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ITLER

AND THE THIRD REICH

"nthis article Richard Overy throws light on the role Hitler played in shaping the course of German history by explaining how
v he came to power and the economic, political, military and racial policies of the Third Reich.

dolf Hitler has always dominated the
history of the Third Reich. Yet much
{ the recent writing on the Nazi
movement and on German politics and
society in the 1930s has put Hitler into a
rather different perspective. Hitler is sull a
fral figure in our explanation for what hap-
between 1933 and 1945, but he is not a
sufficient explanation. He cannot be under-
stood divorced from the society and political
culture which made Nazism possible. The
course of German history between the wars
was not determined by Hitler alone but was
shaped by economic, cultural and social
forces of which Nazism was an integral part.
The rise of Hitler and the establishment of a
dictatorship which permitted him to launch
German impenalism were neither mevitable
nor irresistible, though they must sometimes
veseemed so. The purpose of this article
18- outline some of the forces which made
this outcome possible, and to see where Hit-
ler fits in in relation to them.

This 1s not to say that historians now reject
the idea that Hitler matters. Even when he
has been located in context, in the ideas, in-
stitutions and social forces that moulded his
thinking and policy choices, the fact still re-
mains that by the late 1930s Hitler's word
was law. Knowmng Hitler's own intentions
gives us a good clue to the shifts in German
policy and strategy. But such a degree of
absolute authonty was the result of the suc-
cessful establishment of the ‘myth of the
Fibrer', Through careful propaganda,
through the deliberate cultivation of a style of
leadership, Hitler was able to dominate Ger-
man politics more than might have been ex-
pected from his own lack of expenience and
education. Hitler's function was to be the top
of the pyramid of power and authority; he
was the person who held the whole structure
together; the man that Germans wanted to

believe in. In this sense the intrinsic merits or
faults of Hitler mattered less than his ability
to perform the function assigned to him in the
system. The fact that this function also per-
mitted him increasingly to impose his own
fantastic vision of a German Utopia on his
political surroundings stemmed from the wil-
lingness of others to accept the Fithrer princ-
ple — that he led and they followed.

TR
THE RISE OF NAZISM

There has always been a tendency in explan-
ing the nise to power to place excessive
emphasis on Hitler's messianic appeal, his
force of personality, the power of propagan-
da, the mass ralbes. Of course, it is important
to see that in the crisis years before 1933 Hit-
ler was sold to the public as the man who
would solve all their problems — 'Hitler, our
last hope’, ran the election posters in 1932.
But the success of this appeal cannot be
understood unless we exammne the socio-
economic and political context in Germany in
the 1920s. Hitler's appeal worked only be-
cause many ordinary Germans faced press-
ures 30 severe that they were prepared to
grasp at straws,

The cnisis of the 1920s has its roots in the
long period of economic decline and stagna-
tion that set m with the First World War. For
30 or 40 years before that the German
economy had been one of the remarkable
success stonies of Europe. It had grown
steadily at 3-4% a year, masking the socal
tensions that existed in the new Germany. A
whole generation of German bourgeois had
been brought up on rising properity and ex-
pectations. After 1919 these expectations
were dashed. The German economy re-
mained stagnant, and for much of the perod
between 1919 and 1933 it was coping with

crisis, There was one short burst of growth
between 1924 and 1928, but its fruits were
confined largely to big industry and unionised
labour,

We are so used to thinking of West Ger-
many as a model of prosperity and economic
advance, that it is difficult to grasp that in the
1920s large sections of the German commun-
ity were impoverished. In 1913 a German
professor eamed ten times what a German
coal-miner was paid; in the 1920s he earned
only twice as much., A sense of relative de-
privation was widespread among the respect-
able middle classes; harsh matenal depriva-
tion was a reality for the poorer sections of
the working classes, for low-paid craft work-
ers, and for the bulk of the peasantry which
stll constituted one-third of the German
population in the 1920s. High taxes, inflation,
high interest rates, the slow revival of trade,
all alienated the poorer sections of socety
from the political system imposed on them by
defeat in 1918.

