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  For A.P.; S.F.; and A.W.




  

    wise friends


  




  and L.M.B. with love




  




    

  




  FAUST: The mob streams up to Satan’s throne;




  

    

      I’d learn things there I’ve never known . . .


    


  




  MEPHISTOPHELES: The whole mob streams and strives uphill:




  

    

      	

        

          

            One thinks one’s pushing and one’s pushed against one’s will


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        

          J. W. von Goethe, Faust


        


      

    


  




  

    

      	

        Men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction


      

    




    

      	

        

          Blaise Pascal, Pensées


        


      

    


  




  

    

      	

        However modern their terminology, however realistic their tactics, in their basic attitudes Communism and Nazism follow an ancient tradition — and are baffling to

        the rest of us because of those very features that would have seemed so familiar to a chiliastic propheta of the Middle Ages.


      

    




    

      	

        

          Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium
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  INTRODUCTION – ‘AN EXTRAORDINARY RAPE OF THE SOUL’: NATIONAL SOCIALISM, POLITICAL RELIGIONS AND TOTALITARIANISM




  This book is about what happened when sections of the German elites and masses of ordinary people chose to abdicate their individual critical faculties in favour of a politics

  based on faith, hope, hatred and sentimental collective self-regard for their own race and nation. It is therefore a very twentieth-century story.1




  The book deals with the progressive, and almost total, moral collapse of an advanced industrial society at the heart of Europe, many of whose citizens abandoned the burden of thinking for

  themselves, in favour of what George Orwell described as the tom-tom beat of a latterday tribalism. They put their faith in evil men promising a great leap into a heroic future, with violent

  solutions to Germany’s local, and modern society’s general, problems. The consequences, for Germany, Europe and the wider world, were catastrophic, but no more so than for European Jews, who were

  subjected to a deliberate campaign to excise and expunge each and every one of them, which we rightly recognise as a uniquely terrible event in modern history.




  In a local sense, Germany suffered its second massive and total defeat in the twentieth century. This was the price of mass stupidity and overweening ambition, paid with the lives of its

  citizens, whether directly compromised by dreadful crimes, or characterised by moral indifference or innocence. In a wider sense, other peoples were subjected to the compromises, indignities and

  terrors of occupation, forced and slave labour, or mass murder in the case of Europe’s Jews, while for over four years the human, cultural and productive resources of the Allied nations were skewed

  into repulsing and destroying a regime antipathetical to the civilised, free, humane and tolerant values that we cherish. A dystopian ‘quick fix’ to Germany’s manifold problems ultimately resulted

  in the deaths of some fifty million people in a conflict whose legacy Europe has fully recovered from only after half a century, for the process of healing and

  reconciliation has been a long one. That the Second World War also briefly lent fresh, but spurious, moral and political legitimacy to a no less ruthless and sanguinary Soviet tyranny is one of the

  multiple ironies of this story. For what we in the West (and many Russians) regard as a straightforward contest of good and evil seems less categorical from the perspective of, say, the Balts,

  Chechens, Crimean Tatars, Croats, Poles or Ukrainians, for whom 1944–5 did not bring deliverance from tyranny, but rather several decades of imperialist oppression from which at least one of

  these nations is still struggling to liberate itself after the turn of the millennium.2 In this sense, this book is about the wider international

  context of Nazi Germany (and its ideological confederates), something otherwise European-minded German scholars, and many of those who traipse in their footsteps, have neglected in their

  understandable preoccupation with their own local legacy. There is no respectable reason why the intellectual agendas of histories of this period should be exclusively fabricated in Germany,

  however much scholars there have contributed to knowledge and understanding of this dismal period of their contemporary history, which, in a profound sense, is not their ‘own’ story.




  Although this book has some thoughts about the ultimate horrors which Hitler and his subordinates were responsible for, it is not solely focused on mass killing, about which there is perhaps

  less mystery than is sometimes suggested, quite apart from the ways in which such a preoccupation is itself indicative of a decadent appetite for the lurid, which regrettably is part of

  contemporary interest in this subject. The author claims no special insights into the motives for individual participation in murder and mayhem, beyond those that have characterised such conduct

  since the beginnings of human history, and to which classical literature, the Bible, Shakespeare or Dostoevsky are as serviceable guides as the works of any contemporary historian. In this sense,

  this book divests itself of any over-large claims before it has even started.3




  Rather, The Third Reich: A New History is an account of the longer-term, and more subtle, moral breakdown and transformation of an advanced industrial society, whose consequences astute

  observers, with an instinct for these things, could predict someways before they happened. But encouraged by irresponsible and self-interested sections of the elite, whom the philosopher of history

  Eric Voegelin once memorably described as ‘an evil rabble’, the mass propelled itself against charity, reason and scepticism, investing its faith in the otherwise farcical

  figure of Hitler, whose own miserable existence gained meaning as he discovered that his rage against the world was capable of indefinite generalisation. Ground down by defeat and endemic crisis,

  many Germans looked at his carefully selected range of poses, and saw their own desired self-image reflected. As Konrad Heiden, Hitler’s first and greatest biographer, wrote in 1944: ‘The people

  dream and a soothsayer tells them what they are dreaming.’4 I say ‘many Germans’ because there were others, such as Heiden or Voegelin, whose

  instincts, humanity or intelligence prohibited such a suspension of disbelief, or whose core political or religious values checked their descent into moral neo-barbarism. These two men ended their

  days in exile, in respectively Maryland and Louisiana, but they symbolise countless others, who washed up in Brooklyn, Florida or, for that matter, Turkey. The demonstrable existence of such people

  makes the irresponsible stupidity of those who placed their faith in Hitler all the more remarkable, even as it surely militates against an indiscriminate condemnation of the German people in

  general.




  Although this book is subtitled A New History, its general approach has a lengthy intellectual pedigree, for this is emphatically not the first time that Nazism has been studied as a form

  either of political religion or of totalitarianism, though it is only since the early 1990s that these approaches have once again become fashionable. Its guiding ideas are more indebted to a number

  of philosophers, political scientists and historians of culture and ideas than to the general run of historians of this subject. In that sense, this book reasserts an important intellectual

  tradition, which sought to identify the essence of the Nazi phenomenon beneath the surface scratchings about whether Hitler slept with his niece, loved his dog or had plans for the Duke and Duchess

  of Windsor, relatively trivial matters which Heiden or Voegelin would have regarded with Olympian indifference. For, however unfashionable it may be, there are serious intellectual issues almost

  buried beneath the avalanche of morbid kitsch and populistic trivia which this subject generates, and from which no end or relief is in sight even sixty years later, a theme which in itself causes

  increasing unease among sophisticated contemporary observers. But let’s turn now from these musings about our own time and culture to the ideas which have guided this book’s content, core concerns

  and structure.




  Classical antiquity shaped most of our political vocabulary, leaving us such terms as democracy, despotism, dictatorship and tyranny.  Occasionally, these words seemed

  insufficient to describe certain challenging developments, prompting commentators to seek new terms, sometimes in vain. Alexis de Tocqueville expressed this problem when he wrestled to describe

  North American democracy:




  I think, then, that the species of oppression by which democratic nations are menaced is unlike anything that ever before existed in the world; our contemporaries will find no

  prototype of it in their memories. I seek in vain for an expression that will accurately convey the whole of the idea I have formed of it; the old words despotism and tyranny are inappropriate: the

  thing itself is new, and since I cannot name it, I must attempt to define it.5




  The advent of Bolshevik, Fascist and National Socialist regimes in Russia and Europe successively between 1917 and 1933 led some contemporary intellectuals to wonder whether their own

  terminology adequately conveyed the scope of these regimes’ pretensions or the horrors they were responsible for. Of course, many intellectuals did not view them as horrors at all, but rather as

  the collateral costs of supposedly bright futures.6 In the summer of 1920, the British philosopher Bertrand Russell travelled in the Soviet Union on

  the coat-tails of a visiting Labour Party delegation. After a visit of about a month Russell wrote:




  I cannot share the hopes of the Bolsheviks any more than those of the Egyptian anchorites; I regard both as tragic delusions, destined to bring upon the world centuries of

  darkness and futile violence. . . . The principles of the Sermon on the Mount are admirable, but their effect upon average human nature was very different from what was intended. Those who followed

  Christ did not learn to love their enemies or to turn the other cheek. . . . The hopes which inspire Communism are, in the main, as admirable as those instilled by the Sermon on the Mount, but they

  are held as fanatically, and are likely to do as much harm. Cruelty lurks in our instincts, and fanaticism is a camouflage for cruelty. Fanatics are seldom genuinely humane, and those who sincerely

  dread cruelty will be slow to adopt a fanatical creed. . . . The war has left throughout Europe a mood of disillusionment and despair which calls aloud for a new religion, as the only force capable

  of giving men the energy to live vigorously. Bolshevism has supplied the new religion.7




  Just over a decade later similar thoughts would occur to people living in National Socialist Germany. For example, on 14 July 1934, Victor Klemperer, the Dresden

  philologist whose diary has recently become famous, discussed with his wife Eva a speech by Hitler booming from an outdoor loudspeaker. Klemperer noted: ‘The voice of a fanatical preacher. Eva

  says: Jan van Leyden. I say: Rienzi,’ as he opted for one of Wagner’s earliest operatic heroes.8




  Eva Klemperer was not alone in drawing comparisons between Hitler and Anabaptist sectarians of the sixteenth century. The same comparison occurred to another diarist, Friedrich Reck-Malleczewen,

  a misanthropic aristocrat later to die in Dachau, who in 1937 penned a portrait of Hitler only thinly disguised as the Anabaptist leader Jan Böckelson, responsible for a reign of terror in

  sixteenth-century Münster. The book was subtitled History of a Mass Lunacy.9 These contemporary voices, and many more besides, will recur

  throughout this book, for sometimes their insights and sensibility are of a higher order than those of historians and other contemporary commentators whose investment is often in some

  methodological dogma or theory rather than in the spirit of those times. The analogy with religion also struck those with a more serenely secular view of the world than the dyspeptic

  Reck-Malleczewen. In April 1937, an anonymous writer produced a remarkable report for the exiled Social Democratic Party leadership in Prague on the ‘struggle’ between the Nazis and the Christian

  Churches. Following earlier writers on both Italian Fascism and National Socialism, the reporter explicitly compared Nazism to a secularised religion. He called the result a ‘church-state’ or a

  state ‘counter-church’, with its own intolerant dogma, preachers, sacred rites and lofty idioms that offered total explanations of the past, present and future, while demanding unwavering

  dedication from its adherents. Acquiescence was not enough; such regimes demanded constant affirmation and enthusiasm from their own populations.10

  Some of these insights will be explored both in this Introduction and throughout this book, but there was something else which this reporter drew attention to which will concern us as we follow the

  story of Nazi Germany from the First World War to the beginnings of post-war West German democratic reconstruction.




