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INTRODUCTION



Nazism was inseparable from war. As a political movement, German National Socialism grew and triumphed in a country deeply scarred by the experience of and defeat in the First World War. Its leader had found meaning for his own life in war, which he described as ‘the most memorable period of my life’ compared with which ‘all the past fell away into oblivion’.1 As a political ideology, Nazism revolved around war and struggle: to fight was at once the main purpose of a nation and the measure of the health of a ‘race’. The ideology of Nazism was an ideology of war, which regarded peace merely as preparation for war, which posited an eternal struggle between supposed races and which was realized in wars launched in order to redraw the racial map of the European continent. The political practice of Nazism was aggressive and bellicose, bringing violence to Germany’s streets and glorying in uniformed, military-style formations of political soldiers. The language of war was rarely absent from the propaganda of the Nazi movement and the Nazi regime. Once its leadership had captured state power, they steered a remarkably consistent, if irrational and ultimately self-destructive, course to war. The Nazi leadership sought to militarize the German economy and society, and to indoctrinate the German population into the willing acceptance and even enthusiastic approval of war. It launched a Second World War which proved even more destructive than the First. It changed the nature of war, adding to the horrors of mass conflict in an industrial age the barbarism of a racist war of extermination. It offered the German people participation not in a democratic political process but in violence and war. It brought war to almost every corner of the European continent, and into the lives of almost every German family. It brought to Germany a defeat such as no nation had experienced before, and in its wake left the Germans to emerge somehow from the political, economic, social and psychological wreckage of the most terrible war which human beings had ever fought and the most terrible killing frenzy in the history of humanity.


Nazism and war form the hinge on which not just Germany’s but Europe’s twentieth century turned. At the centre of the tumultuous history of Europe during the twentieth century was the spread and then the eventual containment, after enormous bloodshed, of the shock waves created by the First World War.2 With the First World War, the veneer of civility and, indeed, of civilization was stripped from societies across the European continent. The guns of August 1914 heralded an era in which tens of millions of Europeans met violent deaths and hundreds of millions were subjugated by cruel dictatorships in which the good of the individual was subordinated to what was held to be the collective good. With the destruction of the Third Reich in 1945, the tide was turned, through a savagely destructive world war and at enormous cost. Yet it was not until the end of the twentieth century, with the passing of the post-war epoch, with German unification and the collapse of Communism in the Soviet Union and across Eastern Europe, that the profoundly destructive developments which followed from the catastrophe of the First World War largely were laid to rest on the European continent.


It follows that the origins of Nazism are seen here not to lie primarily in long-established social and economic structures somehow peculiar to Germany but rather in the profoundly destabilizing effects of the First World War and Germany’s defeat. Nevertheless, Nazism also was a manifestation and the culmination of a long-running theme in modern European history, namely racism. The belief that human beings can be divided into ‘races’, and that these ‘races’ can be ordered in a hierarchy of human worth, took shape and gained widespread support long before the guns began firing in 1914. Nazism needs therefore to be understood as an expression of a system of thought and belief which gained wide currency in nineteenth-century Europe, and which hardly was unique to Germany. What was unique to Germany, however, was that a band of political gangsters, inspired by a crude racist ideology, was able to capture power in one of the world’s most developed industrial nations and to use that power to make war on a hitherto unimaginable scale. It is this fact which allowed Nazism to become the most terrible application of racism that has yet surfaced in the history of the world.


The Nazi campaigns of racist genocide – above all, the attempt to wipe out the entire Jewish population of Europe – have, rightly, come to occupy centre stage in recent research on the Third Reich. As interest in class and class consciousness has waned with the retreat of Marxism as an inspiration for historians, as new archival sources have become available, particularly on the activities of the Nazi wartime occupiers in eastern Europe, and as historians have come to take Nazi ideology more seriously, ‘race’ has been put at the centre of historical investigations. Not just burgeoning research on the murder of Europe’s Jews3 and the impressive and detailed investigations of Nazi occupation and genocide in eastern Poland (Galicia), Belarus and the Baltic countries,4 but also studies of the leadership corps of the Reich Security Main Office, who formed the executive corps of the campaigns of genocide,5 of the regulation of marriage and of family policy in Nazi Germany,6 of the Nazi assault on Europe’s Gypsies,7 of the treatment of people labelled ‘asocial’,8 of the criminal investigative police in the Third Reich,9 of Nazi settlement polities,10 of the economic empire created by the SS,11 of medicine and eugenics,12 just to name a few, have placed ‘race’ at the centre of their deliberations. To write about Nazism today is to write about Nazi racism and its realization in deliberate, organized, comprehensive campaigns of mass murder. At its most strident, the new paradigm has been presented by Michael Burleigh and Wolfgang Wippermann, who write: ‘The main object of [Nazi] social policy remained the creation of a hierarchical racial new order. Everything else was subordinate to this goal, including the regime’s conduct of foreign affairs and the war. In the eyes of the regime’s racial politicians, the Second World War was above all a racial war, to be pursued with immense brutality until the end’.13 It is difficult to disagree. Burleigh and Wippermann present an uncompromising argument that interpretations based upon totalitarianism, modernization or global theories of Fascism miss the mark because they fail to address what really mattered about National Socialism: racially inspired war and mass murder.