The collapse of expectations, widespread
poverty and the decline in incomes provide a
plausible explanation for the course of Ger-
man politics. We are used to thinking of Ger-
mans in the Weimar Republic as being hostile
to democracy. However, this is a case that is
often overstated: there were broad sections
in Germany which favoured the coming of
democracy — social democrats, lhberals,
even the Catholic Centre Party, forerunner
of modem Chnstian democracy. The real
probiem was that the stagnation of the Ger-
man economy, and the very unequal distnbu-
tion of the economic cake, made it more diffi-
cult to produce a workable, effective, demo-
cratic political culture. The conflict generated
by Germany’'s poor economic performance
fed into German politics: it brought a growing
hostility between organised labour and Ger-
many’s middle classes; a resentment be-
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small wonder that when the slump hit
1 in 1928-29 (even before the Wall
rash), it proved for many Germans
the last straw. They had put up with
in 1918; they had put up with revolu-
919; they had put up with hyper-
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Marx; they knew that the collapse of capital-
ism, which seemed to be going on all around
them, would usher in the age of the proletar-
1at. And vet, for the conservative anti-
Marxist masses in Germany, there appeared
no obvious political solution. The bourgeois
parties could find no strategy either to re-
verse the effects of the slump, or to combat
communism. One alternative was to turn the
clock back to the pre-1914 system, and re-
suscitate the old anstocratic conservative
élite. This group had begun to rally again
under the impact of the slump around the
anistocratic president, Paul von Hindenburg.
They began to think that at this acute mo-
ment of crisis in German history they might
be called upon again to rescue Germany from
her dilemma. Yet the crucial point about the
politics of the late 1920s is that the anxious
peasants and bourgeois, suffering economic
deprivation, hostile to communism, were not
attracted by the traditional conservative solu-
tion. The old élite had let them down in 1918;
it had done nothing to blunt the impact of
Alhed vengeance, economic catastrophe or
social threat. The conservative masses had
had sufficient taste of mass politics to know
that they could produce a political voice of
their own. They no longer needed, or re-
spected, the old conservative élite; they
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ism gave expression to the latent nationalism
of the conservative masses by blaming the
Allies and reparations for Germany's ills.
Above all, Nazism was violently anti-Marxist.
It was the only party demonstrably, visibly,
combating the threat of communism on the
streets. Although the violence abenated
many respectable Germans, they hated com-
munism more. Social disorder and disintegra-
tion seemed a reality in 1932 with eight
million unemployed. In the chaos Nazism
promised to restore order, to revive German
fortunes, to bring about a moral renewal, to
give ‘bread and work’, ,
Under these circumstances more .}:
can be made of why one-third of the Geran
electorate voted for Hitler. It was not an en-
tirely irrational choice. Hitler was a true rep-
resentative, not tainted with parliamentary
corruption, not part of the traditional political
classes, a man of the people whose own
efforts, as he constantly reminded his hsten-
ers, had dragged him from local obscunty to
national prominence. He promised to take the
problems of his grass-roots supporters and
give them a national platform. The great
strength of the movement was not Hi*"
messianic appeal, though that was impor.__
but the ability to get out into Germany’s pro-
vincial cities and villages and mobilise people

:onomy and a creaking political system, looked for a political mechanism that genuine- politically who were alienated from the estab-
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force trying to win factory workers away
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v for a great many Germans the

hered in the greatest threat of all: a
wu prospect of communist revolution.

tical movement on the radical night. But
under the impact of the slump, the nise of
communism and the political stalemate of par-
hamentary politics the movement began to
attract more attention. Nazism became the
authentic voice of the small townsman, the
anxious officials and small businessmen, the
peasant who felt he had had a raw deal from
the Republic, the teachers and state em-

dients of Nazi success. It was a t
party, dependent on the excitement it gener-
ated and feeding off social disillusionment on a
grand scale. From its nature, riding on the
back of a massive economic slump and a tem-
porary political crisis, it was a short-term
phenomenon. If Hitler had not achieved the
chancellorship in early 1933 the movement
might well have burned itself out.