  The reporter coined an exceptionally striking metaphor for the moral transformations Nazism was effecting, a concern almost absent from modern historical writing, with its social science notions

  of freedom from value judgements, as if morality is related to moralising, rather than intrinsic to the human condition and philosophical reflection about it. This reporter compared the process of

  Nazism’s attempted moral transformation of German society to rebuilding a railway bridge. Engineers could not simply demolish an existing structure, because of the impact

  on rail traffic. Instead, they slowly renewed each bolt, girder and rail, work which hardly caused passengers to glance up from their newspapers. However, one day, they would realise that the old

  bridge had gone and a gleaming new structure stood in its stead.11 Nothing so coherent as Nazi ‘ethics’ ever emerged, to rival say Judaeo-Christian

  or utilitarian ethics, and by definition extreme racism lacked universal applicability. But the intimations were nonetheless highly disturbing. Unlike the Soviet experiment in engineering souls,

  the Nazis went a stage further in seeking to engineer bodies as well as minds, although the inhuman characteristics both regimes sought to inculcate, especially in the young, were often hard to

  distinguish. This assault on decency will figure large in this book.12




  Viewing political movements as pseudo- or substitute religions, with eclectic liturgies, ersatz theologies, vices and virtues, has a history that is worth recounting. Much earlier, Tocqueville,

  with whom we began, explicitly compared the French Revolution to ‘a religious revival’, calling it ‘a species of religion’, which ‘like Islam [has] overrun the whole world with its apostles,

  militants, and martyrs’. For opposed reasons, Robespierre agreed. When seeking to insulate the Revolution from both sceptics and the mortality of its own apostles, he wrote: ‘What silences or

  replaces this pernicious instinct [of scepticism], and what makes good the insufficiency of human authority, is the religious instinct which imprints upon our souls the idea of a sanction given to

  the moral precepts by a power that is higher than man.’13 This was not a cynical ploy to mobilise emotions and enthusiasms that politics could not

  reach, still less the usurpation of sacred language and rites to heighten feeling.14 For these devices and tricks would be unremarkable, given that

  preachiness and sententiousness are common to some advanced democracies as well as dictatorships. Rather, it reflected the belief that Providence had sanctified a specific social order through

  which alone happiness would reign on earth. Anyone who opposed this belief was not only in error, but part of a demonic conspiracy, a conviction whose own origins go back to the earliest conflicts

  within, and between, Judaism and Christianity, when Satan himself was transformed from an angel who tested mankind by throwing obstacles in their path into the embodiment of evil, lurking behind

  any manifestation of religious heterodoxy. Opponents were not simply misguided, and hence amenable to persuasion, but fit only for extinction, regardless of whether they

  had done anything other than to exist.15




  To the chagrin of those messianic nationalists, from Naples to Poland, whose vision of the modern nation was one of daily quasi-religious affirmation, the external forms of religion were adopted

  by empires and states whose democratic credentials were either nonexistent or dubious. Civic religions, focused on the nation and state, or certain values, were commonplace throughout

  nineteenth-century Europe and North America, which often saw itself as a latterday Israel. Their bombastic physical presence punctuates the centres of many European cities, as anyone who has

  clambered up the vast wedding-cake-like monument to King Vittorio Emanuele II in central Rome will acknowledge. At the time, there were also days of national self-celebration, such as Unification

  Day in Italy or Sedan Day in Germany. By their very nature, these monuments and fixtures in the annual calendar seemed empty and soulless to the advocates of a more messianic nationalism, who

  wanted their people to be in a permanent state of emotional fervour. They also thought the modern nation states were flawed, in terms either of whom they included or excluded or of whose interest

  they represented. The largest excluded group, labour, or at least that part of it which was organised in unions and political parties, itself developed alternative cults and rituals, even when the

  ideology they espoused was militantly anti-religious. Those who were on the margins of official civic religions dominated by the great and good, but who were also antagonistic towards organised

  labour, often constituted fascism’s and Nazism’s social potential.




  This book begins with the First World War, the seminal catastrophe for most of the horrors in the twentieth century. It created the emotional effervescence which Emil Durkheim regarded as

  integral to religious experience. The Great War and its disturbed aftermath led to an intensified revival of this pseudo-religious strain in politics, which exerted its maximum appeal in times of

  extreme crisis, just as medieval millenarianism, or the belief that the thousand-year interval before the Day of Judgement was at hand, had thrived in times of sudden change and social

  dislocation.16 Grief-stricken relatives of the dead sought consolation in the often poignant monuments, erected in every town or village, which

  depicted stoical heroism in bronze or stone. The seriously unconsoled sought answers in the spirit world, with ghostly images of marching soldiers ‘caught’ on film by photographic hucksters. These

  illusions and temptations had their political analogues. The abyss of the Great War dragged down the liberal civilisation which appeared to have caused it, leading some to

  take flight from the chaos and horror of war in the universal creed of Communism, which resumed where the unfulfilled promise of 1789 had broken off. Although the European far right antedated the

  First World War, the combination of war, chaos and revolution lent it a renewed lease of life, amid mass death, as did a new generation of demagogic messiahs, brutal, manipulative, self-aware and

  determined to avoid the mistakes of their exemplars and progenitors.




  These false messiahs’ initial disciples were little more than marginal sects of desperadoes cum believers, but under the impact of ontological crises (that is, crises which struck at people’s

  very sense of being), they rapidly burgeoned into masses of people, who were moved by an intensity of emotional engagement not seen since the French Revolution or periodic upsurges of national

  fervour during war or crisis. Italian Fascists and German National Socialists, and many of their lesser imitators across Europe, espoused the politics of faith, and placed their idols, the

  lictorial symbols and the swastika, on nationalistic altars that were already part built, and appropriated much of the language of patriotism for their own strange purposes. There was enough

  familiar here to attract traditionalists, and enough also for those seeking the frisson of the radically different. And enough too for those for whom violence had become a way of life, an object of

  nostalgia or a pseudo-philosophy with purgative properties.




  The mournful cemetery culture of the war dead was transformed into cults of the militant undead, in which victims of the Great War were seamlessly elided with the casualties of the extreme

  right’s own terroristic rampages, who then marched together into eternal glory in plangent ceremonies. A warm bathetic glow left glaring contradictions unremarked and unexplored. Mournfulness was

  replaced by adolescent morbidity. A dreadful mass sentimentality, compounded of anger, fear, resentment and self-pity, replaced the customary politics of decency, pragmatism, property and reason,

  as well as the idea that national destiny should be determined by the sovereign judgement of separate individuals. Belief, faith, feeling and obedience to instinct routed debate, scepticism and

  compromise. People voluntarily surrendered to group or herd emotions, some of a notoriously nasty kind. Among committed believers, a mythic world of eternal spring, heroes, demons, fire and sword

  – in a word, the fantasy world of the nursery – displaced reality. Or rather invaded it, with crude images of Jews, Slavs, capitalists and kulaks populating

  the imagination. This was children’s politics for grown-ups, bored and frustrated with the prosaic tenor of postwar liberal democracy, and hence receptive to heroic gestures and politics as a form

  of theatrical stunt, even at the expense of their personal freedom. In a more restricted sense, this form of politics was very modern, with its potent emphasis on images and ethnic sentimentality

  – indeed ‘post-modern’, in that Europe’s demagogues were archly aware of the manipulative techniques they needed to generate mass faith, knowing about the impact of masses, flags, song,

  symbols and colours. These men were artist–politicians.17




  The advent of the Italian Fascist and Nazi regimes in 1922 and 1933 marked the beginnings of serious reflections on these political religions, as distinct from anecdotal intuitions of their

  existence. The thinkers concerned were often those most dissatisfied with materialist explanations of political phenomena, or who treated ideas seriously, rather than as something secondary to

  ‘facts’ or to allegedly ‘deeper’ socio-economic structures, which on closer scrutiny explained rather little. As Russell wrote, ‘To understand Bolshevism it is not sufficient to know facts; it is

  necessary also to enter with sympathy or imagination into a new spirit.’




  The leading twentieth-century exponents of viewing political movements as religions were the German Catholic intellectuals Waldemar Gurian (1902–54) and Eric Voegelin (1901–85), who

  fled Nazi Germany successively in 1937 and 1938 to teach at respectively Notre Dame and the State University of Louisiana; the great French liberal conservative thinker Raymond Aron

  (1905–83); and Jacob Talmon (1916–80), a Polish Jew working in England and Israel who produced a major, but flawed, trilogy on these problems.18 Voegelin and Aron are both the subjects of enormous contemporary interest in France, Germany and America; outside Israel Talmon is known to academics of a certain age,

  while Gurian is largely forgotten, despite his rather fine books on Bolshevism.




  Some of these thinkers, who severally were more or less resistant to being categorised in a Zhadanovite way as ‘conservatives’, had direct experience of the realities of totalitarianism. In

  Voegelin’s case, two books which he published in 1937, The Race Idea in Intellectual History and Race and the State, were soon rendered ‘unavailable’, for they not only highlighted

  the scientific inadequacies of Nazi racial theories, but also bracketed together Nazism with liberalism and Marxism, as symptoms of a broader spiritual malaise. His next

  book, The Political Religions (1938), which depicted Nazism as a latterday immanentist heresy, that is, one which promised salvation in the here and now, was confiscated by the Gestapo as it

  came off the printing presses. The Gestapo began to harass Voegelin and his wife in their own home, confiscating The Communist Manifesto and other proscribed texts from his library, but

  declining his suggestion that they remove Hitler’s Mein Kampf too, if only, as he ironically put it, to reflect the catholicity of his intellectual interests. When the Gestapo next tried to

  confiscate Voegelin’s passport, and placed a guard outside his house, Voegelin decided to flee to Switzerland and on to the United States.19 These

  men were not arguing that fascism, National Socialism or Communism were the exact counterparts of a religion, for each lacked the depth of Buddhism, Christianity, Islam or Judaism, and was not

  primarily focused on the transcendent. A puddle contains water, but it is not an ocean. Voegelin regarded all these political movements as by-products of an absence of religion in a world he

  regarded as decadent, where ideologies akin to Christian heresies of redemption in the here and now had fused with post-Enlightenment doctrines of social transformation. Neither Hitler nor

  Mussolini dispensed entirely with God as a source of ultimate validation for his political mission. However, political religions were emphatically ‘this-worldly’, partly to distinguish them from a

  supposedly obsolescent Christianity, whose values they sought to replace, whatever their tactical accommodations with the Churches. Nor did they function like religions, unless one equates the

  enthusiasm they encouraged with ‘worshipping’ a football team. Rather, they caricatured fundamental patterns of religious belief, in modern societies where sacralised collectivities, such as class,

  nation or race, had already partly supplanted God as objects of mass enthusiasm or veneration. The united nation, purged of all racial or political contaminants, and bereft of any external moral

  reference points, became a congregation of the faithful, with new ‘leaders’, who spoke with an emotional power best described by one willing Italian participant as ‘an extraordinary rape of the

  soul’.20




  This way of thinking about fascism and National Socialism has never fallen into disuse. On the contrary, it shows signs of growing stronger. During the 1960s and 1970s it informed important

  studies by Norman Cohn, George Mosse, James Billington, James Rhodes, Hans-Joachim Gamm, Uriel Tal and Klaus Vondung, while the general nature of the ‘politics of faith’ concerned the philosopher

  Michael Oakeshott.21 Both Tal, who died while relatively young, and Mosse, who lived to a ripe old age, produced work that

  has had a major impact on this book. Interest in political religions is currently undergoing a renaissance in several countries, with powerful contributions from historians as diverse as Saul

