian
Academy of Arts, the major orchestras, or the art schools and museums,
dramatically illustrated, the Nazis saw the Jews above all as the repositories
of an alien, un-German spirit, and their removal as part of a cultural
revolution that would restore ‘Germanness’ to Germany. Antisemitism had
always borne a very tenuous and indirect relation to the real role and
position of Jews in German society, most of whom lived blameless,
conventional and on the whole politically rather conservative lives. But
from the very beginning of the Nazi seizure of power, they felt the full force
of the stormstroopers’ pent-up hatred. Already in the autumn of 1932,
indeed, brownshirts had carried out a series of bomb attacks on Jewish
shops and businesses, synagogues and other premises. In the weeks
following Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor, stormtroopers broke
into synagogues and desecrated the religious furniture, smashed the
windows of Jewish shops, and subjected Jews to random acts of
humiliation, shaving off their beards or forcing them, in an imitation of a
punishment devised by the Italian Fascists, to drink large quantities of
castor oil.95 The violence reached new levels in the aftermath of the
elections of 5 March. The day after the election, gangs of brownshirts
rampaged along the Kurfürstendamm, a fashionable shopping street in
Berlin, which many Nazis saw as an area where Jews tended to congregate,
hunting down Jews and beating them up. In Breslau, a gang of



stormtroopers kidnapped the Jewish director of the theatre, beating him to
within an inch of his life with rubber truncheons and dog-whips. A
synagogue was set on fire in Königsberg in East Prussia, and a Jewish
businessman was abducted and beaten so badly that he later died of his
injuries. Gangs of stormtroopers daubed and blockaded Jewish shops in
several localities.96

In Breslau, stormtroopers assaulted Jewish judges and lawyers in the
court building on 11 March. The courts suspended business for three days,
and when they reconvened, the President of the Court, under pressure from
the brownshirts, ruled that henceforth only 17 out of the 364 Jewish lawyers
who had hitherto practised in Breslau would be allowed entry into the court
building. Other stormtroopers burst into courthouses all over Germany,
dragged Jewish judges and lawyers out of the proceedings and beat them
up, telling them not to return. The disruption caused by all this was too
much even for Hitler, who called on 10 March for a stop to ‘individual
actions’ of this kind if they disrupted official business or harmed the
economy (a problem on which he had already received complaints from
influential business circles, from the Reichsbank downwards). Hitler also
personally forced the Leipzig Party bosses to call off a planned raid on the
Reich Court with the object of hauling out Jewish lawyers.97 Courts lower
down the hierarchy were a different matter, however, and here he did not
intervene. The Nazi press continued to print rabid incitements to purge the
judiciary and the legal profession of Jews, backed by a flood of petitions to
the Reich Justice Ministry from ‘nationalist’ groups of lawyers to the same
end. The fact was that while attacks on Jewish shops and businesses were
disturbing to Hitler’s Nationalist coalition partners, attacks on Jewish
lawyers on the whole were not. In the legal profession, the attacks met with
little or no resistance even from those who disapproved of them. The trainee
judge Raimund Pretzel was sitting in the library of the Berlin courthouse
when the brownshirts burst into the building, loudly expelling all the Jews.
‘A brownshirt approached me and took up position in front of my work
table,’ he remembered later. “‘Are you Aryan?” Before I had a chance to
think, I had said, “Yes.” He took a close look at my nose - and retired. The
blood shot to my face. A moment too late I felt the shame, the defeat ...
What a disgrace to buy, with a reply, the right to stay with my documents in
peace!’98



Hitler’s intervention only caused a temporary let-up in the sequence of
violent incidents, and altogether failed to halt them completely. Little more
than a fortnight later, they had begun again. On 25 March 1933, thirty
stormtroopers from out of town broke into Jewish homes in Niederstetten in
the south-west, hauled off the men to the town hall and beat them up with
barely controlled savagery; the same morning, in the nearby town of
Creglingen, a similar incident led to the deaths of two of the eighteen
Jewish men subjected to this treatment. Groups of youths smashed the
windows of Jewish shops in Wiesbaden. The regional administrator of
Lower Bavaria reported on 30 March:

Early in the morning of the 15th of this month, towards 6 o’clock, a
truck with several men dressed in dark uniforms appeared before the
house of the Jewish trader Otto Selz, in Straubing. Selz was taken out of
his house still dressed in his nightshirt and abducted in the truck. Around
9.30 Selz was discovered in a wood near Weng, Landshut District, shot
dead ... Several country people claim to have noticed red armbands with
the swastika on some of the men in the truck.99

As Hitler’s intervention suggested, these incidents were not part of any
preconceived plan. Rather, they expressed the antisemitic hatred, fury and
violence that lay at the heart of Nazism at every level. The stormtroopers’
brutality had hitherto been directed mainly against the Reichsbanner and the
Red Front-Fighters’ League, but it was now released in all directions by the
Nazi election victory. Unchecked by the intervention of the police or by any
serious threat of legal prosecution, it vented itself particularly in attacks on
Jews. Despite their desire to control the violence, the Nazi leaders in
practice continually fuelled it with their rhetoric, and with the constant
antisemitic diatribes in the Nazi press, led by Julius Streicher’s The
Stormer.100 According to one doubtless incomplete estimate, Nazi
stormtroopers had murdered 43 Jews by the end of June 1933.101

These incidents did not go unnoticed abroad. Foreign newspaper
correspondents in Berlin reported seeing Jews with blood streaming down
their faces lying in the streets of Berlin after having been beaten senseless.
Critical reports began to appear in the British, French and American
press.102 On 26 March the conservative Foreign Minister von Neurath told
the American journalist Louis P. Lochner that this ‘atrocity propaganda’,



which he described as reminiscent of Belgian myths about atrocities
committed by German troops in 1914, was most likely part of a concerted
campaign of misinformation against the German government; revolutions
were bound to be accompanied by ‘certain excesses’. Unlike Neurath,
Hitler himself described the stories openly as ‘Jewish atrocity smears’. At a
meeting with Goebbels, Himmler and Streicher in Berchtesgaden the same
day, Hitler decided to take action, in order to channel the antisemitic
energies of the rank-and-file into a concerted action. On 28 March he
ordered the Party at every level to prepare a boycott of Jewish shops and
businesses to be carried out on 1 April. The action was approved by the
cabinet the following day.103 Far from being a rapid, spur-of-the-moment
response to ‘atrocity propaganda’ abroad, however, the boycott had long
been contemplated in Nazi circles, particularly those most hostile to
‘Jewish’ big businesses such as department stores and finance houses.
Neither for the first nor the last time, the leading Nazis assumed an identity
of interest, a conspiratorial connection even, between Jews in Europe and
Jews in America, that simply was not there. It was necessary to show the
Jews, wrote Goebbels in the published version of his diary, ‘that one is
determined to stop at nothing’.104

The unreality of such beliefs was illustrated when the Central
Association of German Citizens of Jewish Faith cabled the American
Jewish Committee in New York to ask it to call off ‘demonstrations hostile
to Germany’, only to be sharply rebuffed despite divided views in the
American Jewish community. Protest meetings in a number of American
cities on 27 March were followed by a campaign to boycott German goods
that met with an increasing amount of success in the months after 1
April.105 This only served to confirm Goebbels in his view that the boycott
should be carried out ‘with the greatest toughness’. ‘If the foreign smears
come to an end, then it will be stopped,’ he added, ‘otherwise a fight to the
death will begin. Now the German Jews must influence their racial
comrades in the world so that they’re not in for it over here.’ As Goebbels
drove through Berlin on 1 April to check the progress of the boycott, he
declared himself more than satisfied: ‘All Jewish shops are shut. SA
sentries are standing in front of the entrances. The public has declared its
solidarity. An exemplary discipline obtains. An imposing spectacle!’ The
spectacle was made more dramatic by a mass demonstration of ‘150,000
Berlin workers’ against ‘foreign smears’ in the afternoon, and a march-past



of 100,000 members of the Hitler Youth in the evening. ‘There is’, reported
Goebbels with satisfaction, ‘an indescribable mood of boiling rage ... The
boycott is a great moral victory for Germany.’ So great was it, indeed, that
already the next day he could report triumphantly: ‘Foreign countries are
gradually coming to their senses.’106

Germans reading Goebbels’s account when it was published a few
months later knew, however, that it put an optimistic construction on the
events of 1 April from the Nazi point of view. Certainly there was plenty of
activity by the stormtroopers, who posted up garish placards everywhere
telling people: ‘Don’t buy anything in Jewish shops and department
stores!’, ordering them not to use Jewish lawyers and doctors, and
informing them of the supposed reason for all this: ‘The Jew is smearing us
abroad.’ Trucks bedecked with similar posters and full of stormtroopers
raced through the streets, and SA and Steel Helmet units stood
threateningly outside the doors of Jewish retailers, demanding the identity
papers of any shoppers going in. Many non-Jewish shops put up posters
advertising the fact that they were ‘recognized German-Christian
businesses’, just to avoid misunderstandings. And as far as the
stormtroopers were concerned, the Nazi leadership had made an important
point: this action against the Jews was to be centrally co-ordinated, and they
were not to commit individual acts of violence. The stormtroopers who
enforced the boycott on 1 April did indeed mostly avoid serious breaches of
the peace, and kept their behaviour at the level of threats and intimidation.
Little actual physical damage seems to have been done to the shops
themselves on the day, although in many places the brownshirts daubed
slogans on the shop windows, and in a few localities they were unable to
resist breaking the glass, looting the contents, arresting objectors, or taking
the Jewish shop-owners out, driving them through the streets and beating
them up when they dropped through exhaustion.107

Crowds gathered to see what was going on and stood outside the
boycotted shops. Yet, contrary to reports in the Nazi press, they did not
demonstrate their anger against the Jews, but remained for the most part
passive and silent. In some places, including two department stores in
Munich, there were even small counter-demonstrations by citizens, some of
them wearing the Party badge, who tried to get past the brownshirt sentries
on the door. In Hanover, determined shoppers tried to enter the Jewish
shops by force. In most places, however, few went in. To this extent, at



least, the boycott was a success. On the other hand, some smaller towns
failed to implement the boycott altogether. Everywhere, numerous Jewish
shopkeepers shut up shop anyway, to avoid unpleasantness. Warned of the
boycott in advance, many people rushed to purchase their goods in the
Jewish shops the day before, much to the annoyance of the Nazi press. A
young soldier and his girlfriend were overheard in a cinema the evening
before the boycott arguing about what they should do. ‘Actually one’s not
supposed to buy anything from the Jews,’ he said; ‘but it’s so terribly
cheap,’ she replied. ‘Then it’s poor and doesn’t last,’ was his answer. ‘No,
really,’ she riposted, ‘it’s just as good and keeps just as well, really just the
same as in Christian shops - and it’s so much cheaper.’108

Only small shops and businesses were affected by the boycott; the largest
Jewish firms, who had borne the brunt of the Nazis’ verbal attacks over the
years, were exempted because of their importance to the national economy,
and because they were major employers who would be forced to lay off
workers if the boycott really had a serious impact on their economic
position. The Tietz department store chain alone had 14,000 employees.
The Nazi employees’ organization in the huge Ullstein publishing firm
noted that while the company was exempted from the boycott, the banning
of many of its publications was leading to the dismissal of many ‘good
national comrades’, thus illustrating the economic dangers of the regime’s
policies.109 All this made the boycott a good. deal less impressive than
Goebbels claimed. The general lack of public opposition to the action was
striking, but so too was the general lack of public enthusiasm for it; a
combination that was to be repeated more than once in subsequent years
when the government launched antisemitic measures of one sort or another.
Realizing the problems which the boycott caused, both for the economy and
for the regime’s reputation abroad, and conceding privately that it had not
met with a great deal of success, Hitler and the Party silently dropped the
idea of continuing it on a national basis, despite the fact that American
newspapers carried on printing ‘atrocity stories’ about Nazi violence against
the Jews in the following weeks and months. But the idea of a boycott took
root in the Nazi movement. In the following months, many local
newspapers repeatedly called upon their readers not to patronize Jewish
shops, while Party activists in a wide variety of localities often placed
‘sentries’ outside Jewish premises, and organized letter-writing campaigns
to rebuke and admonish those customers who dared to enter them.110



V

A major purpose of the boycott had been to advertise to the Nazi rank-and-
file that antisemitic policy had to be centrally co-ordinated and pursued, as
Hitler had written many years before, in a ‘rational’ manner rather than
through spontaneous pogroms and acts of violence. The boycott thus
prepared the way for Nazi policy towards the Jews to take on a legal, or
quasi-legal, course, in pursuit of the Party Programme’s statement that Jews
could not be full German citizens and therefore, clearly, could not enjoy full
civil rights. A week after the boycott, on 7 April 1933, the Law for the
Restoration of a Professional Civil Service added Jews to Communists and
other politically unreliable individuals in state employment as targets for
dismissal. ’Non-Aryan’ civil servants, defined in a supplementary law on
11 April as people with one or more ‘non-Aryan, particularly Jewish’
grandparent, were to be retired, unless (on Hindenburg’s explicit insistence)
they were war veterans or had lost a father or son in combat, or had been in
the forces before the First World War. Pushed through by Wilhelm Frick,
the Nazi Reich Interior Minister, who had already proposed a similar law as
a humble Reichstag deputy in 1925, the legislation, in characteristic Nazi
style, co-ordinated measures already in progress at the regional and local
level, where dismissals of Jewish state employees had been going on for
some weeks. Similar provisions were applied to Jewish lawyers, worked out
in the Ministry of Justice at the same time and incorporated into a separate
law passed on the same day. A decree of 25 April ‘Against the
Overcrowding of German Schools and Universities’ drastically reduced the
flow of qualified Jewish Germans into the professions by imposing a quota
of 5 per cent Jewish pupils on all schools and universities and 1.5 per cent
of new entries each year. The exemptions meant that many Jews were able
to continue working - 336 out of a total of 717 Jewish judges and state
prosecutors, for example, and 3,167 out of a total of 4,585 Jewish
lawyers.111 Eastern European Jews who had migrated to Germany under the
Weimar Republic lost their citizenship by a law of 14 July 1933, in a



measure already contemplated by the government of Franz von Papen in
1932. This bundle of different measures meant the end of the civil equality
of the Jews that had existed in Germany since 1871.112

Those Jews who carried on with their jobs did so in an atmosphere of
continuous and steadily mounting suspicion and hostility. The decrees set
off a wave of denunciations, personally as well as politically motivated, and
many lawyers, civil servants and state employees were obliged to start
checking their ancestry, or even to submit themselves to medical
examination in an effort to determine their supposed racial character.
Ministers and heads of civil service departments were overwhelmingly
hostile to any continued Jewish presence, in the institutions they ran.
Conservatives such as Herbert von Bismarck, State Secretary in the
Prussian Interior Ministry, were as enthusiastic supporters of anti-Jewish
measures as were their Nazi colleagues. Measures to restrict the civil rights
of the Jews had, after all, been part of the Conservative, later Nationalist,
Party programme since the early 1890s. Hitler took due account of the
feeling of such men that antisemitic policies should not go too far, vetoing a
proposal to ban Jewish doctors on 7 April, for example, and trying to ensure
that the purge did not have adverse effects on business and the economy.
Yet the fact remained that in the basic thrust of his policy of exclusion at
this time, his Nationalist colleagues were right behind him.113

And where the state led, other institutions followed. A central part of the
whole process of co-ordination at every level was the exclusion of Jews
from the newly Nazified institutions which resulted from it, from the
German Boxing Association, which excluded Jewish boxers on 4 April
1933, to the German Gymnastics League, which ‘Aryanized’ itself on 24
May. Municipalities began banning Jews from public facilities such as
sports fields.114 In the small north German town of Northeim, where there
were only 120 practising Jews in 1932, the boycott of 1 April 1933 seemed
half-hearted, only lasting a few hours, and not applying at all to some
businesses. Here, as in many other communities, the local Jewish
population had been generally accepted, and Nazi antisemitism was
regarded as abstract rhetoric without concrete applicability to the Jews
everyone knew. Now the boycott suddenly brought home the reality of the
situation to all sectors of society. The income of the local Jewish physician
in Northeim began to drop as patients left him, while local voluntary
associations, including not only the shooting club but even the Veterans’



Club, dropped their Jewish members, often for ‘non-attendance’, since local
Jews soon became reluctant to continue participating in the town’s
associational life; many resigned before being asked to leave. For every old
Social Democrat who ostentatiously continued patronizing Jewish shops,
there were several local stormtroopers who bought goods there on credit
and refused to pay their bills. By the late summer of 1933, amidst a
continuous barrage of antisemitic propaganda from the political leaders of
the Reich at every level, from newspapers and the media, the Jews of
Northeim had effectively been excluded from the town’s social life. And
what happened in Northeim, happened all over the rest of Germany, too.115

Some Jews thought the antisemitic wave would soon pass, rationalized it,
or did their best to ignore it. Many, however, were in a state of shock and
despair. As widespread as political violence had been before 30 January
1933, the fact that it was now officially sanctioned by the government, and
directed so openly against Germany’s Jewish population, created a situation
that seemed to many to be entirely new. The result was that Jews began to
emigrate from Germany, as the Nazis indeed intended. Thirty-seven
thousand left in 1933 alone. The Jewish population of Germany fell from
525,000 in January to just under 500,000 by the end of June; and that was
merely the fall amongst those who were registered as belonging to the
Jewish faith. Many more would follow in subsequent years. But many also
decided to stay, particularly if they were elderly.116 For the older
generation, finding a job abroad was difficult if not impossible, especially
since most countries were still deep in the throes of the Depression. They
preferred to take their chance in the country that had always been their
home. Others harboured the illusion that things would get better once the
Nazi regime had settled down. The youthful energy of the stormtroopers
would surely be tamed, the excesses of the National Socialist Revolution
soon be over.