Yet a narrow concentration on ‘race’ runs the risk of neglecting important aspects of the history of Nazism – the development of the economy in the Third Reich, the everyday lives of Germans under the Nazi regime, the attractions of abolishing class differences in a Nazi ‘People’s Community’ (Volksgemeinschaft), the military build-up and military campaigns which were, after all, the main preoccupation of Hitler for much of his time as leader of the ‘racial state’. Of course, none of these themes can be separated from Nazi racism. The Third Reich may have been one of the great redistributive regimes of modern times, aiming at equality and a classless society among members of the Volksgemeinschaft; however, this ultimately rested on the exploitation of other peoples and the systematic looting of the property of Jews who were sent to their deaths.14 In the Third Reich, the main function of the economy was to provide the resources necessary to fight racial wars; the everyday concerns and opportunities of Germans were affected increasingly by propaganda and policies which had ideas of race at their centre; the Volksgemeinschaft was one in which an army officer might marry the daughter of a worker but not a Jew; the welfare of the German people depended increasingly on the enslavement of others; and the German military knowingly and willingly engaged in wars of racial extermination. In a memorable phrase, Götz Aly has described this recently as a ‘unity of economic, social, racial, and war policy, which secured support for this state’.15 The Nazi concept of ‘race’ and the belief in an essential and eternal struggle between races were about war – war against the political enemy within, war against the Jews, war against the Slavs and war against anyone who stood in the way of plans for racially pure Germans to enslave their neighbours and to settle across the European continent.


This book aims to present a concise discussion of Nazism by focusing upon what lay at its core: racially conceived struggle and war. War was both cause and effect, condition and consequence of Nazism. War was the precondition of the Nazis’ success and the essence of the Nazi project; it dominated the activities of the Nazi regime and the lives of people subjugated by Nazi rule; and the consequences of the wars launched by the Third Reich long outlasted Nazism itself. This is what gives this book its structure: four essays which explore the relationship between German National Socialism and war, laid out in chronological sequence: the aftermath of the First World War, without which the rise and triumph of Nazism would have been difficult to imagine; the path to the Second World War, which dominated Nazi policy once Hitler had become head of the German government; the conduct of the Second World War, in which Nazi ideology was made real in a racist war of extermination; and the aftermath of the Second World War, in which the wreckage left behind by Nazism affected the lives of Germans and Europeans far beyond May 1945.


Approaching the history of Nazism in this frame allows, indeed requires, integrating political, economic, social, and military history. It offers a path through some of the immense quantity of specialist literature on the history of the Third Reich which has been generated over the past few decades. It necessarily extends the chronological boundaries of a history of Nazism beyond the dates, 1933 and 1945, which mark the beginning and end of Hitler’s rule. That is to say, it means examining Nazism both as the post-history of what preceded it, namely the First World War, and as the pre-history of what occurred after the eradication of the Third Reich in May 1945. Nazism not only left unparalleled misery in its wake; it was also followed by the eventual establishment of a remarkably stable and prosperous (West) Germany and (western) Europe. This post-war success story, if that is what it was, was also a consequence of Nazism and war, but it was realized at enormous cost – on a divided continent and upon the bones of tens of millions of people who died as a consequence of the violence and destruction unleashed by Nazi Germany. The rise and fall of Nazism, and the wars launched by the Third Reich, profoundly affected German and European society, politics and mentalities, and would continue to do so for decades. This makes it all the more necessary to approach the history of Nazism not as some exotic sui generis horror show which can be condemned as a singular and unique eruption of evil, but to try to understand it as a terrifying part of the history of the imperfect world in which we live.





CHAPTER ONE



THE AFTERMATH OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR AND THE RISE OF NAZISM


Writing in Mein Kampf, while in prison after his conviction for leading the failed Munich Beer Hall Putsch of November 1923, Adolf Hitler described how his First World War ended:


During the night of October 13th–14th [1918] the British opened an attack with gas on the front south of Ypres. They used the yellow gas whose effect was unknown to us, at least from personal experience. I was destined to experience it that very night. On a hill south of Werwick [Wervock], in the evening of October 13th, we were subjected for several hours to a heavy bombardment with gas bombs, which continued throughout the night with more or less intensity. About midnight a number of us were put out of action, some for ever. Towards morning I also began to feel pain. It increased with every quarter of an hour; and about seven o’clock my eyes were scorching as I staggered back and delivered the last dispatch I was destined to carry in this war. A few hours later my eyes were like glowing coals, and all was darkness around me.


I was sent into hospital at Pasewalk in Pomerania, and there it was that I had to hear of the Revolution.1


In his self-dramatizing account of how, as a blinded corporal, he had learned of the Armistice and Revolution, Hitler claimed:


The more I tried to glean some definite information of the terrible events that had happened, the more my head became afire with rage and shame. What was all the pain I suffered in my eyes compared with this tragedy?


The following days were terrible to bear, and the nights still worse. To depend on the mercy of the enemy was a precept which only fools or criminal liars could recommend. During those nights my hatred increased – hatred for the originators of this dastardly crime.


For Hitler, the lesson was clear:


There was no such thing as coming to an understanding with the Jews. It must be the hard-and-fast ‘Either-Or’.


For my part, I then decided that I would take up political work.2


This statement tells us a great deal about the origins of Nazism and Nazi politics: as a consequence of a lost world war, expressing blind hatred, and uncompromising in its violent hostility to Germany’s supposed enemies and particularly to the Jews. It is difficult to imagine a more revealing end to the First World War than that experienced by Adolf Hitler: lying in a military hospital in provincial Pomerania, temporarily blinded by a mustard-gas attack in Flanders3 – a helpless invalid – as the German armies collapsed and the hopes and illusions which had sustained support for Germany’s war effort evaporated. If there was a single, identifiable moment when Nazism was born, it was in that Pasewalk military hospital in November 1918.