‘as a deep fear among Germany's mid-  ployees who felt they had lost out in terms of The irony is that Hitler achieved power not
““es and small producers, fuelled by  status and income to other groups. The Nazi because of the great electoral bandwagon he
ive communist rising in 1919 and by  Party was made up and led by people ke  had set in motion, but because of a final -~
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'he German bourgeoisie had read their  desires, and promised to end the crisis. Naz-  tives who thought they could manipulate Hit-
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ler if they mvited him, and the mass following
behind him, to share government. They be-
lieved that he would be tamed by office, and
thay they would run the state again, imposing
a reactionary conservative agenda while Hit-
ler took care of the left. If this stratagem de-
monstrated anything, it showed a fun-
damental misunderstanding of the nature of
Nazism and the revolutionary implications of
the movement. The lesson should have been
clear from the presidential election in the
spring of 1932. The candidate of the old nght,
von Hindenburg, had been challenged by Hit-
ler. The nght-wing masses voted for the Nazi

, leaving von Hindenburg dependent on
the «oles of the socialists, Catholics and
eventually, on the second ballot, communists
too. The new night rejected the restoration of
anistocratic power and once Hitler was given
the chancellorship, he unleashed the revolu-
uon. Within months Germany was a one-
party state; within a year and a haif Hitler was
supreme ruler of Germany,

RN
ECONOMIC RECOVERY AND NAZI
. SURVIVAL

It is often forgotten that if economic crisis
helped Hitler to power before 1933, so it was
Nazi success in stabilising the economy and
producing sustained recovery after 1933 that
helped to secure his political survival, This is
a point that Hitler recognised right from the
beginning of the regime: he knew that he had
to redeem the promise of bread and work,
egaromic recovery and social revival, be-

s« if he did not social tensions and political
mstability might well retumn. ‘If there is suc-
cess in solving this question’, he told a meet-
ing in July 1933, ‘we have created for the new
system a situation in which the government
can realise step by step its other tasks.
Work! Work!"

This was a process that took not weeks or
months but years. Untl at least 1935 Hitler
was still worried that the economic situation
might undermine the pofitical achievement.
The Nazi dictatorship was not imposed in a

ken, frictionless way. It had to produce
résuits. By the begmnning of 1935 there were
still three milion unemployed and many
others on very low wages. Not until 1936-37
was the recovery established beyond doubt,
and it is no coincidence that from this period
political opposition became almost non-
existent and the regime proved to be at its
most

How did the Nazi government succeed in
stabilising the economy and producing an éco-
nomic recovery more rapid than any other
major state? There is no single, simple ex-
planation. A simple answer might be rearma-
ment, but much of the recent work on the
German economy has demonstrated that
rearmament only became a significant factor
from 1935 onwards when, indeed, it became
the engine of rapid economic growth. A more
plausible answer lies in the simple fact of Hit-
ler’s political success in 1933. People wanted
to believe that with a restoration of order,
even Nazi order, and an end to parlamentary
feebleness, economic recovery was possible.

Nazi propagandists trumpeted Hitler’s
success in giving bread and work.

Hitler profited from this psychological shift.
But he did not mastermind the recovery. In-
stead, he hjacked German business and the
German state economic machinery to do the
work of achieving recovery for him. The
Nazis were all at sea with economics; they
knew what they wanted, but they recruited
experts to do it for them.

There were three main features of this
economic strategy which explain its success.
The first was Germany's changed rela-
tionship with the world economy. From the
day that Hitler came to power, Germany paid
no more reparations; Germany defaulted on
much of her external debt. The state estab-
lished a barter trade system to avoid balance
of payment crises, and cut Germany off from
many of the pressures of the world economy,
creating something close to a siege economy.
This economic nationalism enjoyed much

popular support at home, and ended German
dependence on foreign loans and high levels
of foreign trade.

