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Introduction: Germany’s road to Nazism

This chapter will cover:


	the creation of the German nation

	Germany’s defeat in the Great War

	Hitler’s early years

	the Weimar Republic

	economic depression

	the rise of the Nazi Party.
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Moment of destiny

The psychiatrist at the Pasewalk military hospital in northern Germany found that the majority of the soldiers he treated were malingerers, men who pretended to be ill in order to avoid being sent back to the trenches. But this blinded lance corporal was different; he was eager to return to the front. This made his condition very puzzling. Despite the blisters from the mustard gas that marked his face, there was nothing physically wrong with his eyes. Yet it was certain from the tests the other doctors had carried out that he could not see. The psychiatrist decided to trick his patient.

‘Corporal,’ he said firmly, ‘I have to tell you that the gas has damaged your eyes beyond recovery.’ The soldier slumped in despair.

‘Sit up,’ shouted the doctor, ‘show that you are worthy of being a soldier in the German army, be faithful to the Iron Cross you wear.’ The soldier sat up straight.

‘The problem is that you have developed cataracts, thick white layers of film that cover your corneas and cannot be removed. You will never see again.’ The doctor paused and then added almost as an afterthought. ‘Of course miracles can happen. The mind can overcome the body. Willpower can produce remarkable effects. But few have such strength of will to overcome their bodily weaknesses… Are you such a man, Corporal? Are you capable of regaining your sight? Ordinary men stay blind, but extraordinary men force themselves to see again. Do you have the strength within yourself to achieve the impossible?’

The ruse worked. Inspired by the doctor’s words, over the next seven days the soldier drove himself through an inner sense of purpose to see things: at first, just light as opposed to darkness, then shadows, then shapes, then outlines, then at last totally clear vision. By appealing to the soldier’s sense of self-worth, by demanding that he exercise the power of will, the psychiatrist had destroyed the hysteria that had caused the blindness.

This story is more than an uplifting tale of brilliantly applied psychology. It was an episode of momentous historical significance. The year was 1918. The doctor was Edmund Forster, a name largely unknown to history. The cured soldier was a 28-year-old Austrian who had enlisted in the German army. His name was Adolf Hitler.

A few years later Hitler, without going into the details of how he had regained his sight, spoke of his time as a patient at the Pasewalk hospital as the most important episode in his life. He said it was then that he had discovered that his mission was to save Germany and restore it to its place as a great nation. Hitler’s recovery from blindness occurred in November 1918, the month in which Germany accepted defeat, so bringing to an end the Great War that had begun in 1914. Thus, by a strange twist of history, Hitler’s triumph over himself coincided with the moment of Germany’s humiliation. After fours years of bitter fighting during which Germany had lost 2 million men, she had had to accept defeat at the hands of the Allies – France, Britain and the USA.

Hitler was one of many in Germany who believed that November 1918 marked a betrayal of the nation by its leaders. Corrupt politicians at home, not the gallant army in the field, were responsible for Germany’s agony. In Mein Kampf (‘My Struggle’), a book he wrote six years later, he recorded how fierce his feelings of betrayal had been:

And so it had all come to this. Did all this happen only so that a gang of wretched criminals could lay hands on the fatherland? Hatred grew in me, hatred for those responsible for this deed.

His sense of betrayal was sharper because of the great aspirations Germany had as a nation.

[image: image]

The birth of Germany

Although its culture and language were among the oldest in Europe, Germany was a very young nation. It had become a unified sovereign state only in 1871, and its path to unity had been a remarkable one. Thanks largely to the efforts of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, Germany was Prussianized. In a series of aggressive wars, backed by brilliant diplomatic manoeuvres, Bismarck led the state of Prussia to victory over Denmark, Austria and France. These successes persuaded all the German states to accept the King of Prussia as the Emperor of a united Germany. The way in which Germany thus came into being as a Reich ‘empire’ under Prussian leadership left it with a powerful military tradition. This showed itself in growing tensions with the two other great imperial nations of Western Europe. Between 1870 and 1914 the new nation of Germany competed with France and Britain for territories overseas. The most notable example of this was the ‘scramble for Africa’, a rush by the European powers to seize and control large areas of the African continent.
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German defeat in the Great War, 1914–18

Imperial rivalry did not make a war between the European states inevitable, but it certainly played a part in preparing for the conflict that came in 1914. The Germans, as did all the peoples of the nations who fought in the Great War of 1914–18, welcomed the outbreak of the struggle with joy and an intense commitment. Now was the opportunity for the German people to prove the greatness of their nation by a mighty victory over their European challengers. Tragically for them, no such victory proved possible. Caught on two fronts, against Russia in the east and France and Britain in the west, Germany had to sustain a bitter war of attrition for four years. It is true that in November 1917 the Eastern Front had closed when Russia stopped fighting following an internal revolution. But on the Western Front the struggle lasted another year before Germany, drained and exhausted at home, agreed to an armistice. The struggle into which the German people had entered with such enthusiasm and confidence had brought them not triumph but disaster.