One Jewish citizen who did not have any illusions was Victor Klemperer.
He was already complaining in his diary about the ‘right-wing terror’
before the election of 5 March, when it was relatively limited compared to
what was to come. He found himself unable to agree with his friends who
spoke up for the Nationalists and supported the banning of the Communist
Party. Klemperer was depressed at their failure to recognize the ‘true
distribution of power’ in the Hitler cabinet. The pre-election terror, he wrote
on 10 March, was nothing but a ‘mild prelude’. The violence and



propaganda reminded him of the 1918 Revolution, only this time under the
sign of the swastika. He was already wondering how long he would be left
in his post at the university. A week later he was writing: ‘The defeat of
1918 did not depress me as deeply as the present situation. It’s really
shocking how day after day naked force, violations of legality, the most
terrible hypocrisy, a barbaric frame of mind, express themselves as decrees
completely without any concealment.’ The atmosphere, he noted
despairingly on 30 March, two days before the boycott, was

like the run-up to a pogrom in the depths of the Middle Ages or in
innermost Tsarist Russia ... We are hostages ... ‘We’—the threatened
community of Jews. Actually I feel more ashamed than afraid. Ashamed
of Germany. I truly have always felt myself to be a German. And I have
always imagined that the 20th century and Central Europe are something
other than the 14th century and Romania. Wrong!

Like many conservative Jewish Germans, Klemperer, who sympathized
with most of what the Nationalists believed in apart from their
antisemitism, insisted first and foremost on his German identity. His
allegiance was to be severely tested in the months and years to come.

Germany, wrote Klemperer on 20 March 1933, was not going to be
rescued by the Hitler government, which seemed to be driving rapidly
towards a catastrophe. ‘Apart from that,’ he added, ‘I believe that it will
never be able to wash away the ignominy of having fallen prey to it.’ One
after another he noted the dismissal of Jewish friends and acquaintances
from their jobs. He felt guilty when the law of 7 April allowed him to stay
in post because he had fought on the front in 1914-18. The egoism,
helplessness and cowardice of people dismayed him, still more the open
antisemitism and abusive anti-Jewish placards of the students in his
university. His wife was ill and suffering from nerves, he was worried about
his heart. What kept him going was the business of buying and preparing a
plot at Döltzschen, on the outskirts of Dresden, on which to build a new
house for himself and his wife, as well as his academic writing; that, and his
unquenchable human sympathy and intellectual curiosity. In June he was
already beginning to compile a private dictionary of Nazi terminology. His
first recorded entry, on 30 June 1933, was protective custody.117



A ‘REVOLUTION OF DESTRUCTION’?



I

The Nazi assault on the Jews in the first months of 1933 was the first step in
a longer-term process of removing them from German society. By the
summer of 1933 this process was well under way. It was the core of Hitler’s
cultural revolution, the key, in the Nazi mind, to the wider cultural
transformation of Germany that was to purge the German spirit of ‘alien’
influences such as communism, Marxism, socialism, liberalism, pacifism,
conservatism, artistic experimentation, sexual freedom and much more
besides. All of these influences were ascribed by the Nazis to the malign
influence of the Jews, despite massive evidence to the contrary. Excluding
the Jews from the economy, from the media, from state employment and
from the professions was thus an essential part of the process of redeeming
and purifying the German race, and preparing it to wreak its revenge on
those who had humiliated it in 1918. When Hitler and Goebbels talked that
summer of the ‘National Socialist Revolution’, this was in the first place
what they meant: a cultural and spiritual revolution in which all things ‘un-
German’ had been ruthlessly suppressed.

Yet the extraordinary speed with which this transformation had been
achieved suggested at the same time powerful continuities with the recent
past. Between 30 January and 14 July 1933, after all, the Nazis had
translated Hitler’s Chancellorship in a coalition government dominated by
non-Nazi conservatives into a one-party state in which even the
conservatives no longer had any separate representation. They had
coordinated all social institutions, apart from the Churches and the army,
into a vast and still inchoate structure run by themselves. They had purged
huge swathes of culture and the arts, the universities and the educational
system, and almost every other area of German society, of everyone who
was opposed to them. They had begun their drive to push out the Jews onto
the margins of society, or force them to emigrate. And they were starting to
put in place the laws and policies that would determine the fate of Germany
and its people, and more besides, over the coming years. Some had



imagined that the coalition installed on 30 January 1933 would fall apart
like other coalitions before it, within a few months. Others had written off
the Nazis as a transient phenomenon that would quickly disappear from the
stage of world history together with the capitalist system that had put them
in power. All of them had been proved wrong. The Third Reich had come
into being by the summer of 1933, and it was clearly there to stay. How,
then, did this revolution occur? Why did the Nazis meet with no effective
opposition in their seizure of power?

The coming of the Third Reich essentially happened in two phases. The
first ended with Hitler’s nomination as Reich Chancellor on 30 January
1933. This was no ‘seizure of power’. Indeed, the Nazis themselves did not
use this term to describe the appointment, since it smacked of an illegal
putsch. They were still careful at this stage to refer to an ‘assumption of
power’ and to call the coalition a ‘government of national renewal’ or, more
generally, a government of ‘national uprising’, depending on whether they
wished to stress the legitimacy of the cabinet’s appointment by the
President or the legitimacy of its supposed backing by the nation.118 The
Nazis knew that Hitler’s appointment was the beginning of the process of
conquering power, not the end. Nevertheless, had it not happened, the Nazi
Party might well have continued to decline as the economy gradually
recovered. Had Schleicher been less politically incompetent, he might have
established a quasi-military regime, ruling through President Hindenburg’s
power of decree and then, when Hindenburg, who was in his late eighties,
eventually died, ruling in his own right, possibly with a revised constitution
still giving a role of sorts to the Reichstag. By the second half of 1932, a
military regime of some description was the only viable alternative to a
Nazi dictatorship. The slide away from parliamentary democracy into an
authoritarian state ruling without the full and equal participation of the
parties or the legislatures had already begun under Brüning. It had been
massively and deliberately accelerated by Papen. After Papen, there was no
going back. A power vacuum had been created in Germany which the
Reichstag and the parties had no chance of filling. Political power had
seeped away from the legitimate organs of the constitution onto the streets
at one end, and into the small cabal of politicians and generals surrounding
President Hindenburg at the other, leaving a vacuum in the vast area
between, where normal democratic politics take place. Hitler was put into
office by a clique around the President; but they would not have felt it



necessary to put him there without the violence and disorder generated by
the activities of the Nazis and the Communists on the streets.119

In such a situation, only force was likely to succeed. Only two
institutions possessed it in sufficient measure. Only two institutions could
operate it without arousing even more violent reactions on the part of the
mass of the population: the army and the Nazi movement. A military
dictatorship would most probably have crushed many civil freedoms in the
years after 1933, launched a drive for rearmament, repudiated the Treaty of
Versailles, annexed Austria and invaded Poland in order to recover Danzig
and the Polish Corridor that separated East Prussia from the rest of
Germany. It might well have used the recovery of German power to pursue
further international aggression leading to a war with Britain and France, or
the Soviet Union, or both. It would almost certainly have imposed severe
restrictions on the Jews. But it is unlikely on balance that a military
dictatorship in Germany would have launched the kind of genocidal
programme that found its culmination in the gas chambers of Auschwitz
and Treblinka.120

A military putsch could, as many feared, have led to violent resistance by
the Nazis as well as the Communists. Restoring order would have caused
massive bloodshed, leading perhaps to civil war. The army was as anxious
to avoid this as the Nazis. Both parties knew that their prospects of success
if they tried to seize power alone were dubious, to say the least. The logic of
co-operation was therefore virtually inescapable; the only question was
what form co-operation would eventually take. All over Europe,
conservative elites, armies, and radical, fascist or populist mass movements
faced the same dilemma. They solved it in a variety of ways, giving the
edge to military force in some countries, like Spain, and to fascist
movements in others, like Italy. In many countries in the 1920s and 1930s,
democracies were being replaced by dictatorships. What happened in
Germany in 1933 did not seem so exceptional in the light of what had
already happened in countries such as Italy, Poland, Latvia, Estonia,
Lithuania, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Portugal, Yugoslavia or indeed in a
rather different way in the Soviet Union. Democracy was soon to be
destroyed in other countries, too, such as Austria and Spain. In such
countries, political violence, rioting and assassination had been common at
various periods since the end of the First World War; in Austria, for
instance, serious disturbances in Vienna had culminated in the burning



down of the Palace of Justice in 1927; in Yugoslavia, Macedonian
assassination squads were causing havoc in the political world; in Poland, a
major war with the nascent Soviet Union had crippled the political system
and the economy and opened the way to the military dictatorship of General
Pilsudski. Everywhere, too, the authoritarian right shared most if not all of
the antisemitic beliefs and conspiracy theories that animated the Nazis. The
Hungarian government of Admiral Miklós Horthy yielded little to the
German far right in its hatred of Jews, fuelled by the experience of the
short-lived revolutionary regime led by the Jewish Communist Béla Kun in
1919. The Polish military regime of the 1930s was to impose severe
restrictions on the country’s large Jewish population. Seen in the European
context of the time, neither the political violence of the 1920s and early
1930s, nor the collapse of parliamentary democracy, nor the destruction of
civil liberties, would have appeared particularly unusual to a dispassionate
observer. Nor was everything that subsequently happened in the history of
the Third Reich made inevitable by Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor.
Chance and contingency were to play their part here, too, as they had
before.121

Nevertheless, the consequences of the events of 30 January 1933 in
Germany were more serious by far than the consequences of the collapse of
democracy elsewhere in Europe. The security provisions of the Treaty of
Versailles had done nothing to alter the fact that Germany was still Europe’s
most powerful, most advanced and most populous country. Nationalist
dreams of territorial aggrandisement and conquest were present in other
authoritarian regimes like Poland and Hungary as well. But these, if
realized, were only likely to be of regional significance. What happened in
Germany was likely to have a far wider impact than what happened in a
small country like Austria, or an impoverished land like Poland. Its
significance, given Germany’s size and power, had the potential to be
worldwide. That is why the events of the first six and a half months of 1933
were so momentous.

How and why did they occur? To begin with, no one would have thought
it worth their while shoehorning Hitler into the Reich Chancellery had he
not been the leader of Germany’s largest political party. The Nazis, of
course, never won a majority of the vote in a free election: 37.4 per cent
was all they could manage in their best performance, the Reichstag election
of July 1932. Still, this was a high vote by any democratic standards, higher



than many democratically elected governments in other countries have
achieved since. The roots of the Nazis’ success lay in the failure of the
German political system to produce a viable, nationwide conservative party
uniting both Catholics and Protestants on the right; in the historic weakness
of German liberalism; in the bitter resentments of almost all Germans over
the loss of the war and the harsh terms of the Treaty of Versailles; in the
fear and disorientation provoked in many middle-class Germans by the
social and cultural modernism of the Weimar years, and the hyperinflation
of 1923. The lack of legitimacy of the Weimar Republic, which for most of
its existence never enjoyed the support of a majority of the deputies in the
Reichstag, added to these influences and encouraged nostalgia for the old
Reich and the authoritarian leadership of a figure like Bismarck. The myth
of the ‘spirit of 1914’ and the ‘front generation’, particularly strong among
those too young to have fought in the war, fuelled a strong desire for
national unity and an impatience with the multiplicity of parties and the
endless compromises of political negotiations. The legacy of the war also
included political violence on a massive and destructive scale and helped
persuade many non-violent and respectable people to tolerate it to a degree
that would be unthinkable in an effectively functioning parliamentary
democracy.

A number of key factors, however, stand out from all the rest. The first is
the effect of the Depression, which radicalized the electorate, destroyed or
deeply damaged the more moderate parties and polarized the political
system between the ‘Marxist’ parties and the ‘bourgeois’ groups, all of
which moved rapidly towards the far right. The ever-growing threat of
Communism struck fear into the hearts of bourgeois voters and helped shift
political Catholicism towards authoritarian politics and away from
democracy, just as it did in other parts of Europe. Business failures and
financial disasters helped convince many captains of industry and leaders of
agriculture that the power of the trade unions had to be curbed or even
destroyed. The political effects of the Depression hugely magnified those of
the previous catastrophe of the hyperinflation, and made the Republic seem
as if it could deliver nothing but economic disaster. Even without the
Depression, Germany’s first democracy seemed doomed; but the onset of
one of history’s worst economic slumps pushed it beyond the point of no
return. Moreover, mass unemployment undermined Germany’s once-strong
labour movement, a solid guarantor of democracy as recently as 1920, when



it had managed to defeat the right-wing Kapp putsch despite the toleration
of the rebels by the army. Divided and demoralized, and robbed of its key
weapon of the political mass strike, the German labour movement was
caught between impotent support for the authoritarian regime of Heinrich
Brüning on the one hand, and self-destructive hostility to ‘bourgeois
democracy’ on the other.

