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To what extent, if any, did the rise of
Nazi Germany reflect deep-rooted
characteristics in Germany?

With the last withdrawal of 500,000 Russian
soldiers from Germany at the end of \u;z,ust W‘)t

Europe is now at a
been re-unified, the Soviet Lm«m ha‘s u.)l C
and ethnic tension is raging in the Balkans; while
Western Europeans are uncertain as to the direc-
tion in which ¢ wish 1o see the European
Union develop. Political extremism i both
Germany and Russia has been given new impe-
tus by these rapid changes and uncertainty.
though, Europe could never fall back 1o
another 1914 position or, maybe more {righten-
ingly, a return of fascism? Do such fears have any
substance? The pos ty of the return of Furo-
pean fascism has been a concern since the day
Hitler killed elf, the Russians going to enor-
mous lengths o be sure that Hitler was indeed
dead and his body des d - s0 that it would
not become an icon for a mtm e Nazi movement.
Since that day m April 1945 historians have w
tled with the question of how the Nationai Social-
st Party gamed such widespread support in
Germamy and whether the party was a reflection
of old German traditions or something new and
original. Much debare has focussed on the role of
Hitler. Did his death mean the end of Nazism or
was he more a pawn of powerful interest groups,
groups which today may well turn again to an
inspirational feader for protection and security
during a period of economic instability?

During the Second World War British histori-
ans portrayed Nazism as a natural and logical
extension of a German wadition dating hack more
than 100 vears. However as Europe emerged from
six years of chaos and destruction, mterpretations
of the Third Reich began 1o take on new dinen-
sions: the individual role of Hitler, the mfhsence
of social elites and the significance of the general
moral malaise which swept Evrope in the post-
First World War period. Marxist interpretations

e all built on the one foundation that fa

vas quite simply the final stage of western ca
talistn, which was doomed (0 inevitable collapse
due to ifs inherent weaknesses. In recent years the
search for a deeper understanding of how the
Third Reich came about has moved away from
political study towards social accounts. These
‘human” history studies have focused far more on
individuals, whether peasants or women, in an
attempt to give a far more ‘human” account and
explanation of Hitler's rige to power,
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Such works fail fo tackle the key question, or
even enigma, of Nazisni, How could it happen in
amodern democratic state such as Germany and
could it have happened without Hitler? Was there
an inevitability about it or was Nazism a unique
and oviginal distortion in German history?

ooty B
Nazi pollmes

The success of National Socialism in Germany
during the 1930s was due to its contradictory
nature. Hitler wished fo gain support from all
sections of society: businessmen, rural communi-
ties, military elite, the young, the educated and
even the church. National socialism was tradi-
tional but revolutionary, it was conservative but
inngvative, # was ideological but flexible, it was
modern but anti-modern.

However there are clear policies which Hitler
held firm from the day of his trial in 1924 to
moments before his suicide. Hitler had a basic

{(f/ﬂ/l\‘(}lullllll'f (world view) with three main
features, a fanatical anti-Semitism and anti-Marx-
1, a belief in German superiority and a Darwin-
ian understanding of the struggle of life. In Mein
Kampf Hitler described the Volkisch arguments
of race and bicod: ‘commuon blood should belong
to a Common Reich’. Such an idea was not new,
but & reflection of much of the nationalistic and
anti-Semitic attitudes which were very prevalent
in turn-of-the-century Vienna.