The powerful feeling of loss that this created was intensified by the terms imposed on Germany by the victors, principally France, Britain, Italy and the USA, under the terms of the Versailles Treaty signed in June 1919.


	The main terms of the Versailles Treaty, 1919



Germany to give up Alsace-Lorraine to France.


	The Rhineland to be demilitarized and placed under Allied occupation.

	Germany to lose West Prussia and Posen to Poland (this was to have the effect of dividing East Prussia from the rest of Germany by the Polish ‘corridor’).

	Danzig, formerly German, to be made an international city. (The territorial changes in the Versailles Treaty deprived Germany of 4 million people.)

	Germany to surrender all its overseas colonies.

	Germany to be deprived of its warships and aircraft and to have its army limited to 100,000.

	Germany to pay reparations, eventually amounting to £6 million.





Nor was it simply a matter of losing territory and paying reparations. The Germans resented the manner in which the Paris talks had been conducted. The Versailles Treaty was a diktat (a dictated settlement). The German delegation was not allowed to discuss the terms. It was simply told: agree to them or else the occupation of Germany continues and the war goes on. A particularly humiliating clause which the delegation had to accept was one declaring that Germany was totally responsible for the war. This war guilt clause rankled with the Germans ever after and was a grievance that would be cleverly exploited by those Germans who wished to condemn the Versailles settlement and the German politicians who had cravenly signed it.

	The impact of Germany’s defeat on Adolf Hitler


Yet it was these humiliations that strengthened Hitler’s resolve. They changed him from the aimless layabout that he had been for much of his earlier life to someone with a driving sense of purpose. By birth he was an Austrian, a member of a reasonably comfortable middle-class family living in Linz, but he had never shown any great capacity for work. He had thought of becoming a painter and had gone to live in Vienna in the hope of breaking into the art world. But his paintings were mediocre and uninspired and he was not accepted into art college. He had eked out a miserable existence, living in cheap hostels and doss houses. It was this experience that had brought him into contact with some of the poorer Viennese Jews for whom he developed a deep and abiding distaste: ‘Wherever I went, I now saw Jews, and the more I saw, the more sharply they set themselves apart in my eyes from the rest of humanity.’



Hitler was still an Austrian citizen when the war broke out in 1914. By a strange chance, a photo taken in Munich captured him as part of the crowd cheering the declaration of war. He immediately signed on as a member of the German army, joining a Bavarian regiment. As a soldier on the Western Front, he showed conspicuous courage, winning the Iron Cross for bravery as a dispatch runner under fire during the battle at Arras in December 1914. However, his comrades found him distant and detached, someone whom it was difficult to get to know or to like. He found it easier to make friends with dogs than with his fellow soldiers. There was little hint during these years that Hitler had within him extraordinary powers of leadership and oratory.
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Figure 1.1 Map of Germany after the Versailles Treaty

These gifts perhaps came as a surprise to him also, and it is unlikely he would ever have developed them had the Germany he lived in after 1918 not been so disturbed and unstable. Germany’s defeat in the war destroyed the Reich. The Kaiser was forced to abdicate and go into exile. The old imperial government resigned, to be replaced by a republic based at Weimar. From its beginning the Weimar government was a troubled one and never really won the confidence of the German people. This was clear from the series of violent challenges to its existence from both sides of the political divide. Reds (Communists), inspired by the Russian Revolution of 1917 which had resulted in the creation of Bolshevik government under Lenin, tried to achieve a similar revolution in Germany, only to be crushed by the Freikorps, a loose organization of soldiers returning from the war who still held strong nationalist feelings and who were not prepared to see Germany fall prey to the Reds.