  Friedländer, Philippe Burrin, Emilio Gentile, Michael Ley, Claus-Ekkehard Barsch, Hans Maier, Julius Schoeps and Jean-Pierre Sironneau.22 In a

  general way, political religions also interest anthropologists, although as often as not their global perspective flattens meaningful comparisons. Unfortunately, the study of political

  irrationalism has itself become severely rationalist, or beguiled by the most rational-sounding explanations for matters which may have far deeper antecedents.23




  Like most large historical literatures, that on political religions has sub-contracted its labours. One line of inquiry has been to ask how various regimes utilised sacred language and rites,

  even when they aggressively rejected religion, until as in the Soviet Union under Stalin its despised virtues became temporarily expedient to their war effort. This is the level at which this way

  of regarding Nazism is easiest to grasp, namely its pseudo-liturgical rites or deliberate evocations of the Bible for rhetorical purposes. A more recent interest has been in the effects of

  political religions upon ethics, although the results of abandoning values which have served humanity well for a couple of thousand years were uniformly disastrous, in so far as those who could not

  be remade anew, because of some ineradicable class or racial taint, were cast out and murdered. Here historians dispense with conventional historical chronologies, for moral climates have fuzzy

  boundaries, even though anyone who has lived through the 1960s or 1980s will no more dispute their reality than their forefathers did in 1914–18 or the 1930s.24 Scholars also have a growing interest in the choices made by individuals of the time, with compelling new biographies of Heidegger, Heisenberg or Speer, among the major

  figures.25 There has also been much interest in the effects of faith in eugenics on medical ethics under Nazism, in the conversion of ordinary men

  into demi-human predators on the Eastern Front, and in the exploitation of charity, the work ethic and the quest for social justice, variously to distract, galvanise and reward the German

  population. Partly because of a tradition of Catholic moral theology, especially in Poland, studies of the daily corruptions of life under Communist regimes are in advance of anything written about

  Nazi Germany, with the exception of a highly sophisticated literature on opposition and resistance.26 But in a wider sense

  it can also be argued that totalitarian ideologies themselves shadowed the belief patterns of conventional religions, in that once power had been invested in elite groups, based on either alleged

  natural superiority or the claim that they alone represented the true interests of the toiling masses, salvation would not be long in coming.




  Nazi ideology offered redemption from a national ontological crisis, to which it was attracted like a predatory shark to blood. The opening chapter of this book tries to convey something of this

  climate of despair and hopelessness, and to show why the National Socialist movement, rather than more traditional political parties, tempted such significant numbers of people. Nazism offered

  intense inclusivity in a society that had been scarred by deep divisions, dynamism where there was stagnation, and a sense of lofty purpose, almost a national mission, in a society where material

  interests seemed all-pervasive. Moreover, what Hannah Arendt called totalitarianism’s ideological ‘sixth sense’ offered a simple diagnosis of what was really afoot beneath the surface, which

  appealed to a widespread desire to believe that hidden forces were responsible for Germany’s post-war tribulations. All people had to do was to make the quantum leap of faith; unified national

  self-belief was the solution to every mundane problem. As both Mussolini and Hitler remarked, faith could indeed move mountains or make mountains seem to move.27




  But Nazism was distinct from other political creeds which regarded present sacrifices as the price worth paying for deferred bliss, or which claimed that all virtue resided in one group of

  people, whose enemies were vessels of demonic iniquity. It lacked Communism’s deferred, but dialectically assured, ‘happy ending’, and was haunted by and suffused with apocalyptic imaginings and

  beliefs which were self-consciously pagan and primitive.28 Although it paradoxically claimed to speak the language of applied reason, and was capable

  of sophisticated calculation, Nazism had one foot in the dark irrationalist world of Teutonic myth, where heroic doom was regarded positively, and where the stakes were all or nothing –

  national and racial redemption or perdition.




  At first sight, the claim that Nazi ideology had religious content seems to be contradicted by the evidence. In September 1938 Hitler censured Heinrich Himmler and Alfred Rosenberg, respectively

  the SS chief and the Party’s would-be ideological supremo, for trying to construe Nazism as a religious cult. He reminded them:




  National Socialism is a cool and highly reasoned approach to reality based on the greatest of scientific knowledge and its spiritual expression. . .

  . The National Socialist movement is not a cult movement; rather, it is a völkisch and political philosophy which grew out of considerations of an exclusively racist nature. This

  philosophy does not advocate mystic cults, but rather aims to cultivate and lead a nation determined by its blood.29




  Hitler was concerned that a full-blown religion might function independently of him, the sole source of all doctrinal authority, and that it might provoke the Christian

  churches to abandon support for a regime which, incredibly enough, they often believed was restoring authority and morality after the drift of the Weimar Republic. In fact, Nazism’s long-term

  triumph would have spelled the end of everything they stood for. But Hitler was also acknowledging that Nazism was not simply applied biology, but the expression of eternal scientific laws,

  revealed by God and in turn invested with sacred properties. Science and nature were re-enchanted. Clarity was compatible with mystery, religion with science, and adolescent morbidity with

  vitalism.30 Nazi racism was not just an aberrant product of pseudo-science, let alone something which should indict ‘science’ in general, for we

  would surely be much the poorer without it. There were advantages in giving racism a scientific gloss, whether to latch on to the allegedly ascendant intellectual force of the day, or to justify

  radical, rather than piecemeal, solutions to racial ‘problems’. As has often been remarked, resort to the language of parasitology entailed an implacable logic and radicality, while hygienic zeal

  was evident among those who, in ‘iron times’, took it upon themselves to use ‘iron brooms’ to purify the world of racial contagions. This was politics as a biological mission, but conceived in a

  religious way.




  But just as Hitler eschewed the far from cosy antisemitic folk prejudices of peasants, so as a self-proclaimed ‘artist’ he needed something more vaulting than the abstruse ideas of musty

  academics. According to the historian Saul Friedländer, whose insights here are unrivalled, Hitler assimilated biological notions of degeneration and purification to religious narratives of

  perdition and redemption. In the Wagnerian Bayreuth circle he found a suitably arty and elite coterie to deliver this specific mixture, namely an Aryan-Germanic mission to redeem Graeco-Roman

  civilisation, to affirm a non-Jewish or de-orientalised Christianity and to lead the peoples into a ‘new, splendid and light-filled future’, which only the Jews issuing from darkness could thwart. A mutant, racialised Christianity, divested of unGerman ‘Jewish’ elements, and purged of humanitarian sentimentality, that is sin, guilt and pity, was a very potent ideal

  indeed. In this sense, Nazism was neither simply science run riot, however much this definition suits critics of modern genetics, nor bastardised Christianity, however much this suits those who see

  Nazism simply as the outgrowth of Christian antisemitism. It was a creative synthesis of both. Armed with his religious science, Hitler was not only a latterday Robert Koch or Louis Pasteur,

  zealously battling lethal pathogens who happened to be fellow human beings, but God’s partner in ordering and perfecting that part of mankind which concerned him. While one can point to the moment

  when Nazism became hubristic – the December 1941 decision to take on America as well as Soviet Russia still seems the most plausible choice – it is important to understand that, in this

  profounder sense, Hitler’s politics were hubristic all along.31




  Another powerful tradition in writing about these phenomena has been to analyse them in terms of totalitarianism. To many commentators and scholars, this still seems the best way of describing

  Nazism’s horrid aspiration to determine both social being and ultimate meanings through ideology, propaganda and terror. This is a view I share. While the ‘ism’ part of the word is unappealing, the

  ‘total’ part captures most strikingly the insatiable, invasive character of this form of politics, which regarded the individual, freedom, autonomous civil society and the rule of law with

  uncomprehending hatred. Unlike conventional dictatorships, which took a single step from democracy, by for example banning trade unions, totalitarian regimes took two steps, in so far as they

  created pseudo-unions, against which workers would have to fight, before they could contemplate asserting their rights against their employer, which in the Soviet case was impossible, since the

  employer was supposed to be the sum total of themselves.32 Though over the last three decades attempts have been made to banish the term

  ‘totalitarianism’ from polite academic society, it is still a useful concept, for anyone who does not baulk at mentioning National Socialism in the same breath as Soviet Communism, and for anyone

  interested in the fundamental psychology rather than the surface of things.




  A brief history of the concept goes something like this. It first gained currency in Italian Fascist and right-wing German intellectual circles whose members advocated a new, highly focused and

  permanently mobilised state, which would counteract all the allegedly divisive and weak attributes of modern ‘societies’ that threatened to engulf it. The term was much

  more popular in Fascist Italy than in Nazi Germany, where there was greater emphasis on both race and a dynamic ‘movement’ than upon the state. The advent of regimes appearing to reflect such

  principles in turn concerned commentators in the democracies. The Times of London used the term ‘totalitarianism’ in 1929 to describe a growing rejection of liberal democracy; the first

  symposium on the subject was held in the United States exactly ten years later, shortly after the Molotov Ribbentrop Pact seemed to confirm the amoral affinities of Nazi Germany and the Soviet

  Union, and the West was forced to ally itself with a power which Churchill mentioned in the same breath as the Devil. George Orwell captured this cynicism perfectly in Nineteen Eighty-Four

  when the Outer Party propagandists simply switch without missing a beat from Oceania’s war against Eurasia to the war against Eastasia which the Inner Party had decreed, ensuring that the former

  war was erased from memory. In the totalitarian press across Europe, there was a similarly effortless switching of the points, as the trains of ideology trundled forward in a new direction.33




  What a minority regard as the most dubious features of theories of totalitarianism – their apparent exculpation of authoritarian or merely dictatorial governments – originally

  derived from left-wing thinkers. Leon Trotsky, the founder of the Red Army, was one of the first to distinguish between limited absolutist regimes and modern totalitarianism, when he contrasted

  Louis XIV’s comparatively modest dictum ‘L’état, c’est moi’ with Stalin’s limitless ‘I am society’.34 For totalitarianism did not confine

  itself to the usual realms allotted to the state, but sought to control the family and private morality, and to direct the arts and sciences in ways which exceeded the mere exertion of influence.

  Had Trotsky cared about law, he might have added that totalitarian regimes abandoned bureaucratic predictability and the rule of law as ‘bourgeois’ impediments, preferring the convenience of

  arbitrary government.




  Although the impression is sometimes given that the term ‘totalitarian’ is exclusive to people often stereotyped as ‘Cold War warriors’, keen to damn Soviet Communism by association with Nazism,

  in fact mainstream democratic socialists, not to speak of Trotskyite sectarians, had an honourable record in exposing the nightmare that was the Soviet Union, and frequently used the term

  ‘totalitarian’ to do so. After all, many of these people had first-hand experience of dealing with Stalinists in their local political contexts. As the British post-war Labour Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin remarked after his first meeting with Molotov, ‘But they are just like the bloody Communists!’ whom he had already encountered in local British

  politics.