The sudden, catastrophic and, for most Germans, unexpected end of the First World War came as a tremendous shock, and was accompanied and compounded by the shock of political revolution. The apparent unity which had greeted the outbreak of the war in 1914 – itself more a reflection of how the events of August 1914 were reported and subsequently perceived than of the actual reactions of Germans at the time4 – was overtaken by open, bitter and violent division. Whereas, most Germans believed, the Great War had begun with a people united in their devotion to their country, it ended with the abdication of the Kaiser and the discredit and disintegration of the imperial system amidst social and economic disorder. It was not the military superiority of the Allies, reinforced by hundreds of thousands of fresh American troops in 1918, that framed Germans’ memories of the defeat, but their own collapse. Widespread discontent over hardship within Germany during the war; working-class radicalism and strikes; the ‘covert military strike’ of German soldiers after the failed offensives of early 1918;5 and finally, in late October and early November, the mutiny of sailors at Kiel and Wilhelmshaven, rebelling at the prospect of being sent on a hopeless suicide mission when the war was as good as lost, helped precipitate the fall of the Kaiser. The Social Democratic politicians into whose laps the German government fell in November 1918 hardly enjoyed universal popular support. Instead, they faced an embittered, suffering population filled with unrealistic expectations about what peace could bring and profoundly divided as to how they viewed the road ahead.


In the months which followed the Armistice and revolution, Germany appeared to sink into economic and political chaos. Although the political transition of November 1918 itself was remarkably peaceful, and although the return and demobilization of Germany’s wartime armies proceeded much more smoothly than anyone had predicted, bloodshed soon followed. In what had been the eastern Prussian provinces of Posen and West Prussia, Polish insurgents managed to wrest territories with a majority Polish population from German control. In Berlin, an ill-prepared Communist uprising in January 1919 was easily crushed and the Spartacist leaders Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht were murdered. In Germany’s industrial areas (in particular, the Ruhr) there were strikes, sharply declining productivity and violence. As the old army withered away, the government aided the formation of, and became dependent upon, freebooter military formations – the Freikorps. Consisting of veterans of the war and school-leavers who had missed their opportunity to fight in the trenches, the Freikorps units suppressed supposed left-wing threats to the government, often in an extremely brutal and bloody manner, and served as an introduction to politics for many men who later figured large in the Nazi movement. Shortages of coal and food, transport difficulties and raging inflation made Germans’ lives a misery. Political uncertainty and economic chaos was reflected in rising crime levels, as property crime soared against a background of inflation and violent confrontations became increasingly common.6 The well-ordered society which Germans thought they knew seemed to have vanished. Shortly before his death in 1990, the great German-Jewish sociologist Norbert Elias reminisced: ‘I still clearly remember the experience that the war suddenly was over. Suddenly order fell apart. Everyone had to rely on himself. One knew that peace had arrived, Germany had been defeated, which was sad, and then one tried quite simply to get on with life.’7


The First World War had left Germany a much less civilized, much rougher place in which ‘to get on with life’. Not surprisingly, this provoked widespread resentment. Faced with the disintegration of order, Germans looked for somewhere to place blame for the catastrophe which had befallen them. Rather than confront the hard truths about how their country had got into, fought and had been impoverished by the war, they looked angrily in two directions: externally, at the Allies who imposed the allegedly intolerable Versailles ‘Diktat’ upon a prostrate Germany; and internally, at those at home who supposedly had stabbed Germany in the back. The Versailles Treaty, which Germany was compelled to sign in July 1919, came as a terrible shock. For Germans, many of whom at the time of the Armistice had looked forward in naïve hope to a peace inspired by the lofty principles enunciated by American President Woodrow Wilson in the autumn of 1918, the treaty seemed unbearably harsh. The loss of territories in the west (Alsace-Lorraine, Eupen-Malmedy), the north (northern Schleswig) and, most importantly, in the east (Posen, West Prussia, parts of Upper Silesia), the imposition of a huge reparations bill which would take decades to pay and the ‘war-guilt clause’ which ascribed blame for the outbreak of war to the German government were regarded as intolerable and unfair. Without the economic resources which the Versailles settlement removed from the Reich, it appeared to many that the country’s future was bleak. Thus it became easy to ascribe Germany’s difficulties during the 1920s not to the material and social costs of a lost world war, but to an allegedly unjust peace settlement imposed on a prostrate country by the Allies. Condemnation of the Versailles settlement was voiced not only on the right but across the political spectrum; indeed, hostility to the Versailles ‘Diktat’ became perhaps the only point of consensus in the conflict-ridden world of Weimar politics.


The question of how Germany had landed in this mess was no less damaging to responsible democratic politics. Many Germans came to believe that, after steadfastly defending Germany against a world of enemies for four long years, the armed forces had collapsed because of treason at home. Not the superiority of the Allies but a ‘stab in the back’ was the alleged cause of the sudden, unexpected defeat. Given the context of Germany’s defeat in the First World War – with German armies still on occupied enemy soil, after having knocked Russia out of the conflict and having imposed a punitive peace on the defeated power to the east, and after years of optimistic propaganda and news management by a high command and government which promoted illusions about Germany’s prospects – it was easy to believe that German soldiers had not been defeated on the field but instead had been undermined by traitors and revolutionaries at home. Whereas the frontline soldiers allegedly had fought an heroic struggle to the end, it was the faint-hearted population at home, whose morale had been sapped by shortages, hardship and unscrupulous left-wing agitators who knew no Fatherland, who supposedly had failed to sustain Germany’s war effort. A myth of heroic struggle was coupled with a myth of betrayal, and the myths proved easier to swallow than the ambiguous, messy and uncomfortable reality of how Germany in fact had lost the war.