It was the Freikorps who in 1920 backed an attempt by Wolfgang Kapp, a right-wing journalist, to seize Berlin and set up a nationalist government. Kapp’s attempt, known as a putsch, failed, largely because the leading generals declined to support it. Weimar survived, but the putsch had shown the strength of German nationalism. It also introduced into German politics a terrifying symbol – the eight-armed cross or swastika, which the putschists wore on their helmets.
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The rise of the National Socialists (Nazis)

It was in the violent atmosphere created by such conflicts that the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (shortened to NSDAP or Nazi) came into being in 1919. It was this party that Adolf Hitler, still serving in the army in an intelligence unit, was sent to investigate and find out how troublesome it was. However, rather than spy on the NSDAP, Hitler was immediately attracted to its programme, which fitted the extreme nationalist ideas that he had begun to develop.

	Key demands in the NSDAP programme, 1920


The union of all Germans in a greater Germany based on the right of self-determination.


	The revocation of the Versailles Treaty.

	Land and territories to feed the German people and settle its surplus population.

	The restriction of state citizenship to those of German blood.

	Jews to be denied membership of the Volk (‘the nation’).





He joined the young party and very quickly rose to a dominant position. It was now that he discovered his talents for public speaking. Anton Drexler, one of the founders of the NSDAP, remarked ‘My god, what a gob he’s got. We could use him.’ Hitler’s rabble-rousing, rhetorical style was perfectly suited to the atmosphere of the Munich beer halls where the party held its meetings. Although Hitler was not himself a drinker, he soon learned how to handle crowds of raucous beer swillers, saying the things they wanted to hear, playing on their prejudices, and leading them to accept his conclusions. There was invariably an aggressive air about the proceedings and Hitler was skilled at picking out and denouncing the scapegoats who had betrayed Germany and now stood in the way of its regeneration.

Violence was not an accidental accompaniment to Nazism; it was central to it. Hitler always represented the Nazi programme as an unceasing struggle, a conflict against the nation’s enemies, internal and external. Under him, National Socialism was essentially organized hatred. It drew its power and inspiration from the desire to destroy. That was why it was necessary to develop a special force to protect the party and Hitler in particular. This was the origin of the SA (Sturmabteilungen or ‘storm troopers’), a body of brown-shirted thugs whose task was to break up the meetings of rival parties and generally create an atmosphere of menace that made it exceedingly risky for anyone to challenge them openly. Jews and Communists were special SA targets.

It would be wrong to see the German Communists as the good guys simply because they were anti-Nazi. They were just as thuggish as their opponents, as the violent brawls between the two movements showed. It was simply that in Germany the Nazi thugs won and the Communist thugs lost.
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The Munich Putsch, 1923

Such was the support that the Nazis appeared to gain in southern Germany, that in November 1923 Hitler and General Luddendorf, the leading Nazi in the military, attempted to seize power in Munich. From there they planned to march on Berlin in imitation of the Italian fascist leader, Mussolini, who in the previous year had taken over in Italy after a ‘march on Rome’. This time, however, Hitler had miscalculated. The Bavarian police stayed loyal to the government and fired on the Nazi marchers, killing 16 of them and scattering the rest. Hitler was arrested, brought to trial and sentenced to five years’ imprisonment for treason.

As his arrogant behaviour during the trial indicated, he did not regard the putsch as a failure; it had provided the opportunity to spread Nazi propaganda and he vowed that his time would come again. In any case, the authorities were frightened to treat him too severely as his release after less than a year made clear. The putsch quickly became a piece of Nazi folklore, celebrated annually as ‘Martyrs Day’.
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Hitler’s Mein Kampf (‘My Struggle’)

Hitler used his comfortable imprisonment in Landsberg Castle to write Mein Kampf, a mixture of autobiography and ideology in which he set out his main political ideas. To the modern eye, the book is a tedious, hysterical rant, but in its time it was held to express the essence of National Socialism: an unshakable belief in Germany’s destiny as a great Aryan nation, the rejection of the Versailles Treaty, and a fearsome hatred of Jews and Bolsheviks (Communists). The book was not so much a plan of action as an emotional appeal to the German people to identify their enemies and then follow the Nazis in destroying them.

Table 1.1 Nazi election performance, 1924–32
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The influence of the economic depression

Although the Nazis were eventually to come to power in the 1930s, it is important to stress they did not make much headway in the 1920s. Indeed, as Table 1.1 shows, their early record in the elections to the Reichstag (parliament) was unimpressive.