Figure I. The Nazi Vote in Reichstag Elections, 1924-1933



The second major factor was the Nazi movement itself. Its ideas
evidently had a wide appeal to the electorate, or at least were not so
outrageous as to put them off. Its dynamism promised a radical cure for the
Republic’s ills. Its leader Adolf Hitler was a charismatic figure who was
able to drum up mass electoral support by the vehemence of his rhetorical
denunciations of the unloved Republic, and to convert this into political
office, finally, by making the right moves at the right time. Hitler’s refusal
to enter a coalition government in any other capacity but Reich Chancellor,
a refusal that was terminally frustrating to some of his subordinates like
Gregor Strasser, was proved right in the end. As deputy to the unpopular
Papen or the equally unloved Schleicher, he would have lost heavily in
reputation and surrendered a good deal of the charisma that came from
being the Leader. The Nazi Party was a party of protest, with not much of a
positive programme, and few practical solutions to Germany’s problems.
But its extremist ideology, adapted and sometimes veiled according to
circumstance and the nature of the particular group of people to whom it
was appealing, tapped into a sufficient number of pre-existing popular
German beliefs and prejudices to make it seem to many well worth
supporting at the polls. For such people, desperate times called for
desperate measures; for many more, particularly in the middle classes, the
vulgar and uneducated character of the Nazis seemed sufficient guarantee
that Hitler’s coalition partners, well educated and well bred, would be able
to hold him in check and curb the street violence that seemed such an
unfortunate, but no doubt temporary, accompaniment of the movement’s
rise to prominence.

The substantial overlap between the Nazis’ ideology and that of the
conservatives, even, to a considerable extent, that of German liberals, was a
third major factor in bringing Hitler into the Reich Chancellery on 30
January 1933. The ideas that were current among almost all German
political parties right of the Social Democrats in the early 1930s had a great
deal in common with those of the Nazis. These ideas certainly bore enough
resemblance to the Nazis’ for the bulk of the liberal and conservative
parties’ supporters in the Protestant electorate to desert them, at least
temporarily, for what looked like a more effective alternative. Nor were
Catholic voters, and their representative, the Centre Party, any more
committed to democracy by this time either. Moreover, even a substantial
number of Catholics and workers, or at least those who for whatever reason



were not as closely bound into their respective cultural-political milieu as
the bulk of their fellows, turned to Nazism too. Only by striking a chord
with pre-existing, often deep-seated social and political values could the
Nazis rise so rapidly to become the largest party in Germany. At the same
time, however, Nazi propaganda, for all its energy and sophistication, did
not manage to win round people who were ideologically disinclined to vote
for Hitler. Chronically underfunded for most of the time, and so unable to
develop its full range of methods, excluded until 1933 from using the radio,
and dependent on the voluntary work of often chaotic and disorganized
local groups of activists, Goebbels’s propaganda offensive from 1930 to
1932 was only one of a number of influences driving people to vote for the
Nazis at the polls. Often, indeed, as in the rural Protestant north, they voted
without having been reached by the Nazi propaganda machine at all. The
Nazi vote was above all a protest vote; and, after 1928, Hitler, Goebbels and
the Party leadership recognized this implicitly by removing most of their
specific policies, in so far as they had any, from the limelight, and
concentrating on a vague, emotional appeal that emphasized little more than
the Party’s youth and dynamism, its determination to destroy the Weimar
Republic, the Communist Party and the Social Democrats, and its belief that
only through the unity of all social classes could Germany be reborn.
Antisemitism, so prominent in Nazi propaganda in the 1920s, took a back
seat, and had little influence in winning the Nazis support in the elections of
the early 1930s. More important by far was the image the Party projected
on the street, where the marching columns of stormtroopers added to the
general image of disciplined vigour and determination that Goebbels sought
to project.122

The Nazi propaganda effort, therefore, mainly won over people who were
already inclined to identify with the values the Party claimed to represent,
and who simply saw the Nazis as a more effective and more energetic
vehicle than the bourgeois parties for putting them into effect. Many
historians have argued that these values were essentially pre-industrial, or
pre-modern. Yet this argument rests on a simplistic equation of democracy
with modernity. The voters who flocked to the polls in support of Hitler, the
stormtroopers who gave up their evenings to beat up Communists, Social
Democrats, and Jews, the Party activists who spent their free time at rallies
and demonstrations - none of these were sacrificing themselves to restore a
lost past. On the contrary, they were inspired by a vague yet powerful vision



of the future, a future in which class antagonisms and party-political
squabbles would be overcome, aristocratic privilege of the kind represented
by the hated figure of Papen removed, technology, communications media
and every modern invention harnessed in the cause of the ‘people’, and a
resurgent national will expressed through the sovereignty not of a
traditional hereditary monarch or an entrenched social elite but of a
charismatic leader who had come from nowhere, served as a lowly corporal
in the First World War and constantly harped upon his populist credentials
as a man of the people. The Nazis declared that they would scrape away
foreign and alien encrustations on the German body politic, ridding the
country of Communism, Marxism, ‘Jewish’ liberalism, cultural
Bolshevism, feminism, sexual libertinism, cosmopolitanism, the economic
and power-political burdens imposed by Britain and France in 1919,
‘Western’ democracy and much else. They would lay bare the true
Germany. This was not a specific historical Germany of any particular date
or constitution, but a mythical Germany that would recover its timeless
racial soul from the alienation it had suffered under the Weimar Republic.
Such a vision did not involve just looking back, or forward, but both.

The conservatives who levered Hitler into power shared a good deal of
this vision. They really did look back with nostalgia to the past, and yearn
for the restoration of the Hohenzollern monarchy and the Bismarckian
Reich. But these were to be restored in a form purged of what they saw as
the unwise concessions that had been made to democracy. In their vision of
the future, everyone was to know their place, and the working classes
especially were to be kept where they belonged, out of the political
decision-making process altogether. But this vision cannot really be seen as
pre-industrial or pre-modern, either. It was shared in large measure, for one
thing, by many of the big industrialists who did so much to undermine
Weimar democracy, and by many modern, technocratic military officers
whose ambition was to launch a modern war with the kind of advanced
military equipment that the Treaty of Versailles forbade them to deploy.
Like other people at other times and in other places, the conservatives, as
much as Hitler, manipulated and rearranged the past to suit their own
present purposes. They cannot be reduced to expressions of ‘pre-industrial’
social groups. Many of them, from capitalist Junker landlords looking for
new markets, to small retailers and white-collar workers whose means of
support had not even existed before industrialization, were as much modern



as they were traditional.123 It was these congruities in vision that persuaded
men like Papen, Schleicher and Hindenburg that it would be worth
legitimizing their rule by co-opting the mass movement of the Nazi Party
into a coalition government whose aim was to erect an authoritarian state on
the ruins of the Weimar Republic.

The death of democracy in Germany was part of a much broader
European pattern in the interwar years; but it also had very specific roots in
German history and drew on ideas that were part of a very specific German
tradition. German nationalism, the Pan-German vision of the completion
through conquest in war of Bismarck’s unfinished work of bringing all
Germans together in a single state, the conviction of the superiority of the
Aryan race and the threat posed to it by the Jews, the belief in eugenic
planning and racial hygiene, the military ideal of a society clad in uniform,
regimented, obedient and ready for battle—all this and much more that
came to fruition in 1933 drew on ideas that had been circulating in
Germany since the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Some of these
ideas, in turn, had their roots in other countries or were shared by
significant thinkers within them - the racism of Gobineau, the
anticlericalism of Schonerer, the paganist fantasies of Lanz von Liebenfels,
the pseudo-scientific population policies of Darwin’s disciples in many
countries, and much more. But they came together in Germany in a
uniquely poisonous mixture, rendered all the more potent by Germany’s
pre-eminent position as the most advanced and most powerful state on the
European Continent. In the years following the appointment of Hitler as
Reich Chancellor, the rest of Europe, and the world, would learn just how
poisonous that mixture could be.



II

For all his electoral successes, there has never been any doubt that Hitler
came into office as the result of a backstairs political intrigue. ‘The
Germans’ did not elect Hitler Reich Chancellor. Nor did they give their free
and democratic approval to his creation of a one-party state. Yet some have
argued that the Weimar Republic destroyed itself rather than being
destroyed by its enemies: a case of political suicide rather than political
murder.124 Of the weakness of the Republic’s polity in the supreme crisis of
1930-33 there can be little doubt. The Republic’s fatal lack of legitimacy
caused people to look all too readily to other political solutions for
Germany’s ills. But these ills were not just of the Republic’s own making.
Crucial to the whole process was the way in which democracy’s enemies
exploited the democratic constitution and democratic political culture for
their own ends. Joseph Goebbels was quite explicit about this when he
publicly ridiculed:

The stupidity of democracy. It will always remain one of democracy’s
best jokes that it provided its deadly enemies with the means by which it
was destroyed. The persecuted leaders of the NSDAP became
parliamentary deputies and so acquired the use of parliamentary
immunity, allowances and free travel tickets. They were thus protected
from police interference, could allow themselves to say more than the
ordinary citizen, and apart from that they also had the costs of their
activity paid by their enemy. One can make superb capital from
democratic stupidity. The members of the NSDAP grasped that right
away and took enormous pleasure in it.125

There was no denying the Nazis’ supreme contempt for democratic
institutions. But it is in the nature of democratic institutions that they
presuppose at least a minimal willingness to abide by the rules of
democratic politics. Democracies that are under threat of destruction face



the impossible dilemma of either yielding to that threat by insisting on
preserving the democratic niceties, or violating their own principles by
curtailing democratic rights. The Nazis knew this, and exploited the
dilemma to the full in the second phase of the coming of the Third Reich,
from February to July 1933.

Since the failure of his beer-hall putsch in November 1923, Hitler had
always claimed that he was going to come to power by legal means. Indeed,
he had said as much on oath in court. After 1923, he knew that a violent
coup d‘état along the lines of the October Revolution in Russia in 1917, or
even the threatened ‘march on Rome’ which had propelled Mussolini into
Prime Ministerial office in Italy in 1922, would not work. At every point,
therefore, Hitler and his associates sought a legalistic fig-leaf for their
actions. All along, they avoided as far as possible giving their opponents the
kind of opportunity that the Social Democrats had taken up in fighting
Papen’s Prussian coup of July 1932 through the courts. The Social
Democrats had done this with a certain degree of legal success, though
politically their court action had proved completely futile. Avoiding this
precedent was why, for instance, Hitler placed so much importance on the
Reichstag Fire Decree and the Enabling Act. It was why Goring enrolled
the brownshirts and SS as auxiliary police in Prussia rather than simply
letting them go on the rampage without so much as a pretence of legal
cover for their actions. It was why the Nazi leadership insisted on
implementing its initial wave of policies through laws approved by the
Reichstag or sanctioned by Presidential decrees. And the strategy of the
‘legal revolution’ worked. Hitler’s constant reassurances that he would act
legally helped persuade his coalition partners and his opponents alike that
the Nazis could be dealt with by legal means. Legal cover for the Nazis’
actions allowed civil servants to draft the decrees and laws they demanded,
even where, as with the Civil Service Act of 7 April 1933, they attacked the
very principles of neutrality on which the civil service was based by
requiring the dismissal of Jewish and politically unreliable bureaucrats from
their positions. For civil servants, state employees and many others, the
measures by which the Nazis seized power between the end of January and
the end of July 1933 seemed irresistible because they appeared to carry the
full force of the law.

Yet they did not. At every point in the process, the Nazis violated the law.
In the first place, they contradicted the spirit in which the laws had been



passed. Article 48 of the Weimar constitution, in particular, which gave the
President the power to rule by decree in time of emergency, had never been
intended to be the basis for any more than purely interim measures; the
Nazis made it into the basis for a permanent state of emergency that was
more fictive than real and lasted in a technical sense all the way up to 1945.
Nor had Article 48 been intended to introduce measures as far-reaching as
those passed on 28 February 1933. It was indeed unfortunate that President
Ebert had made such liberal use and broad application of Article 48 earlier
in the Republic’s history, and doubly so that Reich Chancellors Brüning,
Papen and Schleicher had relied on it so heavily in the crisis of the early
1930s. But even that paled into insignificance beside the drastic curtailment
of civil liberties ordered on 28 February. Nor was the decree meant to be
used by a Chancellor applying the President’s rubber stamp. Hitler ensured
in his negotiations with Hindenburg in January 1933 that it would be.126

The Enabling Act was even more clearly a violation of the spirit of the
constitution, as was the abolition of free elections that followed. Yet the
likelihood of this happening was scarcely a secret, since the leading Nazis
clearly proclaimed during the election campaign that the election of 5
March would be the last for many years to come.

The Nazis did not just violate the spirit of the Weimar constitution, they
also transgressed against it in a technical, legal sense too. The decree of 6
February 1933 that gave Goring control over Prussia clearly broke the
findings of the State Court in the lawsuit brought against Papen by the
deposed Social Democratic minority government in Prussia. The Enabling
Act was legally invalid because Goring, as President of the Reichstag, did
not count the elected Communist deputies. Though the two-thirds majority
did not require them to be counted, refusing to recognize their existence
was an illegal act. Moreover, the Act’s ratification by the Federal Council,
the upper chamber of the legislature, representing the federated states, was
irregular since the state governments had been overthrown by force and
were therefore not properly constituted or represented.127 These were more
than mere technicalities. But they were far outdone by the massive,
sustained, and wholly illegal violence perpetrated by Nazi stormtroopers on
the streets that already began in mid-February, reached new levels of
intensity after the Reichstag fire, and swept across the country in March,
April, May and June. The status of many of the perpetrators as auxiliary
police in no way legalized the acts they committed. After all, putting



someone into a policeman’s uniform does not give him a licence to commit
murder, to ransack offices, to confiscate funds, or to arrest people, beat
them up, torture them and imprison them in hastily erected concentration
camps without trial.128

German judicial authorities were, in fact, fully aware of the illegal nature
of Nazi violence even after the seizure of power. The Reich Ministry of
Justice made strenuous efforts to have the mass arrests of the first half of
1933 subjected to a formal legal process; its intervention was simply
disregarded. Throughout 1933 there were cases of state prosecutors
bringing charges against brownshirts and SS men who had committed acts
of violence and murder against their opponents. In August 1933 a special
prosecution office was set up to co-ordinate these efforts. In December
1933 the Bavarian state prosecutor attempted to investigate the torturing to
death of three prisoners in Dachau concentration camp, and when he was
rebuffed, the Bavarian Minister of Justice announced his determination to
pursue the matter with all possible vigour. The Reich Minister of the
Interior complained in January 1934 that protective custody had been
misused in many cases. It was only in April 1934 that a set of regulations
was passed detailing who was entitled to arrest people and put them into
‘protective custody’ and what should happen to them when they got there.
In the same year, however, the state prosecutor brought charges against
twenty-three stormtroopers and political police officials at Hohnstein
concentration camp in Saxony, including the camp commandant, for the
torture of inmates, which, Reich Minister of Justice Gürtner emphasized,
‘reveals a brutality and cruelty in the perpetrators which are totally alien to
German sentiment and feeling’.129

Many of those who attempted to prosecute acts of torture and violence
committed by Nazi stormtroopers were themselves fully paid-up Nazis. The
Bavarian Justice Minister who tried to prosecute acts of torture in Dachau
in 1933, for example, was none other than Hans Frank, later to acquire a
brutal reputation as Governor-General of Poland during the Second World
War. Nothing came of these legal initiatives, which were all frustrated by
intervention from above, by Himmler or ultimately by Hitler himself.130 An
amnesty for crimes committed in the ‘national uprising’ was passed as early
as 21 March 1933, quashing over 7,000 prosecutions.131 Everybody,
including not least the Nazis, was aware throughout 1933 and 1934 that the
brutal beatings, torture, maltreatment, destruction of property and violence



of all kinds carried out against the Nazis’ opponents, up to and including
murder by the brown-shirted stormtroopers of the SA and the black-
uniformed squads of the SS, were in flagrant violation of the law of the
land. Yet this violence was a central, indispensable part of the Nazi seizure
of power from February 1933 onwards, and the widespread, in the end
almost universal fear that it engendered among Germans who were not
members of the Party or its auxiliary organizations was a crucial factor in
intimidating Hitler’s opponents and bringing his sometimes rather unwilling
allies into line.132