Much work has been done in this area by Dr,
Goodrick-Clarke, whose study The Oceudt Roois
of Nazism considers a vaviety of semi-religious
and pagan racist movements active in late nine-
teenth century Austria-Hungary and Germany,
ied by characters such as Jorg Lanz von Lieben-
fels (1874-1954) and Guido von List (1848-1919).
Lieheniels argued that history had to be viewed,
and could only be understood, from a Darwinian
pe i a struggle of the fittest over the
wealt or, in a theological sense, as a struggle
between good and evil. He identified the blond
haired, blue eyved Avyan as the embodiment of
the ‘guod’ principle while Jews and dark ra
were the ‘evil’ who, through democrs
pation, were tearing at not just the stability of
central Europe but at its soul. Lichenfels
that Aryans had a mission to accomplis
cleanse themselves and restore world order so ag
to avoid an apovalyptic tragedy waiting to
happen. Through his writings, particularly his
1905 text Theo-Zoology or the Love of the Sodom-
Apelings and the Electron of the Gods Licbenfels
outhned a series of policies that could be adopted
to protect the Arvan race and to allow them to
develop a strong Volkisch bloodstock; the
hanning of inters: the extermina-
tion of inferior and unpure races and even the

profiferation of pure-blooded Germans by means
of polygamy. As Goodrick-Clarke argues, the
fundamentals of Liebenfels’ political thinking
were clearly reflected in the actions of Hitler's
Third Reich, mest tragically the extermination of
what he regarded as inferior races, particularly
Furopean Jews.

However, despite attempts to make a clear
connection (starting as early as the 1930s by
lecturers at the University of Vienna), it is impor-
tant to note that there were significant differ-
ences between the two men’s political ideclogies;
Liebenfels idolised the old Hapsburg Empire as
an Aryan Christian League of Nations in minia-
ture, not an opinion that Hitler entertained.
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Origins of Hitler’s ideas

In the mid-1970s the American Robert Waite, in
Adolf Hiller, The Psychopathic God, wrote, ‘It
seems very likely that more will be written about
Adolf Hitler than about anyone else in history
with the exception of Jesus Christ. Waite
autlined clearly the problem historians have in
frying 1o assess Hitler's or Nazisny's roots quot-
ing Hitler imself: You will never learn what [
am thinking. And those who boast that they
know my thoughts, to such people T lie even
more’. The eternal enigma? Qur first source in
this puzzle should be Hitler’s book, Mein Kampf,
often regarded as the Nazi Bible, a rambling text
of over a hundred pages in which he set down his
Voikisch arguments of blood and race.

The main thrust of the book was that the
NSDAP would lead the way to Germany’s salva-
tion with Hitler at the helm. Hitler contended that
any action had to be assessed in terms of
whether it benefited the nation or not, the nation
being defined in purely racial terms. This post-
fion links Hitler and National Socialism very
clearly with the nineteenth-century nationalism
that had led to the construction of Volkgenieim-
sehaft, Hitler viewing the state of the Hohenzol-
lens as representing its pure racial state, The call
for a renaissance of racial purity, to be achieved
by a systematic purging of foreign impurities,
would allow the Arvan vace to assume their
traditional role ag the master race, By claiming
that the highest purpose of the Volkisch state
was a concern for the preservation of those arig-
inal racial elements which bestowed culture and
dignity in the past, Hitler was automatically link-
ing the present struggle to former times which
went much further back than just the 1918
Armiistice. The Volk would have to be protected
by a strong army enthused with German and
national sentiment. If any army was to be created
t0 veassert Germany’s influence, Hitler declared
that there would need to be a revival of Prussian
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mititarism. In short, Hitler was writing that the
NSDAP wished 1o create a strong and powerful
Germany reflecting the Germanic spirit of the
nineteenth century.

e e
German interpretations

of Hitler

However, interpretations of Mein Kampf m this
search for continuity need to he \-’iewed wifh
caution. In his memoirs Alhert 5

how Hitler said in 1938 that he regr elted hrwmg
set down definite statements of ide
early on in his career, as if to suggest that his
ideas could not, or indeed had not, changed over
time. Mein Kampf should not be seen as the
idenlogy of National Socialism but more a reflec-
tion of Hitler's thinking at a given time and in
given circumstan 1924, in prison after the
faiiure of hig polit 1. The dream though
was eventually 1 £
Hitler being appoinied Chancellor in January
1933. The very name of Hitler’s ensuing Reich,
the “Third Reic sts a historical continuity
with two previous Reichs; the first being the
medieval Holy Roman Empire, the second that
of Bismarck.