  Possibly the most compelling vision of a developed totalitarian society was George Orwell’s great minatory novel Nineteen Eighty-Four. There were important prototypes, such as Yevgeny

  Zamyatin’s futuristic novel We and Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, but Orwell’s book excelled them both. The achievement was all the more remarkable given that Orwell’s experience

  of the subject was confined to Spanish Communists in Civil War Catalonia and what he had observed in British left-wing circles, whose ‘doublethink’ towards the Soviet Motherland was notorious. He

  began what he originally entitled The Last Man in Europe during the final years of the Second World War. The distilled characteristics of Nazism and Stalinism were blended with Orwell’s

  experiences of British bureaucracies such as that of the BBC; the zones Eastasia, Eurasia and Oceania invented in the novel, with London the capital of Oceania’s Airstrip One, echoed the division

  of the spoils of war agreed at the 1943 Teheran Conference. Zamyatin’s ‘The Benefactor’ is transformed into ‘Big Brother’, whose omnipresent features owe much to Stalin, while a Rumpelstiltskin

  figure preaching hate with an outstretched fist is derived from the Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels.35 Of course this does not exhaust the hundreds

  of sources which Orwell drew upon, including his own instincts, expressed in the novel in a phrase about ‘horses being able to smell bad hay’. Orwell’s book was especially effective because it was

  composed in an English language deliberately pared down to suit its subject; as under real existing totalitarianism, the place described by Orwell resembles a photograph drained of local colour,

  both somewhere and everywhere, although it is unmistakably a portrait of Stalin’s Russia, where delation and repression combined with food that tasted of nothing, blunt razor-blades, oily gin and

  weak beer, lies and real chronic shortages amid theoretical statistical abundance.




  Designed as a warning to middle-class intellectuals who flirted with totalitarianism, as epitomised by the story’s amoral interrogator O’Brien, for whom power has become a religion, the book was

  also a defence of the almost vanished decencies of middle-class life – of a world of books, objets d’art and fine wines – even though on the novel’s surface the socialist Orwell had

  faith in the unreconstructed proletariat. The destruction of this world of decency is symbolised by the smashing of a glass paperweight in which a delicate strand of coral is suspended. O’Brien explains the essence of the new philosophy: ‘Always, at every moment, there will be the thrill of victory, the sensation of trampling on an enemy who is helpless.

  If you want a picture of the future, imagine a boot stamping on a human face – for ever.’ Both Communism, the systemisation of bourgeois guilt or self-loathing and working-class resentment

  cloaked in universal benignity, and fascism or Nazism, the solipsistic, quasi-tribal veneration of one race or nation, shared this antipathy towards the world of civility, decency, prudence, law

  and order, and explicitly glorified violence.36




  In the late 1940s, the political philosopher Hannah Arendt (1906–75) turned to these themes, although her inspissated tome hardly compares with Orwell’s clarity of mind and prose. This was

  partly because she gathered together a range of discrete topics which had interested her for over a decade, and decided to mix in the Soviet Union at a relatively advanced stage. Much of her

  approach in The Origins of Totalitarianism seems flawed, whether the undifferentiated critique of European imperialism or the conservative indictment of atomisation, the mob and the masses,

  since Arendt liked to offend all constituencies simultaneously and, by many accounts, was herself an advancing cloud of difficulty.37




  Arendt moved boldly from one big theme to the next: from the South African Boers, insulating themselves with racial doctrines against the shock encounter with the savage Other, to Lawrence of

  Arabia and the British imperial bureaucracy, although in neither case was the link with either German or Soviet totalitarianism made explicit. Arendt was also keen not to derive totalitarianism

  from European high culture, hence the attraction for her of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, with its deracinated Europeans released from law, responsibility and conventional restraint. If

  this was an extreme rendition of European imperialism, which had less sanguinary and even positive features amid its rich diversity, her descriptions contained a kernel of truth, in that conditions

  in wartime occupied eastern Europe and Russia had resembled a lawless no-man’s land in which civilised beings degenerated into demi-human predators. But, again, the connection was not obvious.

  Arendt also vehemently rejected notions of a separate German historical path to modernity, and favoured a radical rupture with the course of European civilisation, almost as if Hitler and Stalin

  were temporary visitors from Mars. How could she think otherwise, when she herself was a product of that nation which saw itself as the apogee of civilisation? A literature that many regard as

  narcissistic and precious has been built on that well-worn paradox about Germany as the quintessential Kulturnation, a view many of her neighbours find difficult

  to accept.




  Yet these criticisms should not detract from her book’s flashes of insight. Arendt understood the centrality of the rule of law to free societies, expressing this through the paradox that under

  totalitarianism people were safer if they had been convicted of a crime than as natives, refugees or concentration-camp inmates, when they were put beyond the law in a murderous limbo where

  everything was possible. She also captured the nightmarish quality of totalitarianism. People were killed under totalitarian rule by dint of absolute historical or racial laws, without anger or

  utilitarian calculation. Suffering was determined by categories, divorced from anything done by the individual victims, whose ranks could be redefined or replenished almost ad infinitum. The

  need for constant alarums and enemies virtually guaranteed inflation within the economy of terror. Reality was violently adjusted to suit a theoretical ought-world. The esoteric views of an inner

  militant core were hidden from the ordinary sympathisers, from whom a ladder of enlightenment rose upwards to the leading Gott-Mensch, their support giving the inner core the illusion that

  they were rooted in normality.38 Where this sort of mentality led is discussed here in chapters devoted to eugenics, antisemitism and the wartime

  Holocaust.




  Theories of totalitarianism have rarely been incompatible with theories of political religions, and such leading exponents of the former as Raymond Aron, Karl-Dietrich Bracher, Carl Friedrich

  and Zbigniew Brzezinski have employed these terms almost interchangeably.39 Political religions deal with profound layers of human experience, and

  theories about them try to explain how religious forms and sentiments have been replicated for political purposes, while theories of totalitarianism address more contemporary phenomena, for which

  the creation of the modern state was an indispensable precondition. The technological reach of the modern state made the fantasies of earlier dystopians and Utopians feasible.40




  Political religions and totalitarianism were most systematically fused by Jacob Talmon, although there are those who say that Talmon’s own monumental constructions themselves resembled

  totalitarian edifices in their lack of byways and loose ends. Like many historians inspired by the urgent events of their own time, rather than by olympian imperatives to tell it as it was, Talmon

  sought the origins of the murderous turn taken by the Russian Revolution in the Jacobin phase of the French Revolution, which he dubbed ‘totalitarian democracy’. In other

  words he was partly inspired by Tocqueville’s quest for the origins of democratic despotism. Talmon applied a psychoanalytical method to the revolutionary-Salvationist mentality which he believed

  underpinned several radical causes, and which he regarded as the imposition of an ought-world on reality. His trilogy began, controversially, with Rousseau, and the argument about the general will

  of the people, which could not be opposed; and it ended, more straightforwardly, with Robespierre, Saint-Just and Babeuf, and their ever madder totalitarian stratagems to make recalcitrant reality

  conform to what he called their ‘pencil sketch’ of the ought-world. According to Talmon, a clairvoyant revolutionary elite divined the general will and the direction of history, guillotining into

  existence their universal view of happiness until the ‘happiness’ they had created consumed them. He contrasted this first totalitarian democracy with liberal pragmatism, regarding both as products

  of the Enlightenment. Apart from his lack of interest in the Dutch, English, German, Scottish or Virginian enlightenments, he considerably underrated the extent to which parliamentary democracy

  drew on institutions, ideas and intuitions much older than the eighteenth century, as when it provided consensus for taxation or defence against novel monarchical assaults on anterior rights and

  privileges. But then Talmon was an ideas rather than a privilege or tax man.41 He was also perplexed by nationalism. He said little about its

  cosmopolitan ‘Springtime of Nations’ varieties, preferring instead – doubtless with the experience of Nazism in mind – to highlight its racially exclusionary and messianic forms, which

  he then merged with the more internationalist strain of totalitarian democracy that had interested him all along.42




  From these examples it should be apparent that theories of totalitarianism have not always involved static models of totalitarian states, a sort of checklist of identifying features, against

  which scholars indicate whether a given regime qualifies as totalitarian. Some have tried such approaches, often with some cogency, but even when they do draw up lists of common symptoms, they

  accomplish more than mere classification.43 Academic political science may favour such typologies, but the literature on totalitarian regimes also

  includes Arthur Koestler, George Orwell, Czesław Miłosz and Vladimir Bukovsky, whose approaches are more imaginative. Nor do any of these

  approaches reflect lack of awareness of important differences among ideologies, movements and regimes, even when it is argued that there are underlying affinities despite

  nominal ideological antipathies. Raymond Aron, to take an obvious example, sharply differentiated between Nazism and Communism, but he did not abandon totalitarianism as a means of describing their

  similarity in terms of ‘the extent of ambition, the radicalism of attitude and the extremism of the methods used’. Nonetheless, he was careful to add: ‘for the Soviet undertaking, I would recall

  the well-worn formula: he who would create an angel creates a beast; for that of the Nazi undertaking: man should not try to resemble a beast of prey because, when he does so, he is only too

  successful’.44 The same point has been made less analogically by Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski when they argued that totalitarian regimes

  were ‘basically alike’ but not ‘wholly alike’. This is the view maintained throughout this book, which periodically compares and contrasts Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy and the Soviet Union, whenever

  this seems appropriate.45




  Nor should it be assumed that use of the term totalitarianism to describe an all-encompassing political aspiration has somehow been superseded by the discoveries of modern scholarship on Nazi

  Germany or the Soviet Union, about the inevitable discrepancies between ideal and reality; the dualistic frictions between party and state; or rivalries between overlapping bureaucratic

  competences, which acted, as Leonard Schapiro wrote as long ago as 1972, ‘progressively, like some evil cancer, which ate their way into the fabric of both the state and society’.

  After all, most writers on totalitarianism had read the patron saints of contemporary structuralist history without feeling the need, evidently, to modify substantially their own

  conclusions.46




  Finally, theories about totalitarianism were not merely the products of the West’s Cold War ideology, as if historians were merely the academic arm of the CIA or MI6. Are those who insinuate

  such connections defending regimes which murdered tens of millions of people? These theories have pre-Cold War antecedents, and writing which uses the term totalitarian, either as an organising

  principle or just instinctively, which may be the best thing of all, thrived even in the 1990s, a decade after the end of the Cold War. The term is employed by a politically heterogeneous range of

  commentators and academics, including Omer Bartov, Alain Besançon, Karl-Dietrich Bracher, Stéphane Courtois, Richard Crampton, Robert Conquest, Norman Davies, István

  Deák, François Furet, Timothy Garton Ash, Emilio Gentile, Ulrich Herbert, Michael Ignatieff, Claude Lefort, Martin Malia, Barrington Moore Jr, Jeremy

  Noakes, Fritz Stern, Tzvetan Todorov, Andrzej Walicki and Amir Weiner, to take a few distinguished names at random; and indeed by those who presided over totalitarian systems, such as former

  General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev, who clearly finds ‘totalitarianism’ more compelling than such deadly academic coinage as ‘authoritarian pluralism’ or ‘welfare state authoritarianism’.