The politically corrosive myth-building began the moment Germany gave up the hopeless military struggle. In mid-November 1918, for example, the Prussian War Ministry gave instructions for the ‘festive welcome’ for ‘our field-grey heroes [who] return to the Heimat undefeated, having protected the native soil from the horrors of war for four years’.8 Friedrich Ebert, the Social Democrat who assumed the leadership of Germany’s provisional government after the November Revolution and who himself had lost two sons in the war, spoke in similar terms when he greeted returning German troops in Berlin on 10 December 1918, declaring: ‘Your sacrifice and deeds are without parallel. No enemy defeated you!’9 Although Ebert also observed that ‘only once the superiority of the opponents in men and materiel became ever greater did we give up the struggle’, a pattern had been set. The assertion was accepted that German forces had been undefeated on the battlefield. But if not on the battlefield, then where? Soon after the armistice was signed, the allegation was heard increasingly in Germany that the Reich had been ‘stabbed in the back’ at home. This claim was taken up, and amplified in a characteristically disingenuous manner, by Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, who testified to a parliamentary committee of investigation in November 1919 that Germany had lost the war not because of a failure on the part of the military leadership or of the fighting troops, but because the Heimat had not remained steadfast. In a sentence which would have far-reaching repercussions, Hindenburg repeated the allegation, which had been circulating since December 1918, that, as an ‘English general’ supposedly had said, ‘the German army was stabbed in the back’.10


Hindenburg, who together with Erich Ludendorff had been responsible for the conduct of Germany’s war from 1916 to 1918, should have known better. But that did not prevent the phrase from becoming fixed in the political vocabulary of Weimar and Nazi Germany, or from being taken up by millions of people who had their own reasons for accepting stab-in-the-back legend rather than facing the messy truth about what had occurred when Germany lost the First World War. Thus the stage was set for the substitution of memories of the war experience by a myth of war experience. Rather than seeing it as senseless slaughter in the service of an autocratic regime, Germans could, in the words of George Mosse, look ‘back upon the war as a meaningful and even sacred event. [. . .] The Myth of the War Experience was designed to mask war and legitimize the war experience; it was meant to displace the reality of war.’11


The way in which Germany’s First World War ended and was remembered had grave consequences. It meant that the new, democratic republican order which emerged after 1918 and which was a product of defeat, faced division from the outset: a large proportion of the German population – the majority as it turned out – remained either sullenly hostile or violently opposed to the new democratic ‘system’. It meant that those who had been responsible for Germany’s catastrophic participation in the First World War – which left more than two million Germans dead, millions more scarred for life, former German territories to the west, north and east taken from German control, and an economy in deep trouble – were able to evade their responsibility. It meant that the new republican government faced popular expectations which, in the extraordinarily difficult position in which it found itself diplomatically and economically, it could not hope to fulfil. And it meant that Germans did not really come to terms with their defeat and make the transition from a wartime to a peacetime society after 1918. The hatred so frequently given expression in German political life – against the Versailles ‘Diktat’, against democratic politicians, against the alleged ‘November criminals’, against the rich, against Jews and foreigners – was in large measure a legacy of the First World War.


This provided fertile ground for the growth of a political movement built on hatred, committed to liquidating the political system which emerged from military defeat, overcoming political and social divisions through the establishment of a German ‘people’s community’ (Volksgemeinschaft) and reversing ‘the terrible events’, ‘the dastardly crime’ of November 1918. Adolf Hitler, who quite literally could not see what was happening in Germany when the Armistice was signed, was determined that the stab-in-the-back never should happen again. Never again would there be a betrayal at home of German soldiers at the front; never again would allegedly un-German elements be allowed to spread their poison among the civilian population. The answer to the rhetorical question Hitler asked in the passage of Mein Kampf describing his experience of November 1918 – ‘Were we still worthy to partake in the glory of the past?’12 – would become an emphatic ‘Yes’. The shame of 1918 would be expunged, through either total victory or total defeat. The traitorous elements would be eliminated; there would be no second armistice.


The German Workers Party, later to become the National Socialist German Workers Party (or Nazi Party), was born in the immediate aftermath of the First World War. It had been founded on 9 January 1919 – one of many small, right-wing political groupings which sprang up in Munich in the chaotic conditions which followed defeat and revolution. Munich, perhaps even more than Berlin, had experienced profound political upheaval after the war. Here the Bavarian Wittelsbach monarchy fell on 7 November, two days before the Kaiser abdicated, and was followed by a succession of radical left-wing regimes, the last of which (the Munich Soviet Republic, which looked to Moscow for its inspiration) was crushed at the beginning of May after a chaotic month in power. Eventually it was succeeded by a conservative Bavarian government which created a congenial home for right-wing opponents of the republican government in Berlin. The future leader of the Nazi Party had returned to Munich from Pasewalk on 21 November, but remained in the army as long as he could; indeed, he was not formally discharged until the end of March 1920. In this, Hitler was quite unlike the great mass of the veterans of the First World War, who wanted nothing more than to leave the military behind and return to civilian life. Hitler found employment in the army as a V-Mann (Vertrauensmann, an informant) and, after being assigned to an anti-Bolshevik ‘instruction course’, became one of a squad of army informants charged with the surveillance of the many radical political groups which were springing up in the Bavarian capital. It was in this role that, on 12 September 1919, he attended a meeting of the German Workers Party. A few days later, he became a member.13