There can be no doubt, finally, about the ultimate responsibility of Hitler
and the Nazi leadership for these illegal acts. Hitler’s contempt for the law
and the Weimar constitution had been made clear on many occasions. ‘We
enter the legal agencies and in that way will make our Party the determining
factor,’ Hitler told the court at the 1930 army officers’ trial in Leipzig.
‘However, once we possess the constitutional power, we will mould the
state into the shape we hold to be suitable.’133 It was important, he told the
cabinet in the immediate aftermath of the Reichstag fire, not to get too hung
up on legal niceties in pursuing the supposed Communist perpetrators.
Hitler’s whole rhetoric, his whole posture in the first months of 1933
amounted to a continual encouragement of acts of violence against the
Nazis’ opponents. His appeals for discipline almost invariably went hand-
in-hand with more generalized rhetorical attacks on their opponents which
rank-and-file stormtroopers took as licence to continue the violence
unabated. Massive, co-ordinated actions, like the occupation of the trade
union offices on 2 May, persuaded ordinary brownshirts that they would not
get into too much trouble if they acted on their own initiative on other
occasions in the same spirit. And indeed they did not.134

Most crucial of all was the fact that Hitler and the Nazis at every level
were very much aware of the fact that they were breaking the law. Their
contempt for the law, and for formal processes of justice, was palpable, and
made plain on innumerable occasions. Might was right. Law was just the
expression of power. What counted, in the words of one Nazi journalist,
was not the ‘mendacious hypocrisy’ of Germany’s legal and penal systems,
but ‘the law of power, that incorporates itself in the blood ties and military
solidarity of one’s own race ... There is neither law nor justice in itself.
What had succeeded in asserting itself as “law” in the struggle for power
has to be protected, also for the sake of the victorious power.’135



III

The illegal nature of the Nazi seizure of power in the first half of 1933
made it, in effect, into a revolutionary overthrow of the existing political
system, and indeed the rhetoric of the ‘National Socialist Revolution’ was
designed not least as an implicit justification of illegal acts. But what kind
of revolution was it? The conservative administrator Hermann Rauschning,
who began by working with the Nazis but by the late 1930s had become
one of their fiercest and most persistent critics, described it as a ‘nihilist
revolution’, a ‘directionless revolution, a revolution merely for revolution’s
sake’. It destroyed all social order, all freedom, all decency; it was, as the
title of the English edition of his book claimed, a ‘revolution of
destruction‘, nothing more.136 But in his passionate diatribe, that ended
with a clarion call for the restoration of true conservative values,
Rauschning was doing little more than using ‘revolution’ as a rhetorical
bludgeon with which to beat the Nazis for their overturning of the order he
prized. Other revolutions, whatever Rauschning may have thought,
delivered more than mere destruction. How then did the Nazi Revolution
compare with them?

On the face of it, the Nazi Revolution was not really a revolution at all.
The French Revolution of 1789 and the Russian Revolution of 1917 swept
away the existing order by force and replaced it with something that the
revolutionaries regarded as entirely new. Typically trying to have it both
ways, by contrast the Nazis both used the rhetoric of revolution and claimed
that they had come to power legally and in accordance with the existing
political constitution. They took few concrete steps to abolish the central
institutions of the Weimar Republic or to replace them with something else
—the eventual abolition of the Presidential office in 1934 was a rarity in
this respect. Instead, they preferred to let them atrophy, like the Reichstag,
which barely met after 1933 and then only to hear speeches by Hitler, or the
Reich cabinet, which itself also eventually ceased to meet.137 On the other
hand, what the conservative elites wanted - the staging of a genuine



counter-revolution with the aid of the National Socialists, culminating in a
restoration of the Wilhelmine Reich, or something very much like it, with or
without the person of the Kaiser on the throne - failed to materialize as well.
Whatever else happened in 1933, it was not a conservative restoration. The
violence that was central to the seizure of power gave it a distinctly
revolutionary flavour. The Nazi rhetoric of ‘revolution’ was virtually
unchallenged after June 1933. Does it have to be taken at face value, then?
138

Some authors have argued that a direct historical line can be drawn to
Nazism from the French Revolution of 1789, the Jacobin ‘Reign of Terror’
in 1793-4, and the implicit idea of a popular dictatorship in Rousseau’s
theory of the ‘General Will’, decided initially by the people but brooking no
opposition once resolved upon.139 The French Revolution was indeed
remarkable for its rehearsal of many of the major ideologies that bestrode
the historical stage of Europe in the following two centuries, from
communism and anarchism to liberalism and conservatism. But National
Socialism was not among them. The Nazis, indeed, thought of themselves
as undoing all the work of the French Revolution and rolling back the
clock, in a political sense at least, much further: to the early Middle Ages.
Their concept of the people was racial rather than civic. All the ideologies
to which the French Revolution had given birth were to be destroyed. The
Nazi Revolution was to be the world-historical negation of its French
predecessor, not its historical fulfilment.140

If there was a Nazi Revolution, then what did the Nazis think it would
be? Once more, the parallel with the French or the Russian Revolution does
not seem to work. The French revolutionaries of 1789 possessed a clear set
of doctrines on the basis of which they would introduce the sovereignty of
the people through representative institutions, while the Russian
revolutionaries of October 1917 aimed to overthrow the bourgeoisie and the
traditional elites and usher in the rule of the proletariat. By contrast, the
Nazis had no explicit plan to reorder society, indeed no fully worked-out
model of the society they said they wanted to revolutionize. Hitler himself
seems to have thought of the Revolution as a changeover of personnel in
positions of power and authority. In a speech to senior Nazi officials on 6
July 1933, he implied that the core of the Revolution lay in the elimination
of political parties, democratic institutions and independent organizations.



He seems to have regarded the conquest of power as the essence of the Nazi
Revolution, and to have used the two terms virtually interchangeably:

The conquest of power requires insight. The conquest of power itself is
easy, the conquest is only secure when the renewal of human beings is
fitted to the new form ... The great task is now to regain control of the
revolution. History shows more revolutions that have succeeded in the
first run-up than those that have also been able to continue afterwards.
Revolution must not become a permanent condition, as if the first
revolution now had to be followed by a second, the second by a third.
We have conquered so much that we will need a very long time to digest
it ... Further development must take place as evolution, existing
circumstances must be improved ...141

Fundamentally, therefore, while calling for a cultural and spiritual remaking
of Germans in order to fit them to the new form of the Reich, he thought
that this had to be done in an evolutionary rather than a revolutionary
manner. He went on:

The present structure of the Reich is something unnatural. It is neither
conditioned by the needs of the economy nor by the necessities of life of
our people ... We have taken over a given state of affairs. The question is
whether we want to retain it ... The task lies in keeping and reshaping the
given construction in so far as it is useable, so that what is good can be
preserved for the future, and what cannot be used is removed.142

The cultural transformation of the individual German that formed the most
revolutionary aspect of the Nazis’ intentions could, by analogy, also be
achieved by preserving or resurrecting what the Nazis thought of as the
good aspects of the German culture of the past, and removing what they
conceived of as alien intrusions.

Even the stormtroopers, whose self-proclaimed drive for a ‘second
revolution’ Hitler was explicitly criticizing here, had no real concept of any
kind of systematic revolutionary change. A survey of grass-roots Nazi
opinion in 1934 showed that a majority of the rank-and-file activists who
had been in the Party under the Weimar Republic expected that the regime
would bring about a national renaissance, described by one as a ‘total



reordering of public life’ in which Hitler would ‘purge Germany of people
alien to our country and race who had sneaked into the highest positions
and, together with other criminals, brought my German fatherland close to
ruin’. A national renaissance in these men’s understanding meant above all
the reassertion of Germany’s position in the world, the overturning of the
Treaty of Versailles and its provisions, and the restoration, by war in all
probability, of German hegemony in Europe.143 These men were not
revolutionaries in any wider sense, therefore; they had little or no concept
of an inner transformation of Germany beyond purging it of Jews and
‘Marxists’. The ceaseless activism of the brownshirts was to cause serious
problems for the Third Reich in the months and years to come. In the
second half of 1933 and the first half of 1934 it was frequently justified by
claims that ‘the revolution’ had to continue. But the stormtroopers’ idea of
revolution was in the end little more than the continuation of the brawling
and fighting to which they had become accustomed during the seizure of
power.

For the upper echelons of the Nazi Party, and, above all, for the
leadership, continuity was as important as change. The grand opening of the
Reichstag in the garrison church at Potsdam after the March elections in
1933, with its ostentatious display of the symbols of the old social and
political order, including the presiding throne reserved for the absent Kaiser,
and the ceremonial laying of wreaths on the tombstones of the dead
Prussian kings, powerfully suggested that Nazism rejected the fundamentals
of revolution and linked itself symbolically to key traditions from the
German past. This may not have been the whole story, but it was more than
a mere propaganda exercise or a cynical sop to Hitler’s conservative allies.
Moreover, the fact that so many people went over to Nazism in the weeks
and months after Hitler became Chancellor, or at least tolerated it and
offered no opposition, cannot just be put down to mere opportunism. This
might be an explanation for an ordinary regime, but not for one with such
pronounced and radical characteristics as that of the Nazis; and the speed
and enthusiasm with which so many people came to identify with the new
regime strongly suggests that a large majority of the educated elites in
German society, whatever their political allegiance up to that point, were
already predisposed to embrace many of the principles upon which Nazism
rested.144 The Nazis not only seized political power, they also seized
ideological and cultural power in the opening months of the Third Reich.



This was not only a consequence of the vague and protean quality of many
of their own ideological statements, which offered all things to all people; it
also derived from the way in which Nazi ideas appealed directly to many of
the principles and beliefs which had spread through the German educated
elite since the late nineteenth century. In the wake of the First World War,
these principles and beliefs were held, not by an embattled revolutionary
minority, but by major institutions of society and politics. It was those who
rejected them, in part or in their totality, the Communists and the Social
Democrats, who thought of themselves as revolutionaries, and were widely
regarded as such by the majority of Germans.

All the great revolutions in history have rejected the past, even down to
the point of beginning a new dating system with ‘Year I’, as the French
Revolution did in 1789, or of consigning the previous centuries to the
‘dustbin of history’, to quote a famous phrase used by Trotsky in the
Russian Revolution of 1917.145 Such fundamentalism could also be found
on the far right, for example in Schonerer’s plan to introduce a German
nationalist calendar instead of the Christian one. Yet even Schönerer’s
dating system began in the distant past. And for the Nazis and their
supporters, the very term ‘Third Reich’ constituted a powerful symbolic
link to the imagined greatness of the past, embodied in the First Reich of
Charlemagne and the Second of Bismarck. Thus, as Hitler said on 13 July
1934, the Nazi Revolution restored the natural development of German
history that had been interrupted by the alien impositions of Weimar:

For us, the revolution which shattered the Second Germany was nothing
more than the tremendous act of birth which summoned the Third Reich
into being. We wanted once again to create a state to which every
German can cling in love; to establish a regime to which everyone can
look up with respect; to find laws which are commensurate with the
morality of our people; to install an authority to which each and every
man submits in joyful obedience.

For us, the revolution is not a permanent state of affairs. When a
deathly check is violently imposed upon the natural development of a
people, an act of violence may serve to release the artificially interrupted
flow of evolution to allow it once again the freedom of natural
development.146



Once more, revolution appeared here as little more than the conquest of
political power and the establishment of an authoritarian state. What was to
be done with power, once gained, did not necessarily fall under the
definition of a revolution. Most revolutions have ended, even if only
temporarily, in the dictatorship of one man; but none apart from the Nazi
revolution has actually been launched with this explicitly in mind. Even the
Bolshevik Revolution was meant to put in place a collective dictatorship of
the proletariat, led by its political vanguard, until Stalin came along.147

Nazism offered a synthesis of the revolutionary and the restorative. A
complete overthrow of the social system, such as was preached in Paris in
1789 or Petrograd in October 1917, was not what the Nazis had in mind. At
the heart of the system that the Nazis created lay something else. For all
their aggressively egalitarian rhetoric, the Nazis were relatively indifferent,
in the end, to the inequalities of society. What mattered to them above all
else was race, culture and ideology. In the coming years, they would create
a whole new set of institutions through which they would seek to remould
the German psyche and rebuild the German character. After the purges of
artistic and cultural life were complete, it was time for those German
writers, musicians and intellectuals who remained to lend their talents with
enthusiasm to the creation of a new German culture. The Christianity of the
established Churches, so far (for reasons of political expediency) relatively
immune from the hostile attentions of the Nazis, would not be protected for
much longer. Now the Nazis would set about constructing a racial utopia, in
which a pure-bred nation of heroes would prepare as rapidly and as
thoroughly as possible for the ultimate test of German racial superiority: a
war in which they would crush and destroy their enemies, and establish a
new European order that would eventually come to dominate the world. By
the summer of 1933 the ground had been cleared for the construction of a
dictatorship the like of which had never yet been seen. The Third Reich was
born: in the next phase of its existence, it was to rush headlong into a
dynamic and increasingly intolerant maturity.
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and the press
and Hugenberg
split by politics and economic interest
Hitler’s speech at the Industry Club
Schleicher’s economic schemes
and democracy
and Reichstag elections (5 March 1933)
falls into line for the Nazis
tries to end extortion

BZ at Midday (BZ am Mittag) newspaper



cabaret
Cabinet of Dr Caligari, The (film)
Café Heck, Munich
California
Cambridge University
Cameroon
capital punishment
capitalism
in Germany
and Jews
and Social Democrats
and the Communists
and fascism
monopoly

Caprivi, Graf Leo von
‘Cartel of Productive Estates’
cartels
Casti Connubii (Papal Encyclical)
Catholic Church
Bismarck and
Ludendorff attacks
and the Centre
Concordat (1933)
bishops declare support for Nazi regime
turns against parliamentary democracy
Luther and
see also Vatican

Catholic community
enemy of liberalism and modernity
and the Centre Party
antisemitism
level of support for Nazi Party
and reintegration into national community



Catholic Emancipation (1829)
Catholic student organizations
Catholic Trade Union movement
Catholicism
liberals and
political
social
and Nazism
Heidegger and

Cavour, Camillo
censorship
Central Association of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith
Central Association of German Industrialists
Central Europe
Centre Party
formed by the Catholics
elections of 1912
antimodernism and support for the Reich
social welfare
critical of German colonial rule in Africa
antisemitism
and Social Democrats
maintains its support
socially conservative
and democracy
and theservice
and the press
vilifies Hirschfeld
and education
becomes more authoritarian
and the Catholic Church
patriotic traditions
in 1930 elections
backs Hindenburg
and Papen
July 1932 Reichstag elections



November 1932 Reichstag elections
suppression of
March 1933 elections
and the Enabling Act
Brüning replaces Kaas
destruction of
Brüning’s willingness to compromise
resistance to electoral inroads of Nazis

Chakhotin, Sergei
Chamberlain, Houston Stewart
The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century

Chaplin, Charles
Charlemagne
Cheka
chemical industry
Chemnitz
children
and unemployment
Communist proselytization

Chile
Christian Social Party
Christian Social Party (Austria)
Christianity
Jewish converts
Bolshevism attacks
‘positive’
of the established Churches