Contemporary German studies of National
Socialism focused essentially on the role played
by Hitler in Germany’s rebirth, such writing
helping to build up Hitler's pesition and the
Fithrerprinzip W general. In Unsterbliches
Deutschland  (published  1936) Goliz and
Stiefenhofer d  that Hitler's  greatest
achievement {to that daie) had been to unite the
German peoples against the alien forces which
had diluted the purity of the master race.
Attempts had been made in the past, but only
Hitler had realised this historical aim. Goltz and
Stiefenhofer argued that the lack of nationai
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unity had been the cause of defeat in 1918,
adding that if Germany had heen more unified
then the Allies would not have been able fo
have imposed such harsh conditions at
Versailles. The book concluded with a strong
line being drawn between the Germany of the
19305 and that of the nineteenth century, the
inspivation for National Socialism coming not
just from the frustration of the Weimar vears
but also from Henry I, Luther, the great
Prussian kings, Stein and Bismarck,

Western interpretations
of Nazism

Western interpretations, particularly these writ-
ten during the late 1¢ and during the war,
portrayed the Germa an evil race which had
caused frouble for centuries and needed to be
dealt with once and for all. A study by R. Butler
in 1942 on the origing zism had the title The
Roots of National Socialism, 17831933, taking
the territorial expansion of Brandenburg-Prussia
during the eighteenth century as the hlueprint for
Hitler's aim of Lebensraum.

In this rather simplistic interpretation,
National Socialism was explained as the
inevitable reappearance of Prussian militarism
and terror. The Nazis had combined two strands
of nationalist ideology, a revival of a former
imperialism complemented by a social, econoniic
and spiritual national revolution leading towards
smeinschafl. They were able to manipulate
Germany's emotions at a time of deep anxiety
and resentment towards the Weimar system,
Butler argued that anti-Semitic tendencies could
be traced hack to Marwitz, while the concept of
the totalitarian state dated back to Schelling. The
military tradition was linked 1o Moltke and the
phrase Might is Right’ was portrayed as the
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Checking the passes of Jews, Berlin.

words of Hegel and Haller. By claiming that
National Socialism was an extension of the tradi-
tional German character, Butler was adding
weight to the Allies’ argument that Nazism was
not a unique phenomenon which would go away,
but a deeprooted reflection of the inner
Germany, which had to be totally and uncondi-
tionally destroyed.

Such interprefations, while being somewhat
understandable during wartine, were in many
ways simply echoing the Nazis’ own message,
The NSDAP took positive steps themselves to
foster the concept of historical continuity, most
significantly through the education system —
which Hitler felt had too often acted to mpair the
healthy spirit of the nation and national solidar-
ity by not protecting the people from falling prey
to democracy or, worse still, Marxism. Rust, the
Nazi Minister of Education, ensured that the
school curriculum reflected traditional German
values and fostered a Volkisch identity among
the youth. These concepts were also enhanced
through various other Nazi policies. The
construction of the eufpbalins was ports
4 means of binding the German people together
hy a quick communication network — as well as
atlowing trips into the countryside and other
parts of Germany, so that the Volk could retumn
to its rural heritage and learn about the whole
rather than just one’s region. Such notions were
advanced through the ‘Strength through Joy
Movement” which helped ordinary Germans to
travel throughout the Reich.

Such attempts 1o create national uniformity
formed the basis for Frederick Meinecke's study
The German Calastrophe published in 1946,
Meinecke saw this attempt at uniformity dating
back to the Prussian state of Frederick the Great,
where a thoughtless subservience to higher
authorities caused rational thought and inteliec-
tual opposition debate to dry up. Meinecke
argued that this pattern van throughout nine-
teenth-century German history and had been
inherited by the twentieth, firstly through the
Kaiser and then Hitler. Meinecke argued that
Germany needed to break away from such
dogma which had been so prevalent in the past
and ecreate a new political framework for the
future, embracing the fundamentals of pluralis-
tic western demovracies.
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Nazi tactics
Many of the political tactics and airs of the
National Socialists can easily be traced back in
German history. For example, many policies echo
the activities of the Pan-German Movement
founded by von Schonerer in the late nineteenth
ventury. The Movement had been bom out of the
discontent of minority German populations
outside the Empire. The Austrian move towards
i tion during the 1880s and 1890s had
led to an increasing mixing of the population
within the Hapsburg Empive, the minority
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German population feeling incre singly that their
position was under threat. The flood of neweon-
ers into German cities led 1o the rise of protests
and riots. Schonerer’s aim was 1o see all Protes-
tant Germans within Bismarck's Reich