Hitler’s path into politics, joining the small, ‘boring’ German Workers Party, was a direct consequence of his experience of the end of the First World War and of his continued employment by the army. In this very tangible sense, Nazism was linked with war from its beginnings as a political movement. There were other links as well, including the Freikorps, which in many respects functioned as a ‘vanguard of Nazism’.14 The Freikorps units, which were led by officers with recent war experience and which numbered roughly 250,000 men in March 1919,15 served not only to buttress the army and protect the government against real and imagined threats from the left; they also carried war into the post-war period and provided a temporary home for many men who later became prominent in the Nazi movement. Among these were Ernst Röhm, who was Chief of Staff in the Freikorps Epp; Rudolf Hess, who had been a member of the Freikorps Epp; Martin Bormann, who had served with the Freikorps Rossbach; Viktor Lutze, who had joined the Organisation Heinz and the Freischar Schill; and Reinhard Heydrich, who had served under General Maercker in the freiwilliges Landesjägerkorps.


Given that almost all young adult German males had served in the armed forces during the war, it was inevitable that veterans of the trenches would loom large in the unrest and radical politics of the post-war years. However, it was not just the experience of combat during and after the First World War that shaped Nazism and the Third Reich. Many of those who became instrumental in carrying out the most radical Nazi policies, including the policies of genocide, were of the generation which experienced the war and post-war unrest as adolescents (more often than not with their fathers away at the front).16 Their war had been the experience of the home front, but was no less important for that. Indeed, it was in this generation, more than the ‘front generation’, that the acute observer Sebastian Haffner discerned the roots of Nazism: ‘The truly Nazi generation was formed by those born in the decade from 1900 to 1910, who experienced war as a great game and were untouched by its realities.’17


The fledgeling Nazi movement – Hitler changed the name of the German Workers Party, which he quickly came to dominate, to the National Socialist German Workers Party on 7 August 1920 – was characterized by anti-Marxism, antisemitism, opposition to the Versailles settlement and a commitment to violence, domestic and foreign. Each of these attitudes stemmed from the war which had just been fought and lost; each pointed towards the war to which a future Nazi regime would dedicate itself. ‘Marxist internationalism’ was regarded as a threat which drew German workers away from their national, racial community and undermined the unity of the Volk, which had sabotaged Germany’s struggle in 1918, and which therefore had to be broken. The Jews were regarded as a bacillus which lay behind the Marxist threat, which sought to pollute, weaken and destroy the German Volk, and therefore had to be eliminated. The Versailles settlement was seen as a means by which Germany’s enemies aimed to keep the Reich prostrate for ever, and which had to be overturned not merely to restore the status quo ante but to allow Germany to expand and seize the ‘living space’ which it allegedly needed in the east. And violence was viewed as the means by which to achieve a Third Reich and a German-dominated Europe – by smashing the democratic Weimar ‘system’, destroying Marxism, solving the ‘Jewish question’, breaking the ‘chains of Versailles’ and building up the armed forces so that Germany again could go to war. In sum, Nazism was a movement which dedicated itself to waging war both within (against Marxists, Jews and their sympathizers inside Germany) and without, and which was guided by a racist view of the world which posited a hierarchy of human value with the German ‘Aryan’ at the top of the heap and ‘the Jew’ at the bottom.


In this the Nazi movement was hardly unique. Numerous radical right-wing fringe movements sprang up in the feverish and violence-soaked atmosphere in Germany after the First World War, drawing into their ranks the resentful, the angry, and the desperate who were deeply antagonistic towards the republican order which had come to power thanks to defeat in war. Violent hostility to the new republic, to the Marxists, to the Jews, and to Versailles attracted considerable support in the immediate post-war period. In place of the bitter divisions which weak Weimar governments appeared to amplify there was to be a united German Volksgemeinschaft, which would overcome class and social divisions and from which the racially ‘foreign bodies’ (Fremdkörper) would be removed. The violent rhetoric and practice of the Nazis – who quickly established strong-arm squads, the Storm Sections (Sturmabteilung, SA) which from 1921 were used aggressively to protect political meetings and to spread propaganda – fitted in with a climate of latent civil war characterized by coup attempts, hundreds of political murders, industrial unrest and rising crime. And the racist, antisemitic message of the Nazis, while it may have been more extreme than that offered by some of their competitors, was in tune with a climate which saw an upsurge in antisemitic incidents and violence.18


With Hitler at its helm, and his speeches drawing ever larger crowds from in and around Munich, the young Nazi movement attracted growing attention and support during the early 1920s. Then, with the failed Munich Beer Hall Putsch at the height of the inflation in November 1923, the immediate post-war period of Nazism came to a crashing end. It was one thing to launch rhetorical tirades against the alleged ‘November criminals’ in Berlin while enjoying the hospitality of the Bavarian government; it was quite another to commit a violent act of treason. With its inept attempt to bounce the Bavarian government into supporting the overthrow of the Berlin administration and challenging the Reich government by force, the Nazi movement met the same fate as the various left-wing groups which had violently confronted the German state in the immediate post-war years: when Hitler, with the former Quartermaster General of the old army Erich Ludendorff at his side, started his march on Berlin (imitating Mussolini’s March on Rome the year before), he was stopped by armed force in front of the Feldherrenhalle near the centre of Munich. The Reichswehr may not have been able to defend the country against foreign armies, but, when push came to shove, the German army was prepared to defend the German state against violent overthrow from within.