Church, the
Kun tries to abolish
voluntary labour scheme

cinema
Ciro nightclub, Berlin
citizenship, loss of
Civil and Criminal Law Codes
civil liberties
suspension by the army



attack on Catholics
Anti-Socialist Law
Enabling Act
European context

civil service
nobility
in Austria-Hungary
and the Weimar Republic
importance of
size of
irremovability
neutrality
wave of dismissals
Social Democratic placemen
and 1930 elections
Hitler appointed as aservant
oath of allegiance to the Weimar constitution
Centre Party members
members of the State Party
Nationalists
‘co-ordination’ of
Nazification of
‘non-Aryan’ civil servants
appointments by Goring in Prussia
conservatism
university staff

Civil Service Act (1933)
civil violence
nature of
causes of

Class, Heinrich
If I Were the Kaiser

Clemenceau, Georges
club scene
‘co-ordination’ (Gleichschaltung)
coal



Coburg
Code Napoléon
‘coffee house anarchists’
Cold War
collective bargaining
Cologne
Cologne-Aachen.
colonialism
Centre Party’s criticism
Germany a latecomer on the scene
German overseas empire

Columbia University, New York
Comintern see Communist International
communication
communism
suppression of human rights
the threat of
Hitler opposes
opposed by Italian Fascism
mobilizing the unemployed
roots of Communist extremism
atheistic see also German Communist Party; Soviet Communist Party

Communist Council Republic
Communist International (Comintern)
seamen’s section
inauguration of the ‘third period’
and appointment of the Hitler cabinet
Executive Committee

concentration camps
Dachau opened
in the Boer War
opened all over the country
Hitler’s warning (1921)
trade unionists removed to
radio managers and reporters sent to

concerts



‘concrete poetry’
condoms
Confessions of the Swindler Felix Krull, The (novel)
Congo
conscription
conservatism
ethical
Protestant
utopian
nostalgia of conservatives

conspiracy-theory literature
Constituent Assembly
elections
meets in Weimar (1919)

contraception
corruption
cosmopolitanism
Council of People’s Delegates
Creglingen
Criminal Code
criminal offenders
Criminal-Biological Information Centre, Bavaria
criminology
Cubism
cult of personality
cult of youth
currency
Curtius, Julius
Czechoslovakia



Dachau concentration camp
Dadaism
Daily Mail
Danish ethnic minority
Danzig
Darmstadt and National (Danat) Bank
Darmstadt Technical University
Darré, Richard Walther
Darwin, Charles
Dawes, Charles
Dawes Plan
Day, The (Der Tag) newspaper
death penalty see capital punishment
Declaration of Papal Infallibility (1871)
Defence League
democracy
collapse of (1917-33)
conflict-ridden
and militarism
as the Allies’ war aim (1914-18)
rejection of
Weimar
parliamentary
student disillusion
liberal
and the judiciary
and business
bourgeois
Furtwängler’s distrust of
Goebbels on

‘democratic centralism’
Democrats (later the State Party) see German Democratic Party
Denizens’ Defence Force



Denmark
depression (1873)
Depression (1929-33)
Dessau
Detmold
Deutschland, Deutschland über Alles (‘Germany, Germany before all’)
devaluation
Dickel, Otto The Resurrection of the West
Diels, Rudolf
Dietrich, Hermann
Dietrich, Marlene
Dietrich, Otto
Dingeldey, Eduard
disarmament
Disraeli, Benjamin
Dix, Otto
Döblin, Alfred
Berlin Alexanderplatz (novel)

Doesberg, Theo van
Dollfuss, Engelbert
Dortmund
Dostoevsky, Fyodor
Double Indemnity (film)
Dr Mabuse the Gambler (film)
drama
Dresden
Dresden Academy
Dresden State Opera
Dresden Technical University
Drexler, Anton
Dreyfus affair
Droysen, Gustav von
duelling corps
Duesterberg, Theodor
Dühring, Eugen
Duisburg



Dürrgoy
Düsseldorf



East Africa
East Elbia
Eastern Europe, Hitler intends to invade
Eastern Front
Eastern Hanover
‘Eastern Jews’
Eberstein, Friedrich Karl Freiherr von
Ebert, Friedrich
Eckart, Dietrich
economic pressure-groups
Economy Party
education
Ehrhardt, Captain Hermann
Einstein, Albert
Einstein, Alfred
Eisleben
Eisler, Hanns
Eisner, Kurt
Eldorado club, Berlin
elections
of 1912
high turnout rates
Reichstag (1924)
Presidential (1925)
Reichstag (1928)
municipal (1929)
Reichstag (1930)
Presidential (1932)
state elections (1932)
Prussian (April 1932)
Reichstag (July 1932)
Reichstag (November 1932)
student union (1932-3)



regional
Reichstag (5 March 1933)
Prussian (12 March 1933)
Nazi vote in Reichstag elections 1924-33

electrical energy
embezzlement
emigration
of Jews
of film directors/stars

employment
full
job-creation programme

Enabling Act
Engels, Friedrich: Anti-Dühring
‘Enlightened Absolutism’
Epstein, Klaus
Erzberger, Matthias
Esser, Hermann
Estonia
eugenics, eugenicists
Eupen
Europe
dictatorships of the age
Bolshevization of

‘euthanasia’, involuntary
execution
of the ‘valueless’
see also capital punishment; ‘euthanasia’

Expressionism
extortion



Falkenhayn, Erich von
family
far right
‘Combat Leagues’
exploits financial scandals
and universities

‘Farm Aid’ programme
fascism
Italian
and capitalism

Fatherland Party
Faulhaber, Cardinal Michael
Fechenbach, Felix
Feder, Gottfried
Federal Council
Federation of German Women’s Associations
Femina bar, Berlin
feminism
Feuchtwanger, Lion
The Oppenheims
Success

‘Fighting Leagues’
Film Week magazine
First Reich
First World War
German obsession with world power
cataclysmic impact of
destroys the old order
outbreak of
German expansion in
early German victories
Armistice
myth of the ‘front generation’



legitimizes violence
wartime debts
Remarque’s book
war deaths
Hitler gassed during war service
Galen and
Dix’s portrayal of the trenches

Fischer, Fritz
flags
black-white-red national flag of Bismarckian Reich
black-red-gold flag of the Republic
‘Blood Flag’
Nazi

food prices
food riots
Ford Motor Company
‘Fordism’
Foreign Office
Förster, Elisabeth
Forwards (Vorwärts) newspaper
‘Fourteen Points’
Fraenkel, Eduard
Fraenkel, Ernst
France
Church-state conflict
Dreyfus affair
economic exploitation in First World War
First World War compensation
reparations bill after, 1870-71 war
occupation of the Ruhr
black French colonial troops

Franck, Francisco
Franck, James
Franco-Prussian War
François-Poncet, André
Franconia



Franconian Press (Fränkische Presse)
Frank, Hans
Frankfurt
Frankfurt Conservatory
Frankfurt Newspaper (Frankfurter Zeitung)
Frankfurt Parliament (1848)
Franz Ferdinand, Archduke
Franz Josef, Habsburg
‘Free Cities’
‘Free Conservatives’
Free Corps
heavily armed paramilitary bands
hatred of the 1918 Revolution
secret assassination squads
summary executions by
Kapp putsch (1920)
and novels
invades Munich (1919)
use of swastika symbol
Epp Free Corps
Goring and
Hoss in
Bormann in
cult of violence
murders Communist leaders (1918-19)
brutal suppression of the 1918-19 Revolution
new public-order force
Heines in

freedom of assembly and association
freedom of expression
freedom of the press
Freemasonry
Frei, Norbert
Freiburg University
French Revolution (1789)
Freud, Sigmund



Frick, Wilhelm
Friedrich Wilhelm, Crown Prince
Friedrichshain district, Berlin
Friedrichsruh
Fritsch, Theodor
Handbook on the Jewish Question

Fritsche, Hans
Führer term
Fulda Bishops’ Conference (1 June 1933)
Furtwangler, Wilhelm



Galen, Graf Clemens August von, Catholic Bishop of Münster
Garibaldi, Giuseppe
Gayl, Wilhelm Freiherr von
Gebsattel, Konstantin von
General German League see Pan-German League
General Motors
General Student Unions
‘General Will’
genetics
George, Stefan
Gerecke, Gunther
German air force
German army
free of political control
powers and privileges
right of non-commissioned officers to a job in state employment
new forms of popular militarism
professionalization of the officer corps
new military technology
ruthlessness in the German Empire
polarization of opinion over its role in society
early victories in First World War
relentless pressure of
‘stabbed in the back’ claim
war crimes issue
conscription
Versailles restrictions
myth of the ‘front generation’
desertions at the end of the war
many pushed to the far right
and the Weimar Republic
General Staff
Reinhardt ousted in favour of right-wing Seeckt



and literature
Jews in
budget
trial of junior officers (1930)
believes it can control Nazis
newly prominent political position
rearmament
conservatives’ programme
neutrality
Hitler’s promises

German Boxing Association
German cabinet: records of meetings
German Cinema Owners’ Association
GermanServants’ League
German Colonial Society
German Communist Party
formed (1918)
and Social Democrats
Red Front-Fighters’ League set up
and a Red Army of workers
abortive uprising in Hamburg (1923)
representation in the Reichstag
returns from moderate to ‘leftist’ position
efforts to bring the Republic down
puritanical view of personal relationships
and education
and Bolshevik regime in Munich
von Hentig and
and capitalism
and Nazi Party membership
Nazi hatred of
attempts to mobilize the unemployed
national membership
‘committees of the unemployed’
street-based events
Thälmann leads



short of resources
in 1930 elections
and Wessel
brownshirt attack on headquarters
statistics of clashes with Nazis
July 1932 Reichstag elections
hammer and sickle symbol
November 1932 Reichstag elections
suppression of
Central Committee
searches of its premises
relative inaction of
Reichstag fire
effectively removed
March 1933 elections
membership treated as treasonable
banned (fromMarch 1933)
property reassigned
press banned
concentration camp warning
torture of
May Day, 1933
destroyed in an orgy of violence
Nazi determination to destroy it see also Communism

German Confederation
succeeds the Holy Roman Reich
and the 1848 Revolution
collapse of
Austria expelled

German Conservative Party
antisemitic Tivoli conference (1893)
and Christian Social movement
and Pan-Germans
backs German Fatherland Party
and Nationalists
turnover in membership see also conservatism



German Democratic Party
German Dye Trust
German fleet
German Gymnastics League German High Seas Fleet
German Judges’ Confederation
German League for the Prevention of the Emancipation of Women
German medical science
‘German Michel’
German Nationalist Commercial Employees’ Union
German navy
construction of a massive battle fleet
mutiny
effectively dismantled

German Newspaper Publishers’ Association
German People’s Party see People’s Party
German Reich
proclaimed at Versailles
‘German Reich’ name
constitution
formed by military force and action
rise to economic might and Great Power status
expectations of
centralization see also Wilhelmine Reich

German Revolution (1848)
German Revolution (1918-19)
German School Association (later Association for Germandom Abroad)
German South-West Africa (now Namibia)
German Wireless Service
German Women’s Order
German Workers’ Party
German-Racial Defence and Defiance League
German-Socialist Party
Germania (Centre Party’s newspaper)
Germanic Order
Germanization
Germany



leads Europe into moral, physical and cultural ruin
unification (1864-71)
capitalism
advanced culture and society
economy
strong liberal and democratic traditions
compared with Russia before the First World War
authoritarian monarchy
compared with nineteenth-century Italy
‘struggle for culture’
population
optimistic on outbreak of First World War
expansion in First World War
Armistice
Versailles Treaty terms
collapse of Reich created by Bismarck
Kapp putsch (March 1920)
inflation
crime wave
war deaths
‘fulfilment’ policy
putsch attempt (1923)
clashes with Italy over South Tyrol
attempted customs union with Austria
budgetary deficit
end of parliamentary democracy
German society put on a permanent war footing
becomes a one-party state

Gershwin, George
Gessler, Otto
Girmann, Ernst
Glaeser, Ernst
Glauer, Adam (‘Baron von Sebottendorf’)
Gobineau, Joseph Arthur de
Gobineau Society
Goebbels, Paul Joseph



diaries
background and education
club foot
personality
becomes Nazi Party organizer in the Rhineland
an effective orator
articles for the Nazi press
disagreements with Hitler
devotion to Hitler
Regional Leader of Berlin
1928 elections
avoids legal responsibility for violence
appointed propaganda chief
1930 elections
and Horst Wessel
Stennes forces him to flee to Munich
the 1932 Presidential election
on failure of ‘the reds’
July 1931 Reichstag elections
November 1932 Reichstag elections
arranges torchlit parade in Berlin
Reichstag fire
Reichstag elections of March 1933
and ‘government of the nationalist uprising’
and May Day
and trade unions
‘We are the masters of Germany’ boast
on the Social Democrats
demands Centre Party’s dissolution
celebrates Nazi monopoly of power
and music
admits to terrorization
defines propaganda
becomes Minister for Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda
runs the Party Propaganda office
Furtwängler’s protest



and the Berlin Philharmonic
and radio
and artists
Hitler’s birthday (1933)
book-burning
and boycott of Jewish shops
view of democracy
Michael: A German Fate in the Page of a Diary (novel)

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von
gold
Gold Standard
Goldberg, Szymon
Goring, Hermann
key role in development of Nazi movement and Third Reich
family background
a well-known flying ace
appearance
personality
devotion to Hitler
in charge of the stormtroopers
and putsch attempt of 1923
addiction to morphine
1928 elections
extravagant tastes
Wessel’s funeral
and violence during a Bremen meeting
and Pietzuch
cavalier treatment of the Reichstag
appointed Reich Minister without portfolio
Acting Prussian Minister of the Interior
and torchlit parade in Berlin
and Hammerstein
and 1933 election
Reichstag fire
provides proofs of Communist plot
and Social Democrat press ban



and Weimar constitution
presiding officer of Reichstag
andservants
and Galen
and Nationalist Party
and Blech
Waldoff satirizes

Gotha
Göttingen University
Gottschewski, Lydia
‘government of the nationalist uprising’
GPU (Gosudarstrennoe politicheskoe upravlenie, State Political
Directorate) Soviet secret police
Grand Coalition
Grauert, Ludwig
Greece
Griesheim
Grimm, Hans: Race without Space
Groener, General Wilhelm
Groh, Wilhelm
Gropius, Walter
Grosz, George
Grotjahn, Alfred
Gruber, Kurt
Grzesinski, Albert
guilds
Gumbel, Emil Julius
Günther, Hans Friedrich Karl
Gürtner, Franz



Haarmann, Fritz
Haase, Hugo
Haber, Fritz
Habsburg monarchy
nationalities in see also Austria-Hungary

Haeckel, Ernst The Riddle of the World
‘Hail Hitler’ greeting
‘Hail Victory!’ (Sieg Heil!)
Halle
Hallgarten, George (Wolfgang Friedrich)
Hamburg
Jewish community
abortive Communist uprising (1923)
pilfering on the docks
Nazi Party membership
unemployment
food riots
torchlit parade
new coalition government
prostitution

Hamburg Philharmonic Society
Hamburg Police Shelter
Hammer Verlag
Hammerstein, General Kurt von
handicapped, the
Hanfstaengl, Ernst (‘Putzi’)
Hanover
Kingdom of

Harlan, Veit
Harvey, Lillian
‘Harzburg Front’
Hassell, Ulrich von
Hauptmann, Gerhart



Haushofer, Karl
health agencies
health insurance
Hearst, William Randolph
Heidegger, Martin
Being and Time