Through the development of mass rallieg
and torch-fight parades and the use of emotive
phrases in propaganda, von Schonerer was able
10 gam widescale German nationalist suppert,
among the young, Karl Lueger
followed this tradition afrer von Schonere S
arvested for political wviolence and became
vor of Vienna. Lueger's main support came
from Bobemia, but also extended 1o such areas
as Bramau where, in 1889, Adolf Hitler was
born. The young Hitler grew up within the
iraditions of the Pan-German Movement, an
experience reflected on the opening page of
Mein Kampf. Here he set out the same am as
von Schonerer, namely the witing of all
Germans within the German Reich by all means
inhis pow

' pm]')zi.g,anda campaign has often
been described as the war Hitler won and it
equally has been used to suggest a concept of
historical continuity. William Shirer, an Ameri-
can journalist in Bertin during the 1930s, argued
that Goebbels' propaganda merely restated the
old nineteenthi-century Germian message and
concept of Valksgemeinschaft, posters continually

stressing the n ‘Eine Vulk, Eine Reich,
Eine Fohrer! — while symbols such as the Volk.
swagen car and the Volksempfanger radio
pushed home the notion of one people all work:
g together, Propaganda equaily focused on
traditional rural images harking hack to a mid.
nineteenth-century  romanticism.  In shap
contrast, Gerhard Ritter saw Nazi propaganda
not as a vepetition of the dee German fore-
fathers but an indomitable will for success in the
future. Ritter contended that Hitler wished his
state to be something completely new, breaking
out of the old mowld of the past. Tn Notinna!
Sociahism and the Gerntan Past (published 1955)
Ritter stated that it was an tusion to view Fred-
erick the Great or Withelm [ as the precursors of
Hitler. Ritter argued that while Hitler stressed the
raditional inkage in public, in private he was
shar ol the old archaic institutions
associated with hereditary nionarchy and wished
hirmse ot abuve the people but
more the peopl ation, the Vollsfithrer.

s
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ke dspe,cts 01' the Third R‘eic,‘h, the antagor
between France and Germany and anti-8

both of which were dominant themes in Nazi
Germany, can cle be traced back 1o Lhemne
teenth century. In 1871 Edmund Jorg wr
Die Retchsgrundung of the wreconcilable hatred
that had opened up between Germany and
France, predicting a new Iron Age of conflict at
some point in the future. In 1873 Lord Russell,
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British Ambassador to Berlin, wrote to Lord
Lyons, British Awbassador in Paris, warning
that Bismarck’s aim was for the supremacy of
Germany in Europe and of the German race
the world, and for the neutralisation of the influ-
ence of the Latin race in France and elsewhere,
Bismarek's references to Teutonic maseuhinity
and Kaiser Wilhelm's view that Jews should be
exclided from the army and administration and
have their artistic and literary vities
restricted are both attitudes which found violent
expression in the Third Reich. However the
debate took on a new tum from the 1960s,

With newly available material interpretations
began to move away from traditional under
standings of National Socialism. The traditional
Marxist position, established by the Comintern
as early as Decemiber 1993, that fascism was the
oper terrorist dictatorship of the most reace
tionary, most chauvinist and most imperialist
elements of {inance capitalism, came under
increasing attack. Kitchen, writing in the 1970s,
carried out research info who voted for Hitler,
concluding that NSDAP supporters certainly
included some capitatists but that the vast majer-
ity of Nazi voters were at best petry hour genisie
i not mainly rural workers.