The second strand was to estabhsh state
control over the German capnal and credit
system. This was necessary in an impover-
ished économy in order to get the wheels of
industry turning again, and to provide funds
to replace the foreign loans which Germany
had lived on in the 1920s. Private investment
was slow to revive and recovery was based
on state funds and state direction of invest-
ment. This was a vital initiative because by
1932 the credit system in Germany had
almost ground to a halt: no-one would lend
money, no-one would willingly invest
Houses and roads fell into disrepair; machin-
ery was not replaced. It was in these areas
that the government put its financial effort.
By 1938 the German state was investing five
times as much public money as it did in 1933.
Under the necessity of restarting the
economy, Hitler established a strong inter-
ventionist system,

-
/

The third factor was the extension, again
through state regulation, of strict controls
over prices and wages. Many businessmen
believed that unionised labour had kept
wages too high in the 1920s and that this had
caused economic stagnation. From 1933 on-
wards the state pegged wages at the level
they had sunk to in the recession, and only
allowed small adjustments upwards later in
the war, The share of national income going
to wages declined sharply between 1933 and
1938, while profits boomed. The abolition of
trade unions in May 1933 prevented labour
from arguing for more, while low wages en-
couraged business to invest again and re-
employ a much cheaper workforce.

We should not exaggerate the recovery. It
was a cautious, state-led revival which was
not assured until 1936. But the evidence of
revival, particularly re-employment, was
clear enough for Naz propagandists to trum-
pet Hitler's success in giving bread and work.
This in itself explains much about the opposi-
tion to Nazism between 1933 and 1939. The
economic success and the prospect of social
renewal which it brought with it won for Hit-
ler the grudging support even of groups that
had not voted for him in 1932, The regime
was adept at inducing in the popular mind the
view that it was Hitler who had brought the
revival. His personal populanty spread
beyond the party faithful, the peasants and
small traders who had voted him into power,
and even began to embrace sections of the
working class too. For those Germans who
could not accept the propaganda peddled at
them, there remained the passive attitude of
‘wait and see’, rather than commitment o
formal opposition or underground resistance,
both of which carried great risks of discovery
and harsh repression. What resuited was a
curious suspension of political life, a depoliti-
cisation to replace the intensely political
peniod of crisis before 1933, People stopped
discussing politics, not only because a discus-
sion of politics could all too easily lead to
problems with the authonties, but because
the Nazi movement itself suspended politics
by turning all issues into ‘national’ issues, Re-
sistance to state policies was resistance to
the German community, not the party. In the
same way Hitler successfully styled himself a
national figure, above partisan interests, rep-
resentative not of sectional interests but of all
‘true’ Germans.

Political opposition, to the extent that it
survived at all, existed in two very different
arenas. First, it existed among those trade
union officials, communists and Social Demo-
crats who met in secret cells, organised the
distnibution of pamphlets and newspapers,
and kept alive, at great risk, the flame of left-
wing radicalism. Very few of these secret
organisations went undetected by the Gesta-
po. Huge numbers of left-wing opponents of
the regime ended up in concentration camps,
and a great number accepted voluntary exile.
But it proved impossible, given the repres-
sive nature of the regime and the ubiquitous
activity of the party faithful, to build a broad
base for opposition from the left.

The other source of resistance was the
traditional conservative élite, whose polhtical
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naiveté had brought Hitler to power in the
first place. This was a gradual estrangement;
at first much of what Nazism did won their
open approval. They were nationalist, anti-
communist, hostile to the political working
classes. For many of them hostility to Nazism
was an expression not of conscientious revul-
sion against Nazi racism and plebeian politics,
but a desire to salvage their political position
~and social status. Nazism undermined the
position of this class and tried to replace it
with a new establishment dominated by the
ambitious petty-bourgeois circles which led
ix.Masspo&tiesmBydidmntbemglofﬂme

state bequeathed by Bismarck. But we
should not ignore the fact that for many, re-
sistance was bom of a horror of Nazi
behaviour in risking war and presecuting
Jews. The conservative groups who unsuc-
cessfully plotted Hitler's overthrow in 1938,
1939 and again in 1944 were willing to run
risks, even to sacrifice themselves in the end
to a horrible death, in defence of traditional
principles and a decent German way of life,