Heidelberg
Heidelberg University
Heiden, Konrad
Heine, Heinrich
Heines, Edmund
Heisenberg, Werner
Held, Heinrich
Heldenbrand, Hans-Joachim
Heligoland
Helm, Brigitte
Henrici, Ernst
Hentig, Hans von
Herbst, Ludolf
Herder, Johann Gottfried von
heredity
Hereros
Hertz, Gustav
Hess, Rudolf
devoted to Hitler
background
antisemitism
and the Lebensraum theory
Hitler dictates My Struggle to

Hesse
Heuss, Theodor
Hevesy, Georg von
Hiedler, Johann Georg see Hitler (Hiedler), Johann Georg
Himmler, Heinrich
appointments book
background and education



regrets missing front-line action
joins a duelling fraternity
joins Denizens’ Defence Force
antisemitism
appearance
putsch attempt
devotion to Hitler
marriage
unconventional beliefs
joins the Artamans
farming
appointed head of SS
appointed Provisional Police President
opens Dachau
Bavarian People’s Party arrests

Hindemith, Paul
News of the Day (opera)

Hindenburg, Oskar von
Hindenburg, Paul von
First World War service
‘silent dictatorship’
claims that army was stabbed in the back
elected President of Weimar Republic (1925)
a disaster for Weimar democracy
powers
decree outlawing stormtroopers
re-elected in 1932 Presidential elections
Social Democrats’ active backing for
dissolves Reichstag
reluctant to accept Hitler as Chancellor
resents Schleicher’s overthrow of Papen
refuses to give Schleicher extra-constitutional powers
appoints Hitler as Chancellor
at Berlin torchlit parade
and Potsdam Reichstag state opening
Hitler bypasses or uses as a rubber stamp



Hugenberg’s resignation
as Nazis’ last potential obstacle to total power

‘Hindenburg Programme’
Hirschfeld, Dr Magnus
history
partisan distortion of German historical scholarship
cult of personality
veneration of leadership by history-writers xix
individual personalities edited out of history
modern social
Nazi version of
focus on German history

Hitler, Adolf
Austrian origin
birth (20 April 1889)
family background
receives political indoctrination (1919)
early life
tries to become an architect
political influences
in Vienna
antisemitism
deep contempt for state and law
war service
oratory
in Stadelheim gaol
cult of personality
‘march on the capital’ tactic
petty-bourgeois simplicity
putsch attempt (1923)
trial
dictates My Struggle while in gaol
fierce desire to annihilate the Jews
paroled
charisma
emphasis on ‘living-space’



Goebbels comes under his spell
appearance
oaths of loyalty to
on SA and SS sacrifice
avoids legal responsibility for violence
appoints Goebbels propaganda chief
Bad Harzburg declaration
oration to businessmen
1930 elections
fires Franz Pfeffer von Salomon
Presidential election (1932)
Reichstag election (1932)
Gregor Strasser’s resignation
scheme to put him in as Chancellor
appointed Reich Chancellor (30 January 1933)
Papen expects to control him
powers of
promises to destroy Marxism
and the Reich Defence Council
Reichstag fire
speech at state opening of Reichstag
Steinmann’s declaration
assurances to Dingeldey
and the Nationalist Party
Berlin Philharmonic taken over by the Reich
scientists’ protests
intervenes to curb some ‘individual actions’
and boycott of Jewish shops
My Struggle

Hitler (Hiedler), Johann Georg (Hitler’s grandfather)
Hitler, Klara (Hitler’s mother)
Hitler, Paula (Hitler’s sister)
Hitler Youth
origins
Schirach leads
in a torchlight parade



Hoche, Alfred
Hoechst
Hoegner, Wilhelm
Hoffmann, Johannes
Hohenlohe, Chlodwig Fürst
Hohenzollerns
Höhler, Albrecht ‘Ali’
Hohnstein concentration camp, Saxony
Hollaender, Friedrich
Hollywood
Höltermann, Karl
Holy Roman Reich of the German Nation founded by Charlemagne and
dissolved by Napoleon
Nazis’ ambition to emulate
and the German Empire
Austria’s membership

Hölz, Max
homelessness
homeopathy
homosexuality
Hoover Moratorium (1931)
Horenstein, Jascha
Horst Wessel Song
Horthy, General Miklós
hospital beds
Höss, Rudolf
background and early life
brutal murder by
joins the Nazi Party
membership of the Artamans

housing
Huber, Florian
Huch, Ricarda
Hugenberg, Alfred
Hungary
short-lived Communist regime (1918)



nation-state formed
hyperinflation
Christianity attacked by Bolshevism
Gömbös refers to himself as a ‘National Socialist’
Horthy government’s antisemitism

‘Hungry Forties’
Husserl, Edmund
hyperinflation see also inflation



Idar-Oberstein
I.G. (Industrie-Germesnschaft) Farben
illegitimate children, equal rights for
import tariffs
Impressionism
In Plain German (Auf gut deutsch) political weekly
incurably, the
Independent Social Democratic Party of Germany see also Social
Democratic Party of Germany; socialism; socialist movement
industrial revolution
industrialization
industry
Germany a world leader
lack of growth in production (1928-9)
US calls in short-term loans
hardest hit
unprecedented funds from

Industry Club, Düsseldorf
infectious diseases
inflation see also hyperinflation
influenza epidemic (1919)
‘inner emigration’
Institute for Sexual Science, Tiergarten district, Berlin
interest rates
Interior Ministry
‘International Proletarian Women’s Day’ (8 .March)
investment
iron
Iron Curtain
Iron Front
Isherwood, Christopher: Mr Norris Changes Trains
Italy
compared with nineteenth-century Germany



unification (1859-60)
Catholic Concordat
creation of corporate state
fascism
clashes with Germany over the South Tyrol



Jacobins
Jankowski, Marie
Jannings, Emil
jazz
Jellinek, Walter
Jesuits
‘Jewish census’ (October 1916)
‘Jewish question’
‘Jewish spirit’
Jews
and capitalism
Nazi hatred of
Jewish-Christian intermarriage
converts to Christianity
name-changes
emigration
population
in business and the professions
and German nationalism
Jewish financiers blamed for economic depression
Libermann von Sonnenberg’s petition
their exclusion from German society advocated
‘the Jews are our misfortune’ phrase
Dreyfus affair
massacred by the ‘Black Hundreds’
Linz Programme (1879)
accused of subverting German art
business interests attacked
women workers
‘Jewish press’
war veterans
and Nationalists
alleged corruption



education
and the judiciary
political support
Hitler’s beliefs
‘to be exterminated’
conspiracy theory
and The Stormer
and German Nationalist Commercial Employees’ Union
Nazis’ pattern of decision-making and implementation
in Dachau
Hitler’s concentration camp warning (1921)
and the German family
exile of health advice clinic staff
and organized crime
civil servants
in the Federation of German Women’s Associations
musicians
purging of artists
scientists dismissed
Jewish shops boycotted
East European Jews’ loss of citizenship

Jiaozhou, China
Joël, Curt
Johst, Hanns: Schlageter (play)
journalism
judiciary
Jünger, Ernst
Storm of Steel

Junker landowning class
juvenile courts



Kaas, Prelate Ludwig
Kadeko club, Berlin
Kahr, Gustav Ritter von
Kaiser Wilhelm Society
Kaiserhof Hotel, Berlin
Kakadu nightclub, Berlin
Kalter, Sabine
Kandinsky, Wassily
Kantzow, Karin von
Kapp, Wolfgang
Karl-Liebknecht House, Berlin
Kästner, Erich
Kaufmann, Karl
Kautsky, Karl
Keim, August (army officer)
Keppler, Wilhelm
Kershaw, Professor Sir Ian Hitler
Kessler, Harry Graf
Ketteler, Bishop von
Kirchner, Ernst Ludwig
Klee, Paul
Klemperer, Otto
Klemperer, Victor
Klemt, Eduard
Klepper, Jochen
Knilling, Eugen Ritter von
Koblenz-Trier
Koch-Weser, Erich
Kokoschka, Oskar
Kollwitz, Käthe
Königsberg, East Prussia
Köpenick, Berlin
‘Köpenick Blood-Week’



Koussevitsky, Serge
Krebs, Hans
Krebs, Richard (‘Jan Valtin’)
Krefeld
Kreisler, Fritz
Krenek, Ernst: Jonny Strikes Up
Kroll Opera House
Krupp
Krupp, Alfred
Kun, Bela
Kürten, Peter



Labour Ministry
labour movement
labour schemes, compulsory
Lagarde, Paul de
land law reform
land reform
Landauer, Gustav
Landgraf, Georg
Landsberg am Lech fortress gaol
Landshut
Lang, Fritz
Langbehn, Julius
Rembrandt as Educator

language
suppression of ethnic minorities’ languages
German

Lanz von Liebenfels, Jörg Late Romanticism
Latvia
Lausanne Conference (1932)
Law against Sexually Transmitted Diseases (1927; amended 1933)
Law for the Protection of the Republic
Law for the Restoration of a Professional Service (1933)
leadership
strong
myth of the dictatorial leader
Kaas on

‘leadership principle’
League of Antisemites
League of German Maidens
League of National Socialist Lawyers
League of Nations
Lebensraum (‘living-space’)
Leber, Julius



Legien, Carl
Lehmann, Lotte
Leiden
Leipart, Theodor
Leipzig: army officers’ trial (1930)
Leipzig Gewandhaus orchestra
leisure
Lenin, Vladimir Ilyich
on the German Social Democrats
organizes a coup (1917)
peace settlement
and Bolshevik regime in Munich

Lenz, Fritz
Leopold Palace, Wilhelmsplatz, Berlin
Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim: Nathan the Wise (play)
Leuschner, Wilhelm
Levien, Max
Leviné, Eugen
liberal nationalism
liberalism
weak in Eastern and Central Europe by 1914
political
opposed by Italian Fascism
‘Jewish’

liberals
and funding of Prussian military machine
Prussian
and nationalism
new German Empire as fulfilment of their dreams
abandonment of liberal principles
and Catholicism
modest revival
left-wing
back Hindenburg (1932)
see also German Democratic Party; German People’s Party; National

Liberals; Progressives



Libermann von Sonnenberg, Max
Liebermann, Max
Liebknecht, Karl
Liege
Lieser, Karl
Lippe
literature
Lithuania
living standards
‘living-space’ see Lebensraum
Lloyd George, David
Löbe, Paul
local authorities
Lochner, Louis
Lorraine
Lorre, Peter
Lossow, General Otto Hermann von
Louis6
Lower Bavaria
lower middle class
Nazis appeal to
Nazi Party members

Lower Silesia
Lübeck
Lüdecke, Kurt
Lüdemann, Hermann
Ludendorff, General Erich
First World War service
‘silent dictatorship’
claims that army was stabbed in the back
during the German Revolution
business funds
and Hitler’s putsch attempt of 1923
Tannenberg League
failure in 1925 elections
Goebbels impressed by



Lüderitz Bay, South-West Africa
Ludwig, Emil
Lueger, Karl
Luther, Martin
Luxemburg, proposed annexation of
Luxemburg, Rosa



M: Murderer Amongst Us (film)
Macedonian assassination squads
Macke, August
Magdeburg war memorial
Mahler, Gustav
Malmédy
malnutrition
Mann, Heinrich
The Blue Angel (film)
Man of Straw (novel)

Mann, Thomas
Buddenbrooks (novel)
The Confessions of the Swindler Felix Krull (novel)
Death in Venice (novella)
The Magic Mountain (novel)

Mannheim
manual workers, and unemployment
Marc, Franz
‘March Fallen’
Marr, Wilhelm
invents the word antisemitism
The Victory of Jewry over Germandom Viewed from a Non-confessional

Standpoint
marriage
civil
Jewish-Christian
sanctity of
and unemployment
papal encyclical of 1930

martial law
Marx, Karl
Marx, Wilhelm
Marxism/Marxists



class conflict and capitalism
Hitler denounces
Hitler promises to destroy

Maschmann, Melita
masculinity, crisis of
Maurice, Emil
Max von Baden, Fürst
May Day, 1933 (‘Day of National Labour’)
Mecklenburg
medical profession
Meinecke, Friedrich
on Germany’s growing obsession with world power
Germany’s militaristic spirit and industrial might
German narrowly technical education
German nation-state flawed from its foundation
liberal nationalist perspective
and the State Party

Meissner, Otto
Memel
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Felix
Mensheviks
mental asylums
mentally handicapped
mentallythe
killing of the
sterilization of the

mergers
meritocracy
Metropolis (film)
Metternich, Clemens Wenzel Lothar Graf
Meyer, Hannes
middle class
‘unpolitical German’ concept
bourgeois values
and Jewish colleagues
youth movement



in Russia
outrage and disbelief at Versailles terms
and inflation
and youth movement
Nazi Party members
frightened of the Communists
and 1930 elections
attitude to Nazi violence
1932 Presidential election
1932 Reichstag elections
expectations of Hitler’s coalition partners

Mies van der Rohe, Ludwig militarism
Ministries of Education
Ministry for Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda
Ministry of Culture, Bavaria
Ministry of Justice
Ministry of Posts and Communications
misogyny
mobilization
‘spiritual’

modernism
modernist culture
Moeller van den Bruck, Arthur
Moholy-Nagy, László
Mommsen, Hans
Mommsen, Theodor
monarchism
monarchy
authoritarian
Habsburg
Hohenzollern
and the Free Corps
Brüning and
Prussian

‘Monist League’
monopolies



Moresnet
Moringen
Moscow
Mosse newspaper empire
Mössingen, Württemberg
Mühsam, Erich
Müller, Georg Alexander von
Müller, Hermann
Müller, Karl Alexander von
Müncheberg
Munich
gun-battles between rival political groups (1923)
revolutionary government
Free Corps invades (1919)
Schwabing district
general strike
Luitpold Gymnasium
‘White’ counter-revolutionary government
playground for extremist political sects
Hitler moves to
Nazi treatment of Ebert
‘People’s Court’
Goebbels’ propaganda headquarters
Communists demonstrate against new cabinet
hostage shootings

Munich Latest News (Münchner Neueste Nachrichten)
Munich Technical High School
Munich University
Münster
Münzenberg, Willi
music
Mussolini, Benito
claims a total control of society
Garibaldi as a model for
Concordat (1929)
launches his Fascist movement



‘March on Rome’ (1922)
appointed Prime Minister



Nagy, Kaethe von
Namibia see also German South-West Africa
Napoleon Bonaparte
Napoleon III
Napoleonic wars
National Councils of Women
National Liberals
national organization of artisans and handicraftsmen
National Socialism (Nazism: National Socialist German Workers’ Party)
establishment of a one-party dictatorship in Germany
standard bibliography on
dismissal of Nazi ideology
violent, racist and murderous nature of
little resistance to the Nazi takeover
one of a number of European dictatorships at the time
and big business
triumph of
venomous hatred against Jews
version of German history
opposition to
Nazism and Stalinism compared
roots of Nazi ideology
electoral triumphs (1930-32)
‘one People, one Reich, one Leader’ slogan
antisemitism
racial hygiene
emerges from a political maelstrom of radical ideologies
its rise not inevitable
and a generation enthralled by war
eclectic Nazi ideology
Nationalists’ propaganda and policies prepare the way for
and education
buys the Racial Observer



official Programme (1920)
Hitler becomes Party chairman
banned in most German states
paramilitary wing (‘Gymnastics and Sports Section’)
Mussolini’s example
Nazi salute
splits into factions
Rosenberg put in charge
becomes an illegal organization
in second Reichstag elections (1924)
Hitler refounds
‘socialist’ aspects of Nazi ideology
start of Party rallies
new structure
membership
and the farming community
takes over its first municipality
‘blood and soil’
Young Plan campaign
hatred of the Communists
idealism
promise to end political divisions
cult of violence
despises the law
funding
respectable face of
1930 elections
a catch-all party of social protest
vague programme
official anthem
statistics of clashes with Communists
Presidential election (1932)
state elections (1932)
becomes Germany’s most popular party
July 1932 Reichstag elections
November 1932 Reichstag elections



in decline
gains two major offices of state
crackdown on Communists
and Catholicism
takeover of the federated states
hatred of modern and atonal music
Party Propaganda office
disposal of ‘cultural Bolshevism’
racist language
arrests of journalists
view of art
Nazi ideology
contempt for democratic institutions