  Presumably he knows what he is talking about. To claim that eastern Europeans or Russians (not to speak of the Western thinkers listed above) are somehow less sophisticated in these matters than

  Western academics is patronising, since they, of all people, had respectively forty and seventy years’ direct personal experience of what in the West are ostensibly academic questions. Western

  academics can afford to celebrate the most advanced crèches known to human history; eastern Europeans and Russians know about the KGB and the Stasi in their bones. So do the Afghans,

  Chechens and Cubans.47




  The literature in which Nazism is studied as a political religion or as a form of totalitarianism is dwarfed by the industrial scale of literature on Nazi Germany as a whole. The subject of one

  chapter in this book is the object of over 55,000 titles, and many of the other chapters concern issues covered with something approaching this density. Such a body of work requires its own

  historiographical guides, although these are not substitutes for the classics of the literature. This book seeks neither to reinvent the wheel nor to discover some novel overarching explanation,

  but to see where the accumulated insights of political religions and the concept of totalitarianism lead us, in making sense of an era of European history which continues to inform, and sometimes

  misinform, the post-Cold War world.48




  One feature of this book is that it ranges beyond the immediate confines of German history between 1933 and 1945, not least because during six of those years German history became the

  history of Europe and the wider world, although the impact of Nazism was evident before the war, whether as streams of refugees fleeing Germany and Austria for the free world or as ever more

  unprincipled and violent disruptions of the post-First World War international system on the part of Germany’s and Italy’s new rulers. Courageous German historians who wrote about these subjects

  when a dignified silence was preferred were sometimes accused of fouling their own nest, so it is not appropriate to disparage them, but sometimes one wishes for a supra-German perspective. As

  successive chapters, on occupied Europe, the invasion of Russia, the wartime Holocaust and, last but not least, the Allied war effort, make plain, this story does not

  exclusively concern Germans (or Austrians), nor is there an orthodox way of telling it. Hence some issues which have figured very prominently within the German historiography, or non-German work

  which shadows its concerns, for example the allegedly ‘modernising’ impact of the dictatorship or the relative roles of ideological intention and structures in the origins of the ‘Final Solution’,

  are hardly mentioned here at all.




  Moreover, without this wider optic, the history of Germany sometimes seems more exceptional than it was, bringing in its wake clichès about national character that would not occur to

  anyone reading Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, which, while set in England, is curiously not of it, as those who lived through Nazi Germany or Stalin’s Russia have recognised from their own

  experience. Much the same could be said of another great classic of the literature on totalitarianism, Czesław Miłosz’s The Captive

  Mind, which few would regard as being uniquely pertinent to the behaviour of intellectuals in Communist Poland during the late 1940s and 1950s. This is why there are discussions of non-German

  (or Austrian) perpetrators of the Holocaust, or of the dirty communal wars which were waged in the Balkans or Poland and Ukraine, beneath the more familiar global conflict.49 The Nazi transEuropean rampage may have been the catalyst which unleashed these unholy forces, but this hardly absolves these countries from some responsibility

  for what happened next in terms of ‘ethnic cleansing’ and racial mass murder.




  This book would have been impossible to write without the major advances in our understanding of Nazism made by an international community of diplomatic, economic, intellectual, military,

  political and social historians, whose detailed or synthetic labours command enormous respect. If it encourages others to explore some of its themes in greater detail, then it will have achieved

  one of its aims. Without the quality and quantity of detailed research produced in Europe, Israel and North America, this book would not have been conceivable, even if it deliberately revisits

  perspectives which have been around for some while, rather than ‘discovering’ some half-cock theory regarding why human beings are beastly to each other when given the opportunity. A Select

  Bibliography highlights the outstanding titles for anyone who wishes to pursue individual subjects further, many of them having far greater scope than the subject of Nazi Germany, which is hardly

  an object of infinite fascination. I have not tried to treat each subject comprehensively; nor is the form adopted a straightforward narrative of events, with everything

  resolved by Hitler’s suicide in a Berlin bunker. Neither antisemitism nor ‘eugenics’ would be comprehensible without reaching back beyond the years 1933–45 or ranging beyond the borders of

  Germany into countries with otherwise impeccable democratic credentials. Unlike the collapse of Communism in eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union in 1989–91, in which popular

  revolutions, notably by the Roman Catholic workers of Poland, often played a major part in reversing the consequences of the original coup d’etat, the destruction of Nazi Germany was solely

  due to the herculean efforts of her opponents, which are also part of this story. Editorial choices have also been made about, for example, which aspects of wartime occupation or the Holocaust to

  discuss, for to write fully about either would require at least one huge book and there are many excellent alternatives already available, including Raul Hilberg’s and Saul Friedländer’s

  studies of the Holocaust. If the Holocaust is the central revealed truth about a regime that was unparalleled in its destructive nihilism, it does not exhaust everything there is to say about the

  time of National Socialism. But this is to anticipate the end, rather than to find a serviceable beginning. Let us return to where the history of Nazi Germany may have started. The year 1918 is as

  arbitrary as any other point of entry. We may even have to go as far back as 1914, or for that matter 1870.
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  Friedrich Ebert, the first President of the Weimar Republic, managed to restore some semblance of normality to a defeated Germany.




  




    

  




  THE GREAT WAR AND ITS AFTERMATH




  When war broke out in the summer of 1914, most European capitals briefly heaved with crowds of chauvinistic clerks. Less excitable observers realised that an era had ended

  – that they were witnesses to something both dreadful and unprecedented. On 4 August 1914, the American novelist Henry James wrote from his home in England – ‘under the blackness of the

  most appalling huge and sudden state of general war’ – to his friend and fellow writer Edward Waldo Emerson. Five nations were already at war, and Britain was about to join them. James

  commented:




  It has all come as by the leap of some awful monster out of his lair –he is upon us, he is upon all of us here, before we have had time to turn round. It fills me with

  anguish & dismay & makes me ask myself if this then is what I have grown old for, if this is what all the ostensibly or comparatively serene, all the supposedly bettering past, of our

  century, has meant & led up to. It gives away everything one has believed in & lived for – & I envy those of our generation who haven’t lived on for it. It’s as if the dreadful

  nations couldn’t not suddenly pull up in a convulsion of horror & shame. One said that yesterday, alas – but it’s clearly too late to say it today. . . . It brings to me the outbreak of

  the Wartime of our youth – but the whole thing here is nearer, closer upon us, huger, & all in a denser & finer world.1




  In 1914 millions of men across Europe rallied to the colours. They were maimed or killed in unimaginable numbers, the quick commingled with the dead in muddy hellholes, in the service of either

  furthering or frustrating Germany’s first bid for domination in the twentieth century. Since the 1860s Europe’s statesmen had learned to live with the consequences of the brief but limited wars of

  German unification, which many welcomed as a positive international development in a part of Europe about which outsiders had few negative preconceptions. But by the mid-summer of 1914 more than a

  decade of belligerent erraticism by German leaders, who lacked the diplomatic skill and self-restraint of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, contributed to the feeling among

  Germany’s neighbours that there were bounds which she should not be permitted to cross. Hence, a regional Balkan conflict involving Germany’s ally Austria-Hungary and a Serbia supported by her

  Russian patron rapidly escalated first into a continental and then a general world war.




  Imperial Germany’s bid for continental domination by force of arms was stymied almost from the start. The German High Command had planned a war of movement that would be crowned by a stunning

  opening victory, but after the Battle of the Marne the conflict in the west degenerated into a war of attrition amid lines of trenches extending from Belgium to the Swiss border. Conscious of the

  deep fissures in German society, which some historians have claimed influenced the initial decision to go to war, Germany’s Kaiser Wilhelm II proclaimed a ‘civil truce’ (or Burgfrieden).

  Domestic confessional, social and political conflicts were to be put in suspended animation, to be miraculously resolved through a German victory, which would preserve the authoritarian domestic

  social and political status quo from widespread demands for liberalisation. The enormous strains of over four years of total war left this civic truce in tatters.




  Contrary to the expectations of Germany’s rulers, the privations of total war between major industrial economies exacerbated pre-existing social tensions and generated new grievances and

  resentments. Industrialised warfare massively distorted the German economy, blasting vast amounts of human and material resources up in smoke, to no ascertainable strategic advantage, save

  endlessly to crater battlefields in Flanders which had long since been blasted bare already. The financial costs were as impossible as the death toll. An increasingly effective Allied naval

  blockade diminished government revenues from customs duties, while the well-to-do thwarted the introduction of more equitable franchises in local state parliaments, together with the fairer tax

  regimes that would have accompanied them. Taxation only covered some 14 per cent of German government expenditures throughout nearly five years of war. Instead, the imperial government financed the

  war through borrowing, in the form of war bonds purchased by patriotic citizens which would be redeemed through huge reparations to be exacted from Germany’s defeated opponents. Since even this

  pecuniary patriotism failed to match the spiralling costs of war, the German government simply printed more money, which sent the annual average rate of inflation

  sky-rocketing from 1 per cent in 1890–1914 to 32 per cent, a figure which did not include the effects of a flourishing black market. By 1918 the German Mark had lost three-quarters of its

  pre-war value.2




  Prolonged industrialised warfare also had severe social effects, although the classes most distressed by war were often its most diehard supporters. By 1917, one-third of the country’s artisan

  workshops had disappeared, their proprietors either conscripted or starved of raw materials voraciously consumed by massive plants which were accorded priority because of efficiencies of scale.

  Shopkeepers were undercut by factories which sold cheaply and directly to their own workforces. Civil service and white-collar salaries stagnated in contrast to the inflated wages of skilled

  workers in war-related industries and often failed to match rising prices. An influx of women into these occupations depressed salaries further. People in jobs regarded as superfluous to the war

  effort sank into poverty; people regarded as burdensomely unproductive, such as psychiatric patients, died of disease and neglect as they were assigned low priority by wartime triage. An ever

  growing percentage of the population became dependent on local or state support, their meagre entitlements being hopelessly out of kilter with the spiralling cost of living. In a workforce that was

  becoming radical, rootless, young and increasingly female, strikes proliferated, despite the government’s habit of conscripting or imprisoning their ring-leaders, a policy pursued too, of course,

  in wartime Britain, where the number of strikers was significantly greater than in Germany.