The basic reason why Nazi fortunes turned at the end of the 1920s was that the party took advantage of the economic difficulties that began to threaten Germany’s stability around that time. During the 1920s, the German economy had performed relatively well; once it had recovered from serious inflation in 1924 the country began to make considerable advances in industrial production and the numbers of unemployed workers fell. In addition, Germany enjoyed better relations with its wartime enemies, which allowed it to come to more reasonable terms regarding reparations payments. In such an improved economic climate, extreme political parties like the Nazis made little progress. Writing in 1930, a German commentator put it in these terms: ‘If the sun shines once more on the German economy, Hitler’s voters will melt away like snow.’

However, by 1930, Germany had begun began to feel the full blast of the world economic recession that had started in the USA and led to a rapid fall in demand for manufactured goods. Producers stopped producing, workers were laid off, shops went out of business through lack of paying customers, and banks collapsed. A general feeling of despair came over the German nation. The Weimar government had no answer. Indeed, the policies adopted by the Chancellor, Heinrich Bruning, merely produced higher unemployment and a greater loss of confidence. It seemed that cruel fate had pushed the nation back to the grim conditions of 1918.
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Figure 1.2 German unemployment figures, 1925–33

What saved the Nazis, therefore, from declining into an impotent fringe party was the state of the German economy. Their popularity served as a weathervane of the economic conditions in Germany. When things were going well, the vane swung away from the Nazis; when things went badly it swung towards them. Undoubtedly, it was the petite bourgeoisie (the lower-middle class) who felt most threatened by the economic collapse. Believing that their security and livelihood were at risk, they turned away from the ineffectual Weimar system with its weak political parties and towards the Nazis. This class provided the backbone of Nazi support from now on.
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The Nazis take control

This chapter will cover:


	why the Weimar Republic collapsed

	how Hitler came to power

	why Germans voted for him

	how he created levers of power for himself

	how he crushed opposition within his own party.
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The end of the Weimar Republic, 1933

At the start of 1933, the Weimar government, after 15 years in office, had little real support in the country. Although the Nazis did not have an overall majority, they were the largest single party. Certainly no other party could match them in their powerful propaganda or in the commitment of their supporters. Whatever the actual figures, the Nazis always gave the impression of being a majority party representing the interests of the German people. That was a consequence of their adept, if brutal, projection of themselves as a party that really mattered. Their skill was in capturing the protest votes of a wide cross-section of the German people. The Communist threat, the Jewish menace to the Aryan race, unemployment, the injustice of the Versailles settlement, the uncertainties of the financial and economic situation that threatened to wipe out the livelihood of the people: these were the fears the Nazis played upon to attract the leading industrialists and persuade the middle classes to accept their cause.

Hitler’s ability to appeal across the range of classes had already borne fruit in the Harzburg Front of October 1931, a grouping of the various conservative forces on the political right. The Front brought the Nazi Party welcome funds and, ironically, gave it a certain respectability, despite the violence of Hitler’s brownshirts who were currently trying to terrorize their opponents into submission. The July 1932 election indicated how far the National Socialists had gained in popularity; they doubled their previous vote and won twice as many seats in the Reichstag. There was, however, nothing inevitable about the Nazi advance. How dependent it was on the economic situation was revealed by the returns of November 1932, when an improvement in conditions saw a swing of over 4 per cent away from the NSDAP and a loss of 34 seats.

Yet only two months later, Hitler took office as Chancellor. His success was not, therefore, simply a matter of popular support. It owed as much to his skill as an opportunist in outmanoeuvring a set of conservative politicians who thought they could render him harmless by inviting him into office. Events were to prove that they had totally misjudged Hitler and the situation.
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Hitler becomes Chancellor, January 1933

Paul Von Hindenberg, the ageing Weimar President, refused for some time to acknowledge the popularity of Hitler and the Nazis. He tried by juggling his ministerial appointments to keep the conservative character of government, knowing that if the Nazis were admitted to power they would destroy the Weimar Republic. In the four years from 1930 to 1933, three different Chancellors tried to govern through a series of coalitions. Some Nazis grew impatient and urged Hitler to use the SA to overthrow the government by force. Hitler refused. Whatever his ultimate designs, he wanted to come to power by legal means. He had said this as early as 1924. Reflecting on the failure of his illegal putsch, he had declared: ‘Instead of working to achieve power by an armed coup, we will have to hold our noses and enter the Reichstag. Sooner or later we will have a majority, and after that – Germany.’