National Socialist Factory Cell Organization
National Socialist German Students’ League
National Socialist Revolution
National Socialist School Pupils’ League
National Socialist Teachers’ League
National Socialist War Victims’ Association
National Socialist Women’s Organization (NS-Frauenschaft)
nationalism
liberal
Herder and
Bismarck and
liberals and
in Europe
increasingly vociferous
Jews and
extreme
associations
and Allied occupation of western Germany (1920s)
in universities
and socialism
Bormann and
German

Nationalist Party



‘Fighting Leagues’ founded
formed
representation in the Reichstag
propaganda and policies prepare the way for Nazism
programme becomes more right wing
harks back to the Bismarckian Empire
snobbery and elitism
in the hands of enemies of democracy
financial donations to
and the press
vilifies Hirschfeld
antisemitism
and black French colonial troops
Bad Harzburg declaration
and the Grand Coalition
in 1930 elections
backs Hitler
July 1932 Reichstag elections
radical wing enters the government (1933)
and the torchlit parade in Berlin
March 1933 elections
protest about destruction of the legal order
pact with People’s Party
coalition with the Nazis
renamed
dissolution of student and youth organizations
Hugeriberg’s resignation
‘Friendship Agreement’
and Steel Helmets’ incorporation into the SA

‘nationalist revolution’
Nationalists (Spain)
nationalization
Navy Laws
Navy League
Nazi salute
Nazification



of theservice
of Northeim town council
government of Saxony
film workers
Ministries of Education
universities

Neithardt, Georg
Netherlands
Neu-Isenburg
Neukölln, Berlin
Neumann, Franz
Neumann, Heinz
Neurath, Konstantin Freiherr von
New Guinea
‘New Objectivity’ (Neue Sachlichkeit)
New York Philharmonic Orchestra
New York Stock Exchange crash (1929)
New York Times
Nibelungen, The (film)
Nicholas, Tsar
Niederstetten
Nietzsche, Friedrich
Wagner compared to
‘will to power’ concept
‘superman’ concept
ideal human being concept
interpreted by his sister Elisabeth
spiritual elitism

Night Edition (Nachtausgabe) newspaper
Nikolaus, Paul
Noakes, Jeremy
Nolde, Emil
Nordic legend
Nordic racial ideas
Nordic supremacist groups
Noreia, battle of



North German Confederation
North Sea
Northeim
Northeim Sports Club
Noske, Gustav
‘November criminals’/‘November traitors’/ ‘Novembrists’
Nuremberg
huge parade of paramilitaries
Party Rally of 1929

Nuschke, Otto



Oberfohren, Ernst
Oberhausen
occultism
‘occupational chambers’
‘October Revolution’ see Russian Revolution (1917)
Oldenburg
Opel car factory
operas
Oppenheimer, Max (Max Ophüls)
Oranienburg concentration camp
‘Organization Escherich’
orphans
Ossietzky, Carl von
Ostara (Zeitung für blonde Menschen): Newspaper for Blond People
Ottoman Empire



Pabst, G.W.
Pacelli, Eugenio (later Pope Pius) see also Pope, the
pacifism
Pan-German Association
Pan-German League (previously General German League)
Pan-Germanism
of Schönerer
and German-speaking minorities
extremists
Hugenberg a leading light in
antisemitism
Hitler influenced by
‘living-space’ theory

Pandora’s Box (film)
Papen, Franz von
appointed Reich Chancellor
and the Centre Party
aims to roll back history
curbs the radical press
his cabinet
coup of 20 July 1932
Reich Commissioner, Prussia
bans public political meetings
death penalty decree
reluctant to accept Hitler as Chancellor
Communist motion of no-confidence in the government
resignation
Schleicher’s repeal of his wage and benefit cuts
and plan to oust Schleicher
becomes Vice-Chancellor
expects to be able to control Hitler
demands Centre Party’s dissolution
lack of commitment to democracy



condemns Hugenberg’s behaviour
and Jewish loss of citizenship

parenthood
parents’ associations
Paris
parliamentarism
Pasewalk military hospital, Pomerania
Pavlov, Ivan
pensions
People’s Association for a Catholic Germany
People’s Courts
People’s Party
Peters, Carl
Petrograd
Peukert, Detlev: Inside Nazi Germany (book)
Pfeffer von Salomon, Franz
Pfitzner, Hans
Pfiilf, Antonie
physically unfit
killing of

Pieck, Wilhelm
Pietzuch, Konrad
Pilsudski, General
Plus, Pope see also Pope, the
Plus, Pope see Paselli, Eugenio
Planck, Max
Plättner, Karl
Pleasure Gardens, Berlin
Ploetz, Alfred
Plötzensee prison, Berlin
pogroms
poison gas
Poland
former Kingdom of
Germany conquers (1915)
creation of new Polish state



hyperinflation
industrial production
and the Wartburg Festival

police
total control by
Metternich’s system
military models of behaviour
and Social Democrats
end of controls (1918)
Nazi resentment against
and Communists
political
bias of
professionalization
sympathy with Nazi attacks on Weimar Republic
Prussian
auxiliary
allowed to detain people indefinitely
and forcible suppression of the labour movement
and torture
and trade unions
and homosexuality
and prostitution
sex reformer meetings banned
and Berlin’s ‘ring associations’
and the press

Polish Corridor
Polish ethnic minority
attempts at Germanization of
in Russia

Pomerania
poor relief
Pope, the
Syllabus of Errors (1864)
Declaration of Papal Infallibility (1871)
1930 encyclical



see also Pius; Pius
population
pornography
Portugal
Posen
Post Office
post-Impressionism
Potempa, Upper Silesia
Potsdam
Potsdam station, Berlin
poverty
Prague
Presidential office, abolition of (1934)
press
‘boulevard press’
and business
political
popular
tabloid
Goebbels’ articles
Nazi
freedom compromised
bans
Catholic
reports of violence towards German population
musical
‘Jewish’-dominated
Communist
Social Democratic
press conferences

Pretzel, Raimund (‘Sebastian Haffner’)
Preuss, Hugo price reductions
Princeton University
printing technology
prisons
productivity



profiteers
Progressives
propaganda
enthusiasm whipped up by
directed at the masses
continuous and unvaried in its message
racist
directed at the farming community
Party Rally of 1929
and German Women’s Order
antisemitic
increased sophistication of Nazi propaganda
Communist
in 1930 elections
directed at workers
and Horst Wessel
in the Presidential election (1932)
July 1932 Reichstag election
November 1932 Reichstag election
of an imminent ‘German Bolshevik Revolution’
in the musical press
Goebbels defines
and radio
‘atrocity’

property
illegal confiscation of
appropriation legalized
Einstein’s property seized
bomb attacks on Jewish property

proportional representation
prosecution service
prostitution
Protestant church
Protestantism
Protocols of the Elders of Zion, The (Tsarist police forgery)
Prussia



and the Holy Roman Reich
1848 Revolution
funding of its military machine
expanding state
army impacts on society in
landed aristocracy undermined
tensions with the Reich
moderate, pro-republican governments
Social Democrats’ policy
curbing of autonomy
civil service
bureaucratic paternalism
Hitler’s ban
Minister-President
virtues
political clashes (1932)
state elections (1932)
Papen’s coup ofJuly 1932
Papen appointed Reich Commissioner
Prussian parliamentary elections (April 1932)
and the Communist Party’s Central Committee
arrests in (March-April)
judiciary
purge of artists

Prussian Academy of the Arts
Prussian Academy of Sciences
Prussian Health Council
Prussian Interior Ministry
Prussian State Bank
Prussianism
public welfare
Puppe (storm leader)



racial hygiene, racial hygienists
Racial Hygiene Society
Racial Observer (Völkischer Beobachter) newspaper
racial utopia
racism
opposition to
Pan-German
and black musicians
and colonial troops
of Gobineau

Radek, Karl
radio
Ragnitz commune, East Prussia
railways
Rathenau, Emil
Rathenau, Walther
rationalization
Rauschning, Hermann
rearmament
Red Army (Germany)
Red Army (Russia)
Red Cross
Red Flag (Rote Fahne) newspaper
Red Front-Fighters’ League
‘Red Swastika’
Reformation
Reich, Wilhelm
Reich Association of German Industry
Reich Association of the German Press
Reich Chancellor
office created by Bismarck
aservant beholden to the Kaiser
Brüning appointed



Hitler sworn in
Reich Corporation of German Industry
Reich Council
Reich Court
Reich Criminal Code
Reich Defence Council
Reich Film Chamber
Reich Land League
Reich Law for the Restoration of a Professional Civil Service
Reich Press Office
Reich Radio Company
Reich Supreme Court, Leipzig
Reich War Flag
Reichenau, Colonel Walther von
Reichsbank
Reichsbanner Black-Red-Gold
Reichsrat
Reichstag
derives from the Holy Roman Reich
growth of influence
and army budget
debate on army behaviour
Ahlwardt elected to
approves expansion of German navy
sidelining or elimination of
parliamentary proceedings degenerate
Ebert enters
President’s power to dissolve (Article)
proportional representation
Criminal Law Reform Committee
and Hindenburg’s emergency powers
Bruning and
sits less and less often
dissolved (July 1932)
Göring’s cavalier treatment of
marginalized



Schleicher’s plans
Communist seats (1933)
Reichstag fire
state opening at Potsdam

Reichstag elections see under elections
Reichstag fire decree
‘Reign of Terror’ (Jacobins)
Reiner, Fritz
Reinhardt, Max
Reinhardt, General Walther
religion
abolished in Russia
the religious divide

Remarque, Erich Maria
All Quiet on the Western Front (novel and film)

Rentenmark
reparations
representative government
Republican Defence Units
Rhine district
Rhine river
Rhineland
and Treaty of Versailles
French-backed separatists
colonial troops in
Goebbels’ role in

Richthofen, Manfred Freiherr von (Red Baron)
Riezler, Kurt
right of assembly and association
‘ring associations’
Ritter von Epp, Colonel Franz
Ritter von Seisser, Hans
‘Roaring Twenties’
Rockefeller Foundation
Rohlfs, Christian
Röhm, Ernst



Romania
Romanov empire
Rome, march on
Rosenberg, Alfred
The Myth of the Twentieth Century

Rothschild family
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques
Roxy nightclub, Berlin
Royal Navy
Ruck, Michael
Rückert, Erwin
Rüdin, Ernst
Ruhr
Rumbold, Sir Horace
Russelsheim, near Frankfurt
Russia
authoritarian monarchy
compared with Germany before the First World War
seen as a land of backwardness and barbarism
Tsar replaced by a Provisional Government
Bolshevik coup (1917)
civil war
‘Red Terror’ (1918-21)
war deaths
antisemitic pogroms
Christianity attacked by Bolshevism
and Hitler’s ‘living-space’ aim
see also Soviet Union

Russian armies
Russian Revolution (1905)
Russian Revolution (1917) (‘October Revolution’)
Russo-Polish War
Rust, Bernhard



SA see ‘Storm Division’
Saarland
St Petersburg
St Quentin
Sax, Adolphe
Saxony
Saxony-Anhalt
Schacht, Hjalmar
Schallmeyer, Wilhelm
Schemann, Ludwig
Scherl newspaper firm
Scheubner-Richter, Max Erwin von
Schicklgruber (Hitler), Alois (Hitler’s father)
Schicklgruber, Maria (Hitler’s paternal grandmother)
Schiele, Martin
Schiff, Else
Schinkel, Karl Friedrich
Schirach, Baldur von
background
and brother’s suicide
converted to Nazism
poetry by
joins National Socialist German Students’ League
leads the Hitler Youth
devotion to Hitler

Schlageter, Albert Leo
Schleicher, General Kurt von
Schlemmer, Eva
Schlemmer, Oskar
Schleswig
Schleswig-Holstein
Schlotterbeck, Friedrich
Schmidt-Rottluff, Karl



Schmitt, Carl
Schnabel, Artur
Schoenberg, Arnold
Scholtz-Klink, Gertrud
Schönerer, Georg Ritter von
Schrader, Karl
Schreck, Julius
Schreker, Franz
Schrödinger, Erwin
Schuler, Alfred
Schultze-Naumburg, Paul: Art and Race
Schumacher, Kurt
Schurtz, Heinrich
Schuster, Joseph
Schutz, Walter
Schwerin von Krosigk, Lutz Graf
Schwesing, Schleswig-Holstein
Scientific-Humanitarian Committee
Second Reich
Second World War
secret ballot
secularization
of thought
of education

Sedan, battle of
Seeckl, General Hans Yon
Seldte, Franz
self-employed, and 1930 elections
Selz, Otto
serfdom
Serkin, Rudolf
service sector
‘Seven Weeks’ War’ (1866)
Severing, Carl
sex counselling clinics
sexual freedom



sexual reform movement
shares
Shirer, William.
The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich

shooting societies
Siebeck, Richard
Siemens
Siemens (electricity company boss)
Silesia
single mothers
slave labourers
Slavic East
Slavs
and Lebensraum
supposedly inferior and uncivilized
and the Nordic race
and ‘Germanizing’ of Eastern Europe

social biology
Social Darwinism
Social Democratic Party of Germany
formed
membership
success in 1912 election
gulf between it and ‘bourgeois’ parties
institutional structure
suppression of
and police
and the industrial working class
and antisemitism
principles
splits into factions
and the Communist Party
opposes German Fatherland Party
Reichsbanner Black-Red-Gold founded
and the Free Corps
and a Red Army of workers



Majority wings
Marxist ideology
main strength of
representation in the Reichstags
bulwark of democracy in the Republic
and Grand Coalitions
and the presss
puritanical view of personal relationships
and education
Law for the Protection of the Republic
and Bismarck’s reforms
egalitarianism
mass demonstrations in Vienna
Hitler opposes
Erfurt Programme (1891)
part of a broad coalition (1923)
and farming community
Nazi hatred of
and the new cabinet
Brüning and
in 1930 elections
backs Hindenburg (1932)
loses touch with political reality
impotence of
July 1932 Reichstag elections
November 1932 Reichstag elections
lack of response to the Nazi threat
March 1933 elections
press ban
officials imprisoned in concentration camps
concentration camp warning
and the Enabling Act
and the trade unions
May Day, 1933
destruction of
supports the government on disarmament



Nazi determination to destroy it
lawsuit against Papen
see also Independent Social Democratic Party of Germany; socialism;

socialist movement
social deviants
sterilization of
graded as ‘low quality’

social hygiene
Social Revolutionaries (Russia)
social welfare
social work
socialism
and Jews
and nationalism
and antisemitism
opposed by Italian Fascism

Socialist International
socialist movement
law-abiding
and Anti-Socialist Law (1878)
forms Social Democratic Party

Society for the Eastern Marches
Society for German Colonization
soldiers’ councils
Sollmann, Wilhelm
Solmitz, Louise
Somme, Battle of the
‘Song of the Storm Columns’
‘Song Stave’
Sonnemann, Emmy
Sonnenburg penal camp
Sorbs
South Tyrol
South-West Africa
Soviet bloc, former: new documents discovered
Soviet Communist Party