However it was a German historian, Karl
Dietrich Bracher, who most strongly attacked the
argument of historical continuity. Bracher's stud:
ies concentrated on the role of Hitler, using such
terms as Hitlerism’ as if to suggest that without
the individual nan German history might have
taken an alternative path. In The German Dicte
lorstup (published 1970 Bracher contended that
the National Socialists’ road to power had never
able and that  fully understand it
one needed o start with Hitler, writing:

rarely in history has there been such a dose inter-
dependence on general and personal factars and
the indispensable role of the individual ag in the
period between 1919 and 1945,

This was the peried from the hirth of the
NSADP 10 Hitler's suicide in his Berlin unker.
However there has also been recent German
historiography which has again stressed a sense
of continuation between the Kaiser's and Hitler's
Germany. Andreas Hillgruper has ar q{w(l ihd
while there were as
policy programme that were original, ‘n he
short and middle term there were many features
in common with the calculations and aspivatioiie
of the Wilhelie period’; especmli\? the need for
Lebensraum.,

o g

Hew thinking on Hitler

While recent research such as the work of Hans-
Uirich Wehler has argued that both Kaise
Wilhelm and Hitler pursued policies of socia
imperialism to dis home attention away
i i sing domestic hardships, it is v
; 1t to portray the Third Reich as the legi
mate heir of Bismarc

fi-

s Germany and the Prus-

sia of Frederick the Great; there are important
and fundamental differences. Yes, sovial elites
were influential in both, but the Kaiserreich did
ot (Htvmpl to destroy German federalism as the
Nazis did. Equally Germans lived under a consti-
tution before the Great War which, while limited,
upheld certain basic rights. In contrast the Third
Reich was totally arbitrary. Anti-Semitism was
certainily a feature of pre-Nazi Germany but noth-
ing touches the scale and horror of the Holocaust.
ary Fulbreok wrote in the recent Candwic ve

Concise History of G&mzaﬂ)

it is distinctly mwise to adopt too long term a
determination of history [for] scholars must be
able to account not only for Germany's path into
Nazi dictatorship but also for its double ransfor-
mation into very different, communist anid democ-
ratic capitalist staies in i’ht.‘ Post-1945. o

Hitler once said that to unde;\t«md &’atmnnl
Socialism one had to understand Vmgner
Certainly it is easy to identify the mﬂumw of
nineteenth-century  romanticism in  Hitler's
thoughts and speeches, but Nazism cannot be
simply explained as an inevitable continuation of
a German tradition or ‘problem’ of political
immaturity, National Socialism needs to be set
firruly i its historical context, an ideology which
rose to power after a humiliating peace treaty.
Alrenipts to overlook this context ignore fully the
social, political and economic ramitications of the
Hirst World War. Writers like Shirer under-
standably attempted fo give their terrible experi-
ot life in Nazi Germany a sense of logic by
stressing the sense of continuity, but it is essen:
tial that current scholarship operates above
personal expenience. -

Many historians prefer to talk of German
totalitarianism, as fascism itself is a term tsed
to cover a wide variety of practices, some of
which were evident in Hitler's Germany, some
nof. Rather than assessing just Hitler thie indi-
vidual or & German tradition, study needs to set
these two influences against the wider post-
1918 European scene. Nazisty, or fascism in
general, was the response of Germany and
other European nations fo g wider moral crisis
in Europe after 1918, and ot simply the result
of internal diglscations and traditions. As
Gernwany, now reunified and free from Russian
roops; heads towards the new century, the rest
of Burope can rest assured that while the
Buropean Union exists and moves closer
together, the destructive influence of extreme
nationalism can be kept in check. As such,
torchlight parades in Berlin to mark the depar-
ture of Russian troops should be seen for what
they ar > celebrations of a nation reunified
pulling away from the tragedies of the past, to a
future firmly connected with that of the whole
af Europe.

David Smith teaches modern European
and International History at Sevenoaks
School in Kent.
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