  Wartime upheavals had their less tangible consequences. Moralists discerned increases in crime, divorce, incivility, unbridled sexuality, venereal diseases and the numbers of fatherless young

  people with too much time and money on their hands. Housing shortages resulting from an abatement of inessential construction work made for cramped living conditions and an absence of either

  privacy or shame. The war contributed to what one observer called a ‘moratorium on morality’ in personal conduct, it being both necessary and legitimate to get along by any means, no matter how

  underhand.3




  The burgeoning black market undermined conventional notions of honesty, of due rewards for a hard day’s labour, and of who had the most right to certain goods. The corollary was a re-emergence

  of quasi-medieval notions of a ‘just’ price, with profiteers standing in for medieval usurers in wartime folklore.4 Farmers sought to circumvent state controls through illicit slaughtering and the black market; starving urban consumers descended on the fields to forage for food and sometimes ransacked food-supply

  trains. Farmers who had taken in millions of evacuated urban children gratis unsurprisingly resented these further incursions. What amounted to governmental affirmative action for urban consumers

  led to stringent bureaucratic controls and a regime of inspection for producers, not to mention such base practices as denunciation of those trying to turn a dishonest penny.5




  Since these town-country cleavages showed the inadequacies of the German state’s own distribution mechanisms, the government lost credibility in the eyes of people accustomed to a legendarily

  efficient administration. Artisans, farmers and shopkeepers saw themselves as powerless victims of corporatist collusion between labour and major vested interests, the plight of the little fellow

  being a constant refrain in the years to come. The question of who was fighting and who malingering took on racial overtones, leading to a notorious 1916 ‘Jew count’ by the War Ministry, designed

  to investigate claims that cowardice was ethnically specific. When the survey proved the opposite, it was suppressed. The presence of Jewish businessmen in agencies purchasing raw materials abroad,

  and of the philosophising industrialist Walter Rathenau as war materials supremo in 1914–15, were used to give the impression that Jews were prospering while others were dying – this

  being a variant of an older habit of ascribing unattractive traits to Jews in order to heighten one’s own virtuousness, a practice not confined to modern Germany. As a Leipzig rabbi commented: ‘It

  is called patriotism if one profits from cannons or armoured plate, but treason sets in with eggs or stockings.’6 In fact, these allegations that

  Jews were malingering would be controverted by the stony testimony to twelve thousand Jewish war dead in Germany’s Jewish cemeteries, where families proclaimed their pride in those who had fallen

  for Kaiser and Fatherland.7




  But the Jewish minority were not most Germans’ principal concern. Across Europe ‘ancient’ hatreds were fomented. At first, educated Englishmen were horrified to be aligned with backward Tsarist

  Russia against the land of the much admired PhD. Within a few years, they would be baying for the blood of the ‘barbaric’ Hun, seeking to extirpate a Prussian militarism easily caricatured with its

  hair cut en brosse, duelling scars and monocles.8 In Germany itself, enmities gradually focused upon similarly stereotypical notions, of

  England as the home of rapacious ‘Manchester’ capitalism, or of France as the embodiment of the ideas represented by the date 1789, or as the home of a ‘can-can’

  civilisation that seemed irredeemably frivolous to devotees of high Kultur. Among German intellectuals of an already illiberal cast of mind, such writers as the Russian novelist Fedor

  Dostoevsky, who were rabidly anti-Western, became modish.9 As the war dragged on, these hatreds began to refocus on targets within Germany itself.

  Relatively liberal and unmilitaristic southern Germans began to blame the presiding military caste in Prussia for the prolongation of senseless slaughter.




  The detailed course of the war need not concern us. Only how it ended is relevant to this story. The peace of Brest-Litovsk, imposed by Germany on the Russian Bolshevik regime in March 1918,

  which surrendered huge territories in the west for the chance to consolidate its contested grip on Russian society, enabled Germany to mass troops for an onslaught against the Western Allies, which

  since 1917 had included the United States of America. But this final spring offensive was checked when the Allies, refreshed by a million American troops, counter-attacked in the summer. The

  presence of such forces, and the enormous industrial resources supporting them, may have exerted a demoralising effect on German troops, especially given the views of President Woodrow Wilson, who

  was wedded to realising a juster new world, in which the prospect of such devastating conflicts would be considerably diminished. Germany’s allies, first Austria-Hungary, then Bulgaria, began to

  abandon ship, seeking their own separate peace terms.10




  The imperial German army rapidly imploded, although precisely why remains unclear. Rifts opened up between officers and ranks, or between front-line and rear-area troops. Restive soldiers, no

  longer prepared to be killed to no obvious purpose, spread demoralisation to civilians, who had reason enough to be depressed themselves. According to monitors of military mail, soldiers thought

  the war was a murderous ‘swindle’, a view that was, of course, shared by large numbers of ‘muzhiki’, ‘poilous’ and ‘tommies’ in the enemy trenches. Images of the once celebrated German commanders

  Hindenburg and Ludendorff screened in military cinemas evoked whistling and shouts of ‘knives out and a couple of pots to catch the blood’. Civilians meeting soldiers on trains were shocked to hear

  their casual talk of desertion and self-mutilation, or of arms being smuggled home for an impending revolution.11




  A once formidable fighting force began to surrender in ever greater numbers. Sailors mutinied in Kiel, baulking at the prospect of a final showdown with the British

  fleet which was designed to sabotage concurrent ceasefire negotiations. Disaffection spread through the German provinces before signs of it began to appear in the Berlin capital. Soldiers, sailors

  and industrial workers – as well as peasants and middle-class people – formed ‘Councils’ or ‘Soviets’ in towns across Germany. These Councils adopted the idioms current among Russian

  oppositional circles since 1905, not the narrowly sectarian social-revolutionary goals of the later Bolsheviks. The young Heinrich Brüning, a future chancellor of the Weimar Republic, but in

  1918 a company commander on the Western Front, was elected chairman of a soldiers’ Soviet. He recalled that, while these metalworkers in civilian life may have sung the Communist hymn, the

  ‘Internationale’, his news that Lenin’s Bolsheviks had banned strikes in Russia made a keen impression on them.12




  These signs of disaffection were symptoms, rather than the cause, of Germany’s collapse. The rot started at the apex of the army, with the dawning realisation that the last roll of the strategic

  dice in the spring of 1918 had failed. During that final offensive the German army advanced about forty miles on the Western Front, but this bold move overstretched its supply lines, and resulted

  in horrendous casualties. Having inflicted defeat on himself, their commander, Erich Ludendorff, recommended an armistice and the formation of a government responsible to parliament. He hoped to

  deflect blame for the failings of the High Command itself on to democratic politicians. The more intelligent generals realised that a democratic government would check the prospect of a Bolshevik

  revolution, and be more likely to secure less draconian peace terms from the Allies.




  Germany’s defeat was closely followed by a peaceful republican revolution, there being no time between the two to mourn, or reflect upon more than two and a half million war dead and four

  million wounded. This was part of the terrible gap torn out of the lives of generations of Europeans (and their imperial allies), which even the most sensitive war memorials – such as the

  Cenotaph in London’s Whitehall – could convey only through the architectural invocation of nothingness. Across Europe and the wider world, there were more than nine million war dead, killed

  at an average rate of more than six thousand per day for more than four and a quarter years. A way of life had vanished too, along with vast numbers of young men, in a catastrophe which, for many contemporary Europeans, is more present in their emotions and imaginations than the supervening Second World War and Holocaust. Ten years after the event,

  Dick Diver, the hero of Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender is the Night, caught the mood: ‘All my beautiful lovely safe world blew itself up here [on the Somme] with a great gust of high-explosive

  love.’13




  War and revolution destroyed three great empires. In Germany, the summit of the old order collapsed swiftly. In Munich, the rule of the venerable Wittelsbach dynasty was terminated when the

  Independent Social Democrat, the former Berlin journalist Kurt Eisner, led a left-wing coup in 1918 establishing a Bavarian Republic. In Berlin, the Majority Social Democrats took advantage of a

  unique opportunity. The absence from Berlin of crucial leaders of their Independent Socialist rivals left them with the initiative, while units of the army hitherto noted for their loyalty to the

  old order decided to support the Majority Social Democrats. The last Kaiser of the Hohenzollern dynasty, Wilhelm II, was prevailed upon to abdicate on 9 November; fleeing military headquarters at

  Spa in Belgium for what became a life in exile in Holland until his death in 1941. Although many Social Democrat leaders were indifferent to the matter of whether to retain the monarchy, provided

  it was not called Hohenzollern, Germany was proclaimed a republic. An interim chancellor resigned in favour of Friedrich Ebert, who formed a provisional government consisting of three members of

  his Majority SPD and three men from the more radical Independent Socialists. Briefly mulling over the offer, Ebert remarked, ‘It is a difficult office, but I will assume it.’14




  On 10 November, Quarter-Master General Wilhelm Groener offered Ebert military support, provided he upheld the authority of the traditional officer corps, whose insignia were already being torn

  off by insubordinate soldiers, and agreed to combat vigorously the threat of Bolshevism. These arrangements, which perpetuated the close wartime relationship between organised labour and the armed

  forces, ensured a remarkably smooth demobilisation of Germany’s field armies. But there was no positive declaration of support for the new state by the army, nor would there be. More generally,

  Germany’s traditional elites were stunned by the speed of defeat and change, regarding the onset of a democratic republic with scarcely concealed hostility and incomprehension. Their world had

  collapsed.15




  The revolution that commenced in the autumn of 1918 as a bloodless popular push for peace and democracy assumed that winter the character of a sectarian class conflict

  involving ferocious violence. Whereas the initial push for a more democratic polity had enjoyed widespread support among the liberal bourgeoisie as well as moderate workers, a subsequent push for

  social revolution enjoyed the support only of a minority within the working class and of the intellectuals who claimed to represent their interests. The Majority Social Democrats had achieved their

  goals and wanted to get on with the non-utopian business of demobilisation, peacemaking and restoration of economic normality. As good committee men they were uncomfortable with spontaneous

  manifestations on the streets, and suspected the Councils even when their own rank and file dominated them. These men were pragmatic realists. Regardless of their Marxist rhetoric, they realised

  that incremental reform had paid off, and recoiled from the prospect of risking everything they had achieved already with a roll of the revolutionary dice. The Social Democrat leaders were also

  conscious of being responsible for Germans of all classes, and spoke themselves of the ‘national community’, and to them this meant calls for early elections for a National Assembly and a rejection

  of violent escapades on the part of revolutionary sectarians. Ebert demonstrated a commendable degree of patriotic responsibility, and of disinclination to submit to dictation by irresponsible and

  unrepresentative minorities. Whatever choices he and his colleagues made should also be understood in terms of Allied insistence that there be some sort of central German government with which they

  could negotiate to make an eventual peace settlement stick.16




  Conservatism with a small ‘c’ was also apparent in the industrial wing of the labour movement. The socialist Free Trades Unions had long been loath to let their members be used as industrial

  cannon fodder by excitable radical intellectuals, against some of whom the union leaders had rather old-fashioned prejudices. An Auxiliary Service Law in 1916 had advanced their interests by

  guaranteeing the right to organise, and giving them a degree of co-determination of wages and working conditions. One pragmatic bird in hand was worth ten passionately advocated Utopias in the

  bush. Indeed, the unions believed that, through their own co-optation into running the war effort, they had already advanced a form of state socialism. More concessions had been secured through the

  November 1918 Central Working Association Agreements between the unions and the temporarily paralysed major employers’ associations. The employers abandoned their support for their own emasculated

  trades unions, introduced a shorter working day without reducing wages, and recognised works’ committees in larger concerns. In return, the unions renounced deep

  ‘socialisation’ of the means of production.17 What appeared to union functionaries as gains within an emergent corporatist framework did not always

  play that way on the factory floors or in the mines, where the consequences of wartime trade union co-optation seemed to be the abrogation of industrial safety measures, longer hours and inadequate

  representation by union leaders who spent too much time in the bosses’ offices. The early years of Weimar would be plagued by localised outbreaks of worker militancy, sometimes triggered by

  anarcho-syndicalist elements, which the unions themselves were sometimes powerless to control. German trades union leaders thought that ‘syndicalist actions will lead to anarchic excesses of the

  most anti-social nature’, while the Majority Social Democrats claimed that ‘there can be said to be only one truly dangerous enemy of the German revolution at the present time, and that is the