Politbureau
Central Committee

Soviet Union
Soviet regime’s grip on Communist parties
German army’s training sessions in
and hyperinflation
Thälmann’s faith in
Blomberg visits
Stalin unleashes a reign of terror see also Russia

Spahn, Martin
Spain
‘clerico-fascist’ regime

Spandau
Spanish army
SpanishWar
Spartacist uprising (Berlin, January 1919)
Spengler, Oswald
The Fall of the West

Spoliation Advisory Panel
sports clubs
SS (Schutzstaffel; Protection Squad)
Himmler appointed its head
membership
independence
structure
collects confidential information
poised to tackle internal disobedience
beaten up in Berlin
torchlit parades
triumphant parades and processions of
‘auxiliary police’ force
torture of Sollmann
swastika raised on official buildings
runs Dachau
torture methods
and Social Democrats



and trade unions
and Galen’s installation as bishop
town halls occupied
prosecutions
camp guards
and book-burning

Stadelheim gaol, Munich
Stalin, Josef
unleashes a reign of terror
components of his new political order
and Trotsky

Stalinism: compared with Nazism
Standard Oil
Stassfurt
state, the
downgrading the importance of
growing interference in labour relations
centralization of
and Reichstag elections (5 March 1933)

State Court
State Party (previously the Democrats) see German Democratic Party
Staudinger, Hermann
steel
Steel Helmets: League of Front-Soldiers
forcibly incorporated into the SA
functions
renamed

Stegerwald, Adam
Steinmann, Vicar-General
Stelling, Johannes
Stennes, Walther
sterilization, compulsory
Stinnes, Hugo
Stock Exchange
Stöcker, Adolf
founds an antisemitic Christian Social Party



history of modern antisemitism in Germany begins with him
Stocker, Helene
‘Storm Division’ (Sturmabteilung, or SA; stormtroopers)
built up by Röhm
Goring replaces
Kahr meeting broken up
an illegal organization
reconstituted
subordinated to the Party
cuts links with other paramilitary groups
putsch of 1923
Party rally (July 1926)
Wessel in
and Goebbels
and soup kitchens
Bormann and
the ‘murderers’ storm’
‘Marxists’ as the enemy
fanaticism and hatred
idealism
Abel interviews
under Röhm
‘Assault Squad’
SS collects information on
and Communists
Wessel a brownshirt activist
‘Song of the Storm Columns’
violence at a Goring meeting
harassment of Buchwitz
Pfeffer von Salomon fired
Röhm takes over
oath of allegiance
Boxheim documents
membership statistics
police raid brownshirt premises
Communists attempt to stop their march



ban lifted
Pietzuch murder
Hitler supports their brutal violence
Hindenburg on
and Hitler’s appointment (1933)
‘auxiliary police’
and trade unions
Eisleben street battle
and Social Democrats
Centre Party meetings attacked
as auxiliary police
violence against individuals
hatred of Bolsheviks
prepared to seize power
thefts by
5 March 1933 elections
makeshift gaols and torture centres
torture by
‘wild’ arrests by
Hitler’s exhortation
‘phenomenal discipline’ of
and trade unions
brass bands
‘Köpenick Blood-Week’
death of Stelling
Galen’s consecration
Hitler’s threat
Steel Helmets forcibly incorporated into
attack on Hirschfeld’s Institute
book-burning
civil servants and mayors forced out of office
extortion
disruption of a Busch concert
Sonnenburg penal camp
bomb attacks on Jewish property
and boycott of Jewish shops



levels of violence
prosecution of
concept of revolution

Stormer, The (Der Stürmer) newspaper
Strasser, Gregor
middle-class background
arrested after putsch attempt
elected to Bavarian Parliament
a talented administrator
his idea of socialism
shocked at Hitler’s tough stance
Reich Propaganda Leader of the Party
1928 elections
and women’s organizations
and embryonic Nazi social order
and Himmler
prepared to criticize Hitler
disowns his brother
extravagant tastes
resignation
ideological position

Strasser, Otto
Strauss, Richard
The Egyptian Helena (opera)
Intermezzo (opera)

Streicher, Julius
Stresemann, Gustav
Stumm, Karl Ferdinand von
submarine warfare
Swakopmund, South-West Africa
swastika symbol
Sweden
Switzerland
Syllabus of Errors (1864)



Tanganyika
Tannenberg, Battle of
Tannenberg League
taxation
Taylor, Alan
‘Taylorism’
teachers
technology
Tempel, Wilhelm
Tempelhof field, Berlin
Tempo newspaper
Testament of Dr Mabuse, The (film)
Thälmann, Ernst
theatre
thieves
Third Reich
origins
electoral success
massive political violence
unleashing of a ruthless and destructive war of conquest
‘unpolitical German’ concept
three phases of research
radical right’s enthusiasm for
and the Thule Society
links to the First and Second Reichs

thought
secularization of
freedom of

Thule Society
Thuringia
Thurn und Taxis, Gustav-Franz Prince von
Thyssen, Fritz
Tietjen, Heinz



Tietz department store chain
Tietz family
Tille, Alexander
Tiller Girls
time-and-motion studies
Tirpitz, Alfred von
Togoland
Toller, Ernst
Torgler, Ernst
Toscanini, Arturo
totalitarianism
trade unions
Treblinka concentration camp
Treitschke, Heinrich von
Trier, Bishop of
Trotsky, Leon
Tsarist Empire
Tucholsky, Kurt



UFA (Universum-Film-Aktiengesellschaft, Universal Film Company) film
production company Uhu nightclub, Berlin
Ulbricht, Walter
Ullstein press empire
Ultramontane newspapers and magazines
Ultramontanism
‘un-German spirit’
unemployment
benefits

United Kingdom
war deaths
see also Britain

United Nations
United States of America
Jewish emigration to
failure of railway investments
in First World War
and Young Plan
influence of
New York Stock Exchange crash (1929)
investment by
cuts its foreign lending
jazz

United States Steel
United Steelworks
universal manhood suffrage
universities
University of Naples
upper class
bourgeois values
in Russia
outrage and disbelief at Versailles terms
Nazi Party members



Upper Silesia



vagrants
van der Lubbe, Marinus
Vatican
antisemitism
Concordat with Mussolini’s Fascist regime (1929)
support of Dolfuss’ ‘clerico-fascist’ dictatorship
support of the Spanish Nationalists
and the Enabling Act
Concordat

Verdi, Giuseppe: Rigoletto
Verdun, battle of
Vermeil, Edmond
Versailles: proclamation of the new German Empire (1871)
Versailles, Treaty of (1919)
terms of
restrictions on the army
Steel Helmets denounce
determination to overthrow its provisions
signatories
Nationalists’ demands
Weimar Republic blamed
national revision of
‘fulfilment’ policy
Hitler wants revision of
and Austro-German attempt at customs union
Hitler promises to fight it
security provisions of

veterans’ clubs
Vienna
Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra
Vienna Ring Theatre
Viennese Academy of Art
Viernstein, Theodor



violence
during inflation
in art and film
Röhm’s penchant for mindless violence
Hitler’s use of physical violence to further his ends
a way of life for Nazi activists
at the heart of the Nazi movement
celebration of brute physical force
statistics
severe at election times
sharp escalation of
people become inured to political violence

Virchow, Rudolf



Wäckerle, Hilmar
Wagener, Otto
wages
dispute in iron and steel industry
payment in kind
company spending
reduction

Wagner, Adolf
Wagner, Cosima
Wagner, Richard
epic music-dramas
a cultural antisemite
favours assimilation of Jews
increasingly racist
wants Jews excluded from German society
and Nietzsche
influences Hitler
The Twilight of the Gods
Judaism in Music
Parsifal
Ring cycle
Tannhäuser

Wagner, Robert
Waldoff, Claire
Walter, Bruno
war disabled
War Ministry
War Office
war widows
Wartburg Festival
Wartburg, Thuringia
Waterloo, battle of (1815)
Weber, Helene



Weber, Max
Webern, Anton von
Wedding quarter, Berlin
Wedekind, Frank: Spring’s Awakening (play)
Weill, Kurt
The Silver Sea (opera)
The Threepenny Opera

Weimar
Weimar Art Academy
Weimar Republic
collapse of
and origins of the Third Reich
violence on the streets
Ebert steers it into being
constitution
Reich President
power to rule by decree (Article)
Ebert’s hasty compromises
Hindenburg elected President
frequent changes of government
coalition government
strengths in foreign affairs, labour and welfare
federal structure
‘Weimar coalition’
Communists’ opposition to
Kapp putsch (1920)
blamed for Versailles
inflation
and the press
growth of antisemitism
enters its final turbulent phase (1932)
better freedom and equality for Jews
political divisions
Nazi attacks on
Wels defends its achievements
musical modernism



‘cultural Bolshevism’
‘Jewish-Bolshevist success’
press conferences
Nazi determination to destroy it

Weimar School of Arts and Crafts
Weimar state museum
Weiss, Bernhard
Weissenfels
welfare agencies
welfare system
Welier-ter-Meer
Wels, Otto
Weng, Landshut District
Wertheim brothers
Wessel, Horst
West Prussia
Westarp, Countess Heila von
Westarp, Kuno Graf von
Western Front
‘Western League’
Westphalia
Wheeler-Bennett, John
‘white terror’
white-collar workers
unemployment
and 1930 elections

‘Whites’
Wiefelstede, Weser-Ems constituency
Wiesbaden
Wilder, Billy
Wilhelm, Kaiser
Wilhelm, Kaiser
personality
and Bismarck’s resignation
annual proclamation (1918)
claims that army was stabbed in the back



abdication
war crimes issue
in exile
and German education

Wilhelmine Reich see also German Reich
Wilson, Woodrow
his ‘Fourteen Points’

Windthorst League
Wirth, Josef
Woltmann, Ludwig
women
suffrage
workers
and Italian fascism
Nazi Party membership
tendency to live longer than men

Woolworth’s
‘work-shy’
workers’ councils
working class
growing self-assertion
opposes antisemitism
impact of Versailles terms
and Marxism
industrial
Nazi Party members
support of Social Democrats
of Berlin
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1. The pseudo-medievalism of the Bismarck memorial in Hamburg, unveiled
in 1906, promises a revival of past German glories under a new national
leader.



2. Antisemitic postcard from ‘the only Jew-free hotel in Frankfurt’, 1887.
Such attitudes were a new phenomenon in the 1880s.



3. (top) The promise of victory: German troops advance confidently across
Belgium in 1914.

4. (middle) The reality of defeat: German prisoners of war taken by the
Allies at the Battle of Amiens, August 1918.

5. (bottom) The price to be paid: the skeletons of German warplanes
scrapped in fulfilment of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles.



6. (top) Descent into chaos: a street battle in Berlin during the ‘Spartacist
uprising’ of January 1919.

7. (right) Revenge of the right: a Free Corps lieutenant in charge of a firing
squad photographs his irregulars with the ‘Red Guardist’ they are about to
execute during their bloody suppression of the Munich Soviet, May 1919.



8. A racist cartoon in a German satirical magazine highlights the murders,
robberies and sex offences supposedly committed by French colonial troops
during the Ruhr occupation of 1923.







9. The hyperinflation of 1923: ‘So many thousand-mark notes for just one
dollar!’

10. The balance-sheet of reparations, 1927: 14,000 suicides in Germany are
the result, according to a satirical periodical, of economic hardship caused
by the financial burden imposed on the country by the Treaty of Versailles.



11. The Roaring Twenties in Berlin: artist Otto Dix’s bitter view of German
society in 1927-28; war veterans are forced out to the margins, while women
of easy virtue and their clients live it up at a jazz party.

12. The beer-hall putsch: armed Nazi stormtroopers wait outside Munich
city hall, November 1923, for the takeover that never came.



13. Hitler relaxing, but not drinking, with his friends in a Munich beer-cellar
in 1929. Gregor Strasser is on the far left.



14. Hitler leads a street march at an early Nazi Party rally in Weimar, 1926,
while stormtroopers clear the way. A hatless Rudolf Hess can be seen to his

left, with Heinrich Himmler directly behind.



15. The face of fanaticism: stormtroopers listen to a speech at an open-air
rally, 1930.

16. The Communist threat: criminality, poverty and extreme left-wing
commitment often went together, to the alarm of middle-class voters, as in
this slum district of Hamburg during an election campaign in 1932.





17. The futility of Brüning’s ban on uniforms (December 1930): the
brownshirts wear white shirts instead, and the effect is the same.



18. A pacifist poster warns in 1930 that ‘anyone who votes for the right
votes for war’, and Nazism can mean only death and destruction. ‘German,’

it asks rhetorically, ‘shall he grab you again?’



19. The violence of the visual image: where the Nazis lead in 1928, other
parties follow in later elections. (a) ‘Smash the world-foe, International High
Finance’ - Nazi election poster, 1928. (b) ‘An end to this system!’ -
Communist election poster, 1932. (c) ‘Clear the way for List 1!’ - the Social
Democratic worker elbows aside the Nazi and the Communist, 1930. (d)
‘Against civil war and inflation’ - the People’s Party knocks down its rivals
to right and left, an example of wishful thinking from 1932.



20. The choice before the electorate in September 1930: the parties target
women, benefit claimants, young people and other specific social groups.

21. ‘Harbinger of the Third Reich’. A Social Democratic poster warns
against the violence of the Nazis, January 1931. After scrawling ‘Germany,



awake!’ and daubing swastikas on the walls, the figure of Death, dressed in a
brownshirt uniform and holding a pistol, kills an opponent and marches on.

22. (top) Drowning out the opposition: Nazis use loudhailers to shout ‘Hail,
Hitler!’ during the election campaign of March 1933.

23. (below) The respectable face of Nazism: Hitler, in formal attire, meets
leading businessmen shortly after his appointment as Reich Chancellor in

January 1933.





24. The reality on the streets: Communists and Social Democrats arrested by
stormtroopers acting as ‘auxiliary police’ await their fate in a torture cellar

of the brownshirts in the spring of 1933.

25. The first concentration camps, 1933: Social Democrats are registered on
their arrival at the Oranienburg camp.



26. ‘The noble Communist in the concentration camp’. Nazi propaganda
gave wide publicity to the camps but tried to give them a positive image.
According to this cartoon from 14 May 1933, ‘arrest’ was followed by a
‘clean-up’, a ‘cut (hair and beard)’ - the German word is the same as that for
circumcision - an ‘airing’ and a ‘photograph’. In Berlin’s ‘Romanesque
Café’ and the ‘Café Megalomania’, well-known haunts of modernist artists
and radical writers, the supposedly Jewish regulars lament their friend’s
transformation six weeks later: ‘What the poor man must have gone
through!’



27. Hitler’s cultural revolution: out of a mass of squabbling pygmies,
‘Germany’s sculptor’ creates a new giant German ready to take on the
world.



28. The exiles: the Nazi satirical journal The Nettle portrays the flight of
Germany’s most eminent writers and intellectuals as a triumph for the
German nation: while Thomas Mann works the hurdy-gurdy, others, mostly
Jewish, slink away from Germany to his tune. Among those caricatured are
Albert Einstein, Lion Feuchtwanger and Karl Marx. ‘What is gone, won’t
return.’



29. ‘Against the un-German spirit’: Nazi students burn Jewish and leftist
books outside Berlin University on 10 May 1933.



30. ‘Germans! Defend yourselves! Do not buy from Jews!’ Stormtroopers
paste stickers onto a Jewish shop window during the boycott of I April 1933,

while shoppers look on.



31. Continuity in the National Socialist Revolution: a postcard from 1933
draws a direct line from Frederick the Great of Prussia through Bismarck to

Hitler.
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