ERETEET
THE COMING OF WAR

By 1936 Hitler had an economic recovery and
a stable political system, That year he signal-
led a decisive change in the direction of his
strategy and domestic policy, away from re-
covery and stabilisation to an active search
for German mternational power. The promise
to make Germany strong again was to be re-

deemed like the promise of bread and work.
There was much support for this change.
Traditional conservatives in the army and di-
plomatic corps were happy to challenge Ver-
sailles, to rearm, even to get back German
colonies. Nazi radicals wanted to speed up
the pace of foreign policy, to transfer to
Europe the restless, violent revolutionism
they had applied to German society. In, this
sense Hitler was not working in a political or
ideological vacuum, But it was Hitler's own
initiative, once he sensed the success of the
Fihrer system, which provided the real drive
for large-scale rearmament and German ex-
pansion. What others hesitated to do because
of the international risks, Hitler insisted on
carrying out. The more power became con-
centrated in his own hands, and the more
secure his domestic position, the more he
overrode his advisers and generals and de-
manded fulfilment of his own vision of Leben-
sraum, living-space, conquered and held by

It has often been argued that Hitler, an-
xious about keeping the domestic political
scene secure, opted for hmited armaments
and a piecemeal, opportunistic diplomacy.
But recent evidence suggests that in 1936,
when the Four-Year Plan was put into opera-
tion to prepare the economy and armed
forces for war, Hitler’s conception was for a
radical transformation of the economy to
serve a five or six year period of large-scale
military build-up. Between 1936 and 1939
over two-thirds of all German industrial in-
vestment went into war-related projects. By
1939 over 23% of German national product,

and 55% of government expenditure, yo;
on direct military spending. All the hints
Hitler gave pointed towards his plan for a
major war, ideally with the Soviet Union, in
the mid-1940s, when Germany had built the
sinews of superpowerdom. In the meantime
even a partly armed Germany would be
strong enough to extend economic and poli-
tical domination over central Europe and
frighten the Western powers into inactivity.
Eastern Europe would provide the additional
economic and manpower resources needed
to complete the military plans.
This is often dismissed as mere fantasi.
However, much of it had taken shape'y
1939, and the attack on Poland was designed
not to force the British and French into a
fight, which Hitler did not want yet, but to
round off the first stage of expansion into
Eastern Europe, the economic springboard
for the final struggle. Although rearmament
on such a scale was creating economic ten-
sions by 1939, they were not sufficient to
create political unrest in a regime committed
to violent repression. Hitler was prepared to
go all-out for the German empire and through
propaganda and coercion was determined to
carry the German people, the disgruntled
businessmen, and the sceptical generals with
him. What he did not expect was the British
and French resistance. The general war that
broke out in September 1939 left Hitler, tem-
porarily, at a loss, The economic transforma-
tion was not complete; the training and equip-
ping of the armed forces were not finished
either, The premature outbreak of war ex-
plains much of the muddle. confusion and



wastefulness of the German war economy
after 1939, as officials and military leaders
struggled to speed up the programmes and
orgamse resources for a war they had not ex-
pected. The crisis was masked by the high
operational skills of the German armed forces
which brought Hitler the conquest of Scandi-
navia, the Low Countries, France and the
Balkans by the summer of 1941, This start-
ling success won him respect and support
throughout German society, particularly from
those who had doubted Germany's war capa-
bility, and now attributed success to the
Eébrer's genius,

¢

WAR AND RACE

As the pace of imperialism and military reviv-
al increased after 1936, so did the remorse-
less growth of active anti-Semitism. During
the nse to pawer this had been more muted
as Hitler strove for a respectable political im-
age. After 1933 it was slowly but inexorably
integrated into state policy. In 1936 the
change of course was not simply a desire to
jexecute wars 1o reverse the judgement of
Wks. but to promote racial war, which
was to establish the ascendancy of the Ger-
man race over the Eastern and Jewish Unter-
menschen. This racial conception was central
to Hitler's thinking. War was the litmus test
of racial vinlity; degenerate people went
under, racially aware nations prospered,

Yet it is on just this question of race that
the arguments about the role of Hitler have

(ome most strident. There are two schools

- thought on anti-Semitism. The first is
called ‘intentionalist’ because it argues that
we must take what Hitler said his intentions
were at face value: he was always an anti-
Semite and the destruction of Europe’s Jews
can be traced back to views expressed by
Hitler throughout his political career. This in-
dividual commitment was then built into the
strategies of the regime as it moved towards
annthilation.