  German working class’.18




  The Independent Social Democrats, who had broken with the main Party in 1917, included a democratic majority who wished to incorporate the workers’ and soldiers’ Councils into a parliamentary

  form of government, using the Councils to diminish permanently the might of generals and industrialists. Like the Majority SPD they desired a National Assembly, but wanted to delay elections,

  exploiting the interim period to carry out thoroughgoing socialisation of Germany’s economy and society. In other words, they were not confident that an elected assembly would go down this route,

  and so wished to make the decision for it. The three Independent government ministers resigned from the cabinet in December 1918, after the government bungled an attempt to use military force to

  rescue Social Democrats who were being held hostage in a barracks by striking sailors. The Independents’ extreme left wing rejected parliamentary democracy, but was in an ideological quandary about

  whether disciplined factory workers or amorphous crowds were the optimum vehicles of revolution. During the winter of 1918/19, these Spartacists coalesced with other far-left sects based in Bremen

  and Hamburg to form the Communist Party of Germany (KPD), an unstable union of intellectuals and angry young workers who opposed parliamentary democracy and favoured putschist violence. The

  Comintern agent Karl Radek formed the link with Lenin’s Bolsheviks.19 Fired by ‘a spirit of Utopian fanaticism’, the radical left made a bid for

  power in early January 1919, the pretext being the Prussian government’s dismissal of Emil Eichhorn, Berlin’s extreme left-wing police chief, who had afforded help to the

  mutinous sailors who had held hostage leading Social Democrats during the Christmas disturbances in the capital. Armed demonstrators occupied the offices of leading newspapers including the Social

  Democrat organ Vorwärts, in an attempt to destroy freedom of the press and to prevent the summoning of a constituent assembly. To restore order, Gustav Noske, the Defence

  Minister, decided to deploy volunteer Free Corps, as well as the regular army and troops avowedly loyal to the Republic. He told Ebert, ‘You can relax now. Everything will be all right!’




  The Social Democrats’ allies of convenience included nihilistic counter-revolutionaries, whose view of Germany’s new Republic was that it was, as one of them put it, ‘an attempt of the slime to

  govern. Church slime, bourgeois slime, military slime.’20 The Free Corps were latterday condottieri, consisting of former shock troops, junior

  and temporary officers, university students who had missed the war ‘experience’ and anyone still spoiling for blood or incapable of psychological demobilisation. Intense masculine camaraderie and a

  sense of isolation and serial betrayal characterised these bands, whose actions were supported by the regular army and the republican government. They began fighting Poles and Soviets on Germany’s

  eastern frontiers of Silesia and the Baltic, in the last instance with the toleration of the Allies, who wished to check the spread of Bolshevism, but they quickly adapted to fighting fellow

  Germans.




  These roughly four hundred thousand men were atypical of the millions of German war veterans who wanted normality and quiet, rather than an apocalypse on the nation’s streets. Although many of

  them were middle class, they had absorbed an anti-bourgeois ideology in the pre-war youth movement, which had been hyper-radicalised during the war when intellectual propagandists had called the

  conflict one between ‘German’ and Western liberal democratic values, and when warrior-writers like Ernst Jünger and Ernst von Salomon had aestheticised carnage. Nietzschean vitalist

  individualism was transmuted into the amoral celebration of sheer brutality on the part of warriors more like machines than human beings.21 Here is

  Salomon describing his own kind:




  When we probe into the make-up of the Free Corps fighter we can find all the elements which ever played a role in German history except one: the bourgeois. And that is only

  natural because the peculiar experience of these men . . . had forged them into one single force of consuming destructiveness. . . . The task required [of the warrior is] . . . that all

  ballast, all sentimentalism, all other values must be ruthlessly cast aside so that his whole strength could be set free.22




  These gaunt survivors of the trenches brought the wartime polarities of friend and foe on to Germany’s streets. In a clear departure from the anti-socialist repression experienced in the years

  before the war, but in line with their ‘White’ or Fascist equivalents in Hungary and Italy, these men had no scruples about killing political opponents. Among those to meet a bloody end at their

  hands were the left-wing activists Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, who were murdered by Free Corps officers on 15 January 1919. In other parts of Germany, Free Corps units stormed centres of

  working-class militancy.




  International events raised Germany’s domestic temperature in complex ways. On the right, an egregious elision of ethnic and political issues gained ground. Wartime aspersions about Jews and

  cowardice were superseded by the vicious game of identifying, or as with Lenin misidentifying, Jews and revolutionaries as one and the same. Originating as a Tsarist survival mechanism, this

  response became commonplace beyond Germany, with British officials convinced that ‘the Bolsheviks are all organised and directed by Jews’, and an American general fighting in Russia certain that

  Latvian Chekists (the Bolshevik’s political police force) were predominantly Jews.23




  It was true that some radicalised Jews were prominent in Bolshevik Russia and Hungary, and in attempts to install such regimes in Germany. The Hungarian revolutionary Béla Kun; Tibor

  Szamuely the head of the Red Guards; and Hungary’s War Minister Vilmos Böhm were Jews, as were many political commissars and the personnel of revolutionary tribunals.24 And that some of these characters were quite ghastly can be gauged from the fact that in his Soviet exile, after the failure of the Hungarian Revolution, Béla Kun

  acted as chief of the Cheka in the Crimea, when some sixty thousand indigenous Tatars were murdered as the Bolsheviks eradicated their autonomy.25

  Trotsky (born Bronstein), Luxemburg and Eisner were Jews, but their Jewishness was nominal, their cosmopolitan universalism antipathetic to Jewish patriotic and religious particularism, and their

  Utopian extremism was unrepresentative of the Jewish populations of their respective countries. Indeed, in the nineteenth century, many Russian Jewish families declared a week of mourning when a

  child decided to join the anti-Tsarist revolutionaries.26 But these nuances counted for nothing in the vicious climate of post-war Europe, the

  quintessential time of the grands simplificateurs. As the Chief Rabbi of Moscow famously had it: ‘The Trotskys made the revolutions, but the Bronsteins paid the

  bill.’ They were irrelevant to the antisemitic right, wherever it hailed from. Rightist White Russian and Baltic German émigrés, notably Erwin Scheubner-Richter, Alfred Rosenberg and Count Ernst zu

  Reventlow, were prominent in propagating an antisemitic interpretation of the human disaster that had befallen Russia, and they influenced Adolf Hitler, who came from a background where the forging

  of simple connections between Jews and revolutionaries was already commonplace.27 The antisemitic völkisch right admitted

  exploiting political chaos and ‘using the situation for fanfares against Jewry, and the Jews as lightning conductors for all grievances’.28




  There is one further point about the international impact of the Bolshevik Revolution which needs to be made emphatically. It is totally misleading to imagine that horror of Bolshevik

  dictatorship was confined to the political right. Indeed some German conservatives hated the Poles and France, which was Poland’s main protector, so implacably that they would ally with the Devil

  to undo them, and they welcomed business or military opportunities in the new Russia, where Trotsky provided the German army with facilities for the covert manufacture of aircraft, toxic gas and

  tanks in violation of Allied restrictions on German armaments.29 In Germany, the most consistent opponents of the Bolshevik tyranny were the Majority

  Social Democrats, who after welcoming the overthrow of the Tsar quickly turned to exposing the nightmarish quality of life in the Soviet Union. The Roman Catholic Centre Party did much the same.

  Agency wire services, delegations, travellers and, last but not least, the Menshevik opposition to the Bolsheviks, which even managed to smuggle out accounts of life in Lenin’s concentration camps,

  supplied the factual basis for the SPD newspaper Vorwärts’ coverage of events in Russia:




  Mass terror against the bourgeoisie had gone much further than the fighting methods of the French Revolution, which condemned individuals for individual actions. Holding a

  class responsible for the actions of individual persons is a judicial novum, which in another type of social system could well serve as a justification for those seeking to make the working class

  responsible for the actions of a fanatic, as has already happened so frequently in milder form.




  The SPD rejected what Vorwärts dubbed Bolshevik ‘Socialismus asiaticus’, proclaiming, ‘We don’t want Russian conditions, because we know that under Bolshevik rule the Russian

  people are dying of hunger, even though Russia is a predominantly agrarian country.’ The Prussian Social Democrat leader Otto Braun spoke of the ‘Russian madhouse’, while

  Ebert warned: ‘Socialism excludes every form of arbitrariness. . . . Disorder, personal wilfulness, acts of violence are the deadly enemies of socialism.’30 Moreover, luridly accurate reports of Bolshevik atrocities were not confined to the rabid right – with the implication that these reports were unreliable. Thanks to

  the remarkable American historian Vladimir Brovkin, anyone who wishes to know, and some apparently don’t, can easily sample the information sent out to western Europe by persecuted

  socialists within Russia, which another talented scholar, Uwe-Kai Merz, has followed in relation to the Social Democrat press of the Weimar Republic. The Social Democrat press exposed

  Bolshevik-induced mass starvation, or the violence meted out to recalcitrant workers and peasants, or to dissenting socialists, by what they called ‘Chinese and Korean’ troops (for the Social

  Democrats shared a number of prejudices with their fellow Germans) and the crimes of the murderers and torturers deployed by the Bolsheviks’ Polish secret police chief Felix Dzerzhinsky. To ascribe

  these things to the malevolent right is a denial of the enormous courage of socialists of several countries who tried to make the facts of the Bolshevik despotism known at the time.31




  The vicious international scene affected Germany, where both anti-socialism and antisemitism had home-grown roots, as they did in many other European countries. In Bavaria, events centred on

  Munich, an island of anarchic bohemianism and political radicalism in an otherwise predominantly Roman Catholic rural sea of small towns and timber houses scattered across the foothills of the

  Alps. These were the sort of places where grudges and hatreds of Scandinavian-epic proportions could germinate and linger. After a hundred days in power, during which Bavaria was plunged into

  chaos, Premier Kurt Eisner was assassinated by Count Anton Arco-Valley, while en route to the state parliament, to offer his resignation more than a month after his party had lost an

  election. His publication of official documents regarding German diplomacy in the period before the outbreak of war did not increase his popularity in nationalist circles. A member of the

  Revolutionary Workers’ Council retaliated by shooting the Majority SPD leader Erhard Auer and a delegate from the Bavarian wing of the Centre Party, which indicated that the extreme right enjoyed

  no monopoly on terroristic violence. Unable to master the ongoing turbulence, another Majority SPD figure, Johannes Hoffmann, withdrew the legitimate government to

  Bamberg, thus allowing an array of anarchists and bohemian oddities, based in the arty quarter Schwabing, to assume power in Munich for six days. Of these men, only the new Foreign Minister was

  clinically insane, cabling Lenin and the Pope about the whereabouts of the key to the lavatory door. A Red Army managed to fight off Republican troops dispatched by the legitimate Bavarian

  government.32




  Following this eccentric interlude, power was briefly seized by the Communists, who proclaimed a Bavarian Soviet Republic. Their leader, Eugen Levine, received the blessing of Lenin, who

  characteristically wished to know how many bourgeois hostages had been taken. A ‘classist’ tone was soon apparent. Milk shortages were rationalised with the argument: ‘What does it matter? . . .