The Beer Hall Putsch attempt was a turning-point in the history of Nazism, and in ways which were not necessarily apparent at the time. It marked the last in a series of attempts to overthrow the Weimar Republic during its early years. What had appeared to be the moment of the greatest instability of the Weimar Republic – with French and Belgian troops occupying the Ruhr to force Germany to pay reparations, with hyperinflation reaching levels of monetary depreciation never before seen in world history, with the German economy in freefall, with violent challenges coming from left and right – turned out to be the moment when the republic turned the corner to the relative stability of the mid-1920s. With the failed Nazi coup attempt, the stabilization of the currency soon afterwards, and the efforts of the German government under Gustav Stresemann to reach an accommodation with the French which would allow an end to the ruinous Ruhr occupation, the ‘great disorder’ of the immediate post-war period came to a close.


The Beer Hall Putsch also turned Hitler into a national figure. Not just the coup attempt, which had caused Germans in the north and east of the country to take note of the Nazi agitator in Bavaria, but even more so the subsequent trial (which Hitler turned into a platform for himself) brought the Nazi leader on to the front pages throughout the country. Perhaps most importantly, the failure of the putsch resulted in the Nazi movement breaking with much of its practice in the early post-war years. The involvement of Nazi storm-troopers with other armed paramilitary groups – which had intensified in early 1923 and contributed to the pressure on Hitler to take action in November lest his more radical supporters desert him – had led to disaster, and was reversed once the NSDAP was re-established in the mid-1920s. When the Nazi Party re-formed after Hitler’s emergence from a remarkably light prison term for treason, it was no longer a veterans’ movement willing to engage in violent extra-parliamentary action. It became a disciplined political party, committed to playing the parliamentary game in order to destroy parliamentary democracy.


When he re-established the Nazi Party in Munich on 27 February 1925, Hitler was determined not to repeat the errors which nearly had ended his political career in November 1923. Henceforth, the campaign against the Weimar system would be carried out within the framework of formal legality. The NSDAP would be a unified and centralized organization, based upon unconditional and undiluted loyalty to the leader. Nazi Party members were not allowed to belong to other political or paramilitary groups; the Nazi leadership was to ensure ‘the internal unity of the movement and its organization from the ground up’; the SA was not to admit ‘armed groups and formations’ into its ranks, and was to be an unarmed squad whose tasks were protecting meetings and ‘enlightening’ the public. However, the basic goal of the Nazi movement remained the same: to fight ‘the most dreadful enemy of the German people . . . Jewry and Marxism’.19


The party continued to aim to overcome class divisions among Germans, create a Volksgemeinschaft which would exclude the Jews, and destroy the Weimar system. It remained committed to a militant, anti-democratic, racist political programme and was uncompromising in its refusal to accept Germany’s defeat in the First World War and the Versailles settlement. Yet times had changed since 1923. The disorder of the immediate post-war years had passed, and public support for political extremes had ebbed. German democracy might not have endeared itself to the German people, but during the mid-1920s it no longer appeared in imminent danger of destruction. In the national Reichstag elections of May 1928, the Nazi Party managed to attract a mere 2.6 per cent of the votes – less than half what the German Völkisch Freedom Party had gathered in the Reichstag elections of May 1924.


However, by 1928 the Nazis could boast a number of crucially important achievements. The NSDAP had begun successfully to extend beyond its early strongholds in Bavaria, becoming a national political party; in northern and eastern Germany, the various völkisch groups which had fought the 1924 elections under a single banner coalesced increasingly as Nazi Party organizations.20 This meant that whereas in 1924 the Nazis had had to work alongside other völkisch organizations, by 1928 they had established a virtual monopoly of radical right-wing, racist politics in Germany. The NSDAP might still have been small, but it no longer had any major competitors for the racist vote. Although the Nazi Party did not yet attract a significant proportion of Germany’s voters, it succeeded in attracting a substantial number of political activists: in late 1928, the NSDAP numbered roughly 100,000 members21 – an impressive number for a party which had managed to attract a mere 810,000 votes nationally in May of that year. The Nazis also began to bring a younger generation into its ranks; in drawing young men into the storm-troopers organization and attracting remarkable levels of support among university students,22 it managed to extend its support well beyond the generation of those who had fought in the First World War. And in Adolf Hitler the Nazis had a leader who aroused great public interest and popular support and who held an otherwise extremely fractious membership together in a disciplined political organization. Indeed, without Hitler at the helm, it is possible that the NSDAP would have fallen apart; the dictatorial ‘leadership principle’, with which Hitler legitimated his position, probably was a key to the survival of the Nazi movement during the relatively stable years of the Weimar Republic.


In effect, the resuscitated Nazi movement of the mid-1920s had to play a waiting game. It may have been ‘a numerically insignificant . . . radical-revolutionary splinter group incapable of exerting any noticeable influence on the great mass of the population and the course of political events’, as a confidential report of the Reich Interior Minister put it in July 1927.23 However, its achievements during this period – the creation of a disciplined party organization, the quashing of challenges to Hitler’s leadership, the establishment of a virtual monopoly of radical-right politics in Germany – put it in a good position to profit from problems embedded in Weimar society and politics once these surfaced, as they did in the late 1920s and early 1930s.