Eventually in January 1933, Hindenberg reluctantly agreed to appoint Hitler as Chancellor but only after he had been assured by Franz von Papen and other cabinet ministers that Hitler would be far less dangerous in office than out, since he would effectively be under the control of the other parties in the government. ‘We have him boxed in,’ they claimed. But they were hopelessly wrong. Within two months of taking up the Chancellorship, Hitler introduced an Enabling Act which suspended the Weimar constitution and granted him full power to govern in his own right. Two events formed the prelude to this: the burning of the Reichstag building and Nazi success in what was to prove the last Reichstag election.
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The Reichstag fire, February 1933

In his ‘Appeal to the German People’, which he issued on the night he became Chancellor in January, Hitler had declared ‘merciless war on spiritual, political and cultural nihilism. Germany must not and will not sink into Communist anarchy.’ A month later he was provided with a literally glowing opportunity to put his resolution into practice when a crazed Dutch Communist set fire to the Reichstag building in Berlin. The arsonist, Marinus van der Lubbe, was acting alone, but it was not difficult for the Nazis to denounce it as part of a large-scale Red plot. Watching the fire on the night of 27 February, Hitler became hysterically angry. He screeched: ‘This fire is a God-given signal. It is the work of the Reds. We must crush these murderous pests with an iron fist.’
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The Reichstag election, March 1933

Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi Propaganda Minister, and his team immediately picked up the Führer’s cue. Skilfully using the atmosphere of fear and uncertainty that the fire had created in the run-up to the Reichstag elections in March, they mounted an aggressive campaign, asserting that only a strong Nazi government led by Hitler could save Germany from a Red revolution. Hermann Goering used the SA to terrorize the other parties into virtual silence. It further helped the Nazis that their leader, Adolf Hitler, was already Chancellor; this put them in a commanding position politically.

The campaign proved highly successful. The Nazi share of the vote increased from 33 per cent to 44 per cent and its number of seats rose from 196 to 288. Now that it was beyond question that the Nazis had far more popular support than any other party, resistance to Hitler within the government collapsed.
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Why so many Germans came to support the Nazis

A number of factors came together in the early 1930s to make the Nazis the most appealing of the parties to the German electorate. The Weimar Republic had come increasingly to be judged as a failure. Defectors from the ineffectual moderate parties turned to the extremes of the right or left. The intense nationalism of the Nazi Party proved of greater attraction than the pro-Soviet bias of the German Communists. Many patriotic Germans were attracted to Nazism as the great protector of the nation against the Bolshevik (Communist) menace.

It was also noticeable that new voters, coming mainly from the younger population, were drawn to Hitler’s populist image; to many of them he gave the impression of truly understanding the German people and their needs. The unemployed, too, saw hope in the Nazi promises of salvation. A typical unemployed labourer remarked, ‘I had lost all I possessed through bad economic conditions. And so, early in 1930, I joined the National Socialist Party.’

The breadth of Hitler’s appeal as a leader for all Germans was evident in his winning over the large landowner class whose organization, the Landbund, committed itself in 1931 to vote for the Nazis. It was also significant that the dissatisfaction of German industrialists with the mistakes of successive Weimar governments led this highly influential class to drop its earlier objections to the Nazi movement by the early 1930s.

Germans of all classes admired Hitler’s unyielding stand on the rights of Germany as a nation in Europe. His passionate but reasoned argument for cancelling those clauses of the Versailles Treaty that had humiliated Germany, and his promise to support the appeals of the millions of Germans, who by the terms of the 1919 peace settlement had been placed under foreign governments not of their choosing, struck a chord with all those who had felt let down by the Weimar Republic’s inept showing as a defender of German interests abroad.
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The Enabling Act, March 1933

In Mein Kampf, Hitler had insisted that ‘in the smallest as in the greatest problems, one person must have absolute authority and bear all responsibility.’ It was, he said, a basic principle of Nazism. Following the election results, he was now free to turn principle into practice. Yet even when making himself absolute, he did it in a legal way. Knowing that, under the Weimar constitution, he needed a two-thirds majority to make major changes in the State, he used a mixture of bribery and threat to dissuade opponents from attending the Reichstag. The result was that the Enabling Act, which would allow him to govern without the Reichstag, was passed by 441 votes to 94. In effect, the Reichstag had voted away its power. There was now no restriction on his personal authority or that of the party he led.

Hitler had no qualms about destroying the power of the Reichstag. It had served its purpose. From now on it would simply be a chamber for endorsing his policies and a platform from which he could address the nation. The truth was he detested democracy, which he condemned as being ‘Jewish and un-German’.
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