There is a second school, the ‘functionalist’

1 Hindenburg — symbol of
anstocratic power — beside Adolf
Hitler — leader of the new right.

or ‘structuralist’, which argues that Hitler
was, of course, an anti-Semite (there would
be little point in arguing the contrary) but that
the reason why this anti-Semitism eventually
produced the Holocaust lies in other explana-
tions than mere intention. These explana-
tions are to do with the establishment of a
racist bureaucracy, the gradual professiona-
lisation and formalisation of racism, which
produced a dynamic structure constantly
promoting an intensification of the strategy.
Radical racists were promoted in the party,
and then legitimised their position by spurring
others to greater racial efforts. By the time
war came the top echelons of the party and
state were dominated by much more naked
anti-Semitism than had been the case in 1933,
Moreover, the shift to extermination came
only with the onset of major war. The cir-
cumstances of war permitted and legitimised
this new strategy. Up until then Hitler had
endorsed emigration, and Zionists and Nazis
had cooperated together to get 57,000 Ger-
man and Austrian Jews to Palestine between
1933 and 1940.% The war cut off this outlet,
and it also brought large numbers of addition-
al Jews under German rule in Austria,
Czechoslovakia, Poland and the Soviet
Union. The radical racists were able to trans-
fer their racism outside Germany and could
justify their actions — against Slavs as well as
Jews — by the necessities of war, a conflict,
as Hitler reminded his entourage regularly, to
the racial death. Moreover, Germany was
able to recruit and encourage the strong anti-
Jewish sentiment in the East, where pogrom
was still a constant threat,

None of this reduces Hitler's guilt, but it
shows that there was no straight line be-
tween the expressed intention and political
action, Like all the aspects of the Third Reich
we have discussed here, there is a middle
ground. Historians have to strike a balance in
everything they wnte about between the ac-
tions and ideas of individuals and the cir-
cumstances and pressures which shape and
permit those actions to take place. Without
Hitler's anti-Semitism is is unlikely that the
party would have adopted such a radical racist
position during the war; but without the work
of the racist organisation and the ortuni-

ties opened up by warfare the Holocaust
mught not now be part of history.

THE PLACE OF HITLER

The role of Hitler in shaping German history
must be tempered by context and circumst-
ance, but it cannot be ignored. There were
three distinct ways in which Hitler as an indi-
vidual played a crucial part. First of all, Hitler
was able to pose before 1933 as a kind of
messiah, a man who would somehow or other
cut through the conflicts and contradictions of
German history and establish a sound Ger-
man polity. This was how he was sold to the
electorate, and it is not unlikely that he be-
lieved it himself, Second, Hitler became the
leader after 1933, performing the function of
leadership, creating a system which de-
pended on the leadership principle in order to
work. This function was deliberately, self-
consciously, manufactured by Hitler and the
Nazi propaganda machine. This enabled many
Germans to separate Hitler from the party,
to support the leader but to despise his
lieutenants,

Finally, we come to Hitler the radical im-
penalist, the man who dreamt of German
world power and racial victory, Even though
he did not write down a detailed blueprint for
world conquest or for the annihilation of the
Jews, there can be little doubt that Hitler's
own mtellectual preconceptions, the view of
foreign policy as a struggle of nature, his view
of domestic politics as biological in character,
began increasingly to dictate what was pos-
sible in German politics. The more power the
function of leader produced for Hitler, the
easier it was to move from intention to prac-
tice. In other words, the more the function of
leader became the critical function in the
Third Reich, the more Hitler's own ideas,
irrational though they were, came to domin-
ate the policy choices facing Germany and the
less he was constrained by circumstance and
resistance.
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