Despite successes during the Stresemann era of the mid-1920s – relative economic stability and a reintegration into the community of nations – Weimar politics never acquired a solid democratic foundation. Political parties which accepted governmental responsibility were almost invariably rewarded at the polls with a drop in support; every party which participated in government coalitions between 1924 and 1928 received fewer votes in 1928 than it had four years previously. Political parties tended to see their role as furthering sectional social and economic interests rather than representing the welfare of the whole nation, and the German electorate cast their votes accordingly. A sizeable proportion of the German population, on both the left and the right, remained hostile not just to this or that government coalition or political party but to the republican system of government as a whole. Many Germans no doubt agreed with the sentiments which the Brandenburg regional association of the Stahlhelm, the right-wing veterans’ organization which numbered some 400,000 to 500,000 men nationwide during the mid-1920s, expressed in September 1928:


We hate the present-day system with all our soul [. . .], because it obstructs our view for freeing our enslaved Fatherland and cleansing the German people of the untruthful war guilt, of gaining the necessary living space in the East, of making the German people again fit for military service.24


Notwithstanding the fact that in 1925 the First World War hero Paul von Hindenburg – hardly the embodiment of the democratic Weimar ‘system’ – had been elected Reich President after the death of Friedrich Ebert, hostility to the republican government in Berlin remained virulent. Indeed, the fact that this aged general attracted so broad a coalition of conservative and right-wing voter support to become head of state of the German Republic was an ominous sign for the future.25


As the shrill war-cry of the Stahlhelm suggests, the legacy of the First World War poisoned the politics of Weimar Germany. It did so in a number of ways which created a climate in which Nazism would flourish. The first was the injection of violence into domestic politics. Amidst the chaos and bitter divisions of the immediate post-war years, political assassination had claimed the lives of, among others, Hugo Haase (one of the six-member Council of People’s Representatives who had assumed government responsibility in November 1918) in 1919; of Matthias Erzberger (the Centre Party politician who had signed the armistice in 1918 and later became Reich Finance Minister) in 1921; and of Walther Rathenau (Foreign Minister, and wartime head of the Raw Materials War Office) in 1922. Freikorps units had employed deadly violence liberally as they crushed real and imagined left-wing rebellion. Paramilitary formations became a pervasive feature of the Weimar political scene; political rhetoric became extremely violent; and a widespread tacit acceptance of violence formed one of the most important characteristics of public life in Weimar Germany.26 Second, it was accepted across the German political spectrum that the Versailles Treaty was totally unjust, that the reparations which arose from it were intolerable. This conviction buttressed the illusion that things would be all right once again if only the external burdens, imposed by the vindictive Allies, could be lifted. Rather than face the consequences of having fought and lost a world war, Germans opted instead for a fundamentally irresponsible politics, in which so much of their difficulties could be blamed on external factors, on foreigners, on the Versailles ‘Diktat’. Third, the territorial losses, especially on the eastern side of the ‘bleeding frontier’ with Poland, were regarded as an open wound and a constant reminder of the lost war – and, for many, of the need to fight the next one. Altogether, German society remained in a state of latent civil war which, when the moment came, proved more than conducive to the growth of the Nazi movement.


While war, foreign and domestic, played a huge role in the politics of Weimar Germany, the number of men in the German military remained quite small. The terms of the Versailles Treaty had limited the German Army, the Reichswehr, to 100,000 men, about one-sixth of the total under arms in Germany on the eve of war in 1913. Furthermore, those who served in the Reichswehr were volunteers, who had to sign up for twelve-year terms of duty. This meant that the armed forces had much less direct interaction with German society than had been the case before the Versailles Treaty came into force in 1920: there was no conscription; there was no steady stream of young men emerging from the military into civilian life; a career in the military was not open to all those who might want it. Yet Weimar Germany was permeated by memories of war, by the effects of the war, by military imagery and militaristic values. It became normal for political parties to have uniformed strong-arm squads. The Nazi Storm Sections of the SA formed the largest and most successful of such formations of ‘political soldiers’ by the end of the Weimar Republic, but they were hardly unique. The Communists had their Red Front Fighters League (and, when that was banned in 1929, the Fighting League against Fascism); the Social Democrats were supported by the Reichsbanner Schwarz–Rot–Gold, which boasted a substantial membership; and even the Catholic Centre Party, hardly renowned for its militancy or militarism, had its Kreuzschar. It was almost as if, in the absence of opportunities to sign up for the army, young men in Weimar Germany looked to various paramilitary organizations and uniformed squads to express their admiration for military values and to have an outlet for violence.


Not only was the Reichswehr unable to satisfy the desire of many young men for a military life; it also was unable to defend the country effectively against attack. While the Reichswehr could, if push came to shove, defend the state against internal rebellion, it was in no position to repel an external military threat, outnumbered as it was by the armies of France (750,000 men in 1925), Poland (300,000 men) and even Czechoslovakia (150,000 men).27 Any illusion that the armed-forces leadership might have had about their ability to defend Germany was destroyed in 1923, when they had to look on powerlessly as French and Belgian forces marched into the Ruhr to extract reparations payments in kind.28 No less serious was the danger posed by Poland. The Reichswehr regarded Poland as a serious military threat during the Weimar period, and was convinced that the German armed forces lacked the strength to deal with an attack by the new Polish state.29 The Reichswehr could and did plan for future rearmament and future wars, planning which meant applying the lesson of the 1914–1918 conflict – namely, that war in an industrial age required the economy and society to be harnessed to military goals – and which framed an uneasy relationship with democratic political structures.30 However, in the meantime it had to seek cooperation among ‘patriotic’ citizens, particularly along the poorly defended eastern border.


This left the army leadership in a difficult position, which provided a basis for the beginnings of its fateful relationship with the Nazi movement. While the Nazis continued to be regarded by many with suspicion and as perhaps not having given up the idea of violently overthrowing the government, on the ground in eastern Germany a basis for practical cooperation was taking shape in the early 1930s. The failure of the Reichswehr to reach an agreement with the SPD-led Prussian government about the organization of border defence in the east had made it appear all the more necessary to tap into the potential presented by the ‘national’ paramilitary formations which were a prominent feature of Weimar politics.31 Particularly after the stunning success of the NSDAP in the Reichstag elections of September 1930, this meant looking to the Nazis. The Reichswehr leadership sought popular support for resistance to a possible Polish incursion, and an increasingly large proportion of patriotically minded (i.e. not Marxist) young men were to be found in Nazi formations (in particular, the SA), which therefore had to be taken into consideration in plans to defend the eastern borders.32 Even though Hitler reportedly asserted, in Lauenburg (in Pomerania) in April 1932, that the Nazis would ‘protect the German borders only after removal of the leaders of the present system’,33 SA members in fact proved quite willing to participate in border-defence formations during the final Weimar years. Nazi supporters were eager for military training and to confront the Poles, and the Reichswehr welcomed the help of those who offered it. This was particularly true in the ‘island province’ of East Prussia, which was cut off from the rest of the Reich by the Polish corridor and where the regional Reichswehr leadership included men who later would play noteworthy roles in the Third Reich: the commander of Wehrkreis I (East Prussia) from October 1929, Werner von Blomberg, who became Hitler’s Reichswehr Minister in 1933; Blomberg’s chief of staff Walther von Reichenau, who later became Chef des Wehrmachtsamtes and a Field Marschal during the Second World War (and who would expect his troops on the eastern front to be ‘the bearer of a merciless racial idea’);34 and the divisional chaplain of the Wehrkreis I, Ludwig Müller, who became the first (and only) ‘Reich Bishop’ of the German Protestant Church (the Nazi ‘German Christians’) for a short period after Hitler achieved power.


Of course, Nazi storm-troopers and party activists were not solely, or primarily, concerned with border defence in the early 1930s. Their main focus was on the increasingly frenetic, and often violent, campaign to capture political power. Towards the end of the 1920s, with the beginnings of a new economic crisis (first felt actutely among agricultural producers) and the crumbling of support for the established middle-class parties, the NSDAP started to attract significant electoral backing. Provincial election results revealed growing support for the Nazis (from 4 per cent in Mecklenburg-Schwerin in June 1929 to nearly 7 per cent in Berlin in October 1929, 8.1 per cent in Lübeck in November, 11.3 per cent in Thuringia in December and 14.4 per cent in Saxony in June 1930), and local Nazi Party groups were forming up and down the country. The early 1930s saw an acceleration of political activity in a succession of election campaigns, which provided the occasion for huge waves of Nazi meetings, marches, propaganda and rallies. One of the most striking characteristics of those who became members of the rapidly expanding NSDAP and SA was the degree of active commitment which they displayed. Unlike membership in the established ‘bourgeois’ parties, membership of Nazi organizations meant constant activity, not just during the election campaigns which followed so closely on one another (and when a local party or SA group could be beating the Nazi drum every evening) but also during the periods in between. Nazi activists often travelled considerable distances, for example to hear a speech by Hitler or to engage in a major march of storm-troopers, contributed regularly to party funds, attended meeting after meeting and rally after rally. For many young men who joined the NSDAP and the SA during the ‘period of struggle’ (Kampfzeit), their service in the Hitler movement offered activity, adventure and a chance to escape from the boredom and isolation of their own homes and communities, as well as a substitute for military service. This was active politics, which could dominate the lives of those who opted for it.


Nazi politics was also violent politics. Although Hitler publicly and repeatedly committed his movement to ‘legality’ in its campaign to destroy the Weimar Republic, this essentially meant avoiding a direct and potentially catastrophic confrontation with the armed force of the state. It certainly did not mean avoiding violence. The Nazi movement remained militaristic and violent, and indeed this was among the attractions for the young men drawn to its ranks. Military-style hierarchy, marches and uniforms proved alluring – both to Nazi activists and to many bystanders who looked on approvingly, seeing in the Nazi movement a dynamic young force which would smash Marxism and the Weimar system and rejuvenate Germany in a martial spirit. Even though the Nazi storm-troopers were supposed to remain unarmed, the military-style training of the SA (including self-defence, field exercises and on occasion even practice with grenades and machine-guns) was common in the early 1930s.35 As one storm-troopers’ leader put it in September 1932, military exercises and weapons training formed an ‘especially good means for raising the morale and fighting spirit of the SA’.36 Hitler repeatedly used violent rhetoric, stressing that ‘heads will roll’ once the Nazis seized power.37 In the case of the notorious Potempa murder of August 1932, the Nazi leader publicly declared his ‘unbounded loyalty’ to a band of Nazi thugs convicted of the murder of a Communist sympathizer brutally beaten to death in the Upper Silesian village.38 Goebbels wrote of the storm-troopers during the Kampfzeit that ‘the SA man wants to fight, and he also has a right to be led into battle. His existence wins its justification only in battle.’39 The Nazi leadership conceived of politics as a ‘battle’, and made no secret of the fact.
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