  Most of it goes to the children of the bourgeoisie anyway. We are not interested in keeping them alive. No harm if they die – they’d only grow into enemies of the proletariat.’33 The exiled Bavarian government received help from Noske in Berlin, in the form of thirty-five thousand Free Corps soldiers, who bore down on the radical Red

  Army. On 30 April, the Red Army commander Egelhofer ordered the murder of ten hostages held in the Luitpoldgymnasium, including members of the rabidly antisemitic Thule Society and one woman

  hostage. Entering Munich in early May, the Free Corps embarked on a reign of terror, with summary shootings and perfunctory tribunals. Battlefield niceties went by the board in conditions of a

  largely one-sided civil war in which 606 people were killed. Officers encouraged their men to set conscience aside, it being better to kill a few innocent people than let the guilty escape. The

  innocent included twenty members of the Catholic St Joseph Society, dragged from a meeting and shot as ‘Communist terrorists’. Levine was tried and executed for high treason; many of his associates

  were summarily shot. The revolutionaries’ dream of a chain of Bolshevik republics, linking Bavaria, Austria and Hungary to the Soviet Union, effectively collapsed. As for the workers’ and soldiers’

  Councils, these disappeared as local governments refused to fund them, or as the Kaiser’s army was demobilised.34




  The threat from the extreme left had been neutralised, albeit in a fashion that soured relations between Social Democrats and Communists up to and beyond the eventual advent of a Nazi

  government, although a united labour movement was no obstacle to either authoritarianism or fascism elsewhere. Intimate hatreds are often said to be the worst, and that was certainly the case here,

  at least at the highest rather than at local level, where the ‘comrades’ sometimes co-operated with each other in the fight against ‘fascism’. The Communists accused the

  Social Democrats of betraying the revolution and enabling capitalism to survive through reforms; the Social Democrats hated the Communists for being the cat’s-paws of sinister Muscovite forces, and

  for their apparent faith in salvation through absolute immiseration. These mutual dislikes were compounded by the differences in age, background and temperament between their respective

  constituencies. There were also appreciable differences in mentality and tone, of the sort that led to Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin’s remark after his first meeting with Molotov, ‘But they are

  just like the bloody Communists!’




  It is sometimes assumed that the Majority Social Democratic government of Germany in those momentous months immediately after the Great War could, or should, have acted otherwise, although none

  of the alternatives seems especially cogent.35 The sentimental belief that the working class was a homogeneous repository of untapped virtue, whose

  revolutionary spontaneity was predestined to betrayal, is an example of wishful thinking, an emotional investment in the allegedly unique value of a largely imagined social class. The Social

  Democrats might have tried harder to raise their own republican militias, lessening their dependence on the Free Corps, middle-class Home Guard units or the regular army, whose loyalties were

  tenuous. But the working class, indoctrinated for decades with a pacificism made militant by time in the trenches, did not flock to such formations or were discouraged from doing so. Forces such as

  the Red Army in the Ruhr were as unstable as the Free Corps, and just as bent on overthrowing the democratic order. Besides, Bolshevik activity in the Baltic and Polish nationalist insurgency in

  Silesia, not to speak of the real Red Army of the Soviet Union threatening Poland, made this an inauspicious moment for radical experiments in military reorganisation.




  Yet at the same time, with remarkable speed, Germany’s new government demobilised six million soldiers and returned them to productive life, albeit in a manner which accelerated the inflation

  inherited from wartime and deferred stabilisation of the German economy. Rather than raising taxes and pursuing rigorous deflationary policies, which resulted in high levels of unemployment in

  other countries, post-war German governments concentrated on welfare, creation of jobs and fulfilment of obligations they had undertaken to the war wounded, widows and orphans. A fairer social

  policy became a substitute for deeper ‘socialisation’. Deflation and unemployment were not options that the unions were prepared to countenance.36




  The SPD might have expropriated large landowners or nationalised heavy industry, although neither strategy recommended itself then, any more than it does nowadays, as

  a panacea for society’s ills. Wherever this strategy has been tried, notably in the Soviet Union, it has resulted in backwardness and decay, not to speak of appalling environmental and health

  costs, mainly inflicted upon the working class in whose name these policies were pursued. Expropriation of land would not have stabilised the food supply, which was critical because of a prolonged

  Allied blockade designed to force Germany to comply with the peace terms, while nationalisation of industry might have facilitated Allied reparations exactions by simplifying complex lines of

  ownership of private property, which as good capitalists the Allies respected. Since the extended state controls over the economy during wartime had been inefficient and unpopular, it is unlikely

  that their peacetime extension would have been widely welcomed. Indeed, the continuance of some of these measures into the 1920s partly accounts for the widespread alienation of the farming

  community from the major political parties and hence from the Weimar Republic. And it is hard to imagine how a government based on a political version of dual-control driving involving the Soviet

  Councils would have functioned in practice, even assuming that they would not be fatally prone to subversion by totalitarian parties, as they had been in Russia, where democratic control was the

  preferred route to despotism.




  The Majority SPD might also have edged out the tenured bureaucratic holdovers from the imperial regime, but neither they nor the ad hoc Councils possessed the requisite technical

  expertise to run a complex modern country or its armed forces. Wholesale purges of bureaucrats, judges or university professors can set ugly precedents. Would they have stopped short of the

  anti-republican Protestant clergy or Bavaria’s Michael Cardinal Faulhaber, who in 1922 memorably declared: ‘The Revolution was perjury and high treason, and will remain tainted and branded with the

  mark of Cain’?37 The nub of the matter was that, for all her flaws, imperial Germany was an advanced industrial country, with a political system

  which combined a parliamentary franchise that was more democratic than Britain’s with an otherwise autocratic form of government. If government ground to a halt in Russia, a nation of peasant

  farmers would not starve, as we can see today when the former industrial proletariat have reverted to subsistence farming in the absence of wages. This was not true of Germany, where two-thirds of

  the population lived by industry and trade. The Majority Social Democrats reasoned that most people had more to forfeit than gain through radical social experimentation,

  which, it should be noted, included political arrangements that would have represented a regression from a system in which all men and women over twenty now had the vote. They were not going to

  jeopardise the advances they had made before, during and after the war by going in search of Utopia. Germany’s new leaders looked backwards as well as forward, and decided not to follow the Russian

  road to chaos and repression.38




  Temporarily relieved of the threat of extreme socialist dictatorship, Germany’s National Assembly, consisting of delegates elected in mid-January 1919, convened in the small Thuringian town of

  Weimar to draft and approve a republican constitution, while the government scrutinised Allied peace terms. The two things were connected, in that the choice of meeting place was designed to show

  the Allies that a new Germany, informed by the town of Goethe, had come into being.




  The fundaments of the constitution were established before the Assembly met: there was to be a democratic, federal republic based on the dualism of presidency and parliament. Earlier agreements

  among political, industrial and military leaders set the limits on what was thought possible, and the constitution effectively enshrined the compromises of the first non-violent phase of Germany’s

  revolution. On 11 February the Assembly elected Ebert president, who in turn called on Philipp Scheidemann to form a government based on a coalition of Majority Social Democrats, the Catholic

  Centre Party and the liberal German Democratic Party, parties which had a wartime track-record of co-operation and which, in January, had obtained a mandate consisting of over 76 per cent of votes

  cast. Left-liberal lawyers assumed the main burden of drafting the constitution, although the influence of representatives of the Churches and the federal states made themselves felt for better or

  for worse. There were sticking points over the national flag, the status of religious education and the rights of the constituent regional states, but these constitutional deliberations were

  concluded remarkably swiftly between February and August 1919.




  Since the liberal drafters of the constitution were historically wary of overweening parliamentary powers, the constitution combined an elected presidency, which was granted emergency powers,

  with an elected parliament for which all persons over twenty could vote. The electoral cycle for parliament was four years, and seven years for the presidency. The presidency was designed to be a

  largely honorary figurehead position, filling the vacuum left by Germany’s exiled monarch, although the occupants (only the second of whom, Hindenburg, was popularly

  elected) showed few signs of charismatic appeal. Apart from the obligation to perform tasks which normally befall heads of state, the president had the power to dissolve parliament, to nominate as

  chancellors persons either enjoying or likely to enjoy the support of a parliamentary majority (which was by no means a foregone conclusion), and, under Article 48, to issue emergency legislation

  and to deploy the armed forces to restore order. This last stipulation was ominously vague. Ebert availed himself 136 times of emergency decrees, many of a very technical nature and mostly during

  the crises that arose in 1923, while Hindenburg, his successor, issued none between 1925 and 1930, and rescinded eight of Ebert’s.39 At the time few

  thought of the potential misuse of this last power; and Weimar’s constitution can hardly be held responsible alone for the advent of a racist, totalitarian dictatorship.




  The adoption of proportional representation (without a qualifying 5 per cent threshhold, along the lines adopted in 1952 by the Federal Republic) meant that many fringe parties had deputies in

  parliament. However, detailed computations using alternative electoral models suggest that a National Socialist victory might just have well have been accelerated rather than delayed by voting

  according to a British-style ‘first past the post’ system, given the effect upon voters of factors unrelated to the electoral system. In other words, the Nazis might have come to power in 1930

  rather than three years later. At most, the new system of voting for pre-selected party lists may have somewhat diminished the personal bonds between a deputy and electors. On the positive side,

  proportional representation gave a voice to, for example, Catholic or Protestant diasporas in areas otherwise dominated by the rival creed. Similarly, the baleful influence on Weimar democracy of

  initiatives and plebiscites, originally designed to provide a democratic outlet between electoral cycles, may have been exaggerated by commentators, not least because none of Weimar’s seven

  plebiscitary initiatives succeeded. The new state favoured neither Protestant nor Catholic Churches, a stance pleasing Catholics rather more than Protestants, who had been part of the previous

  ‘throne and altar’ dispensation. And the single concession to the Councils movement, Article 165, which concerned the creation of a Reich Economic Council, had little enduring significance. There

  was an impressive catalogue of basic individual rights, including Article 163, guaranteeing every German the right to work.40




  Significantly, sixty-seven delegates from parties represented in the governing coalition – including a quarter of the SPD, a quarter of the right-liberal DVP and a fifth of the

  left-liberal DDP caucuses – declined to vote for the constitutional settlement, and subsequent attempts to mobilise popular enthusiasm with lectures on Constitution Day on 11 August proved no

  crowd puller.41 The Republic’s opening ceremony, the inauguration of Ebert as president, was a maladroit affair, and it was not helped by the

  Ullstein group newspaper which published photographs of Ebert and Noske, the Defence Minister, in bathing trunks. Harry Count Kessler wrote of the ceremony: ‘All very decorous but lacking go, like

  a confirmation in a decent middle class home. The republic should avoid ceremonies; they are not suited to this type of government. It is like a governess dancing a ballet.’42 Other contemporaries, such as the publishing magnate Hermann Ullstein, deplored the ways in which the Republic hid its virtues under a bushel. The Republic

  eschewed military parades, partly because of socialist anti-militarism, but also because the loyalties of the new Reichswehr were too tenuous to march its units safely through the streets. But if

  the President of France could ride in a horse-drawn coach to Longchamps, flanked by glittering cuirassiers, why couldn’t Ebert make the same showing at the German races in Hamburg? Ullstein

  commented that a failure of propaganda was to ‘make one’s enemy’s bed’.43 Later, General Schleicher would make a similar point to Heinrich

  Brüning, Germany’s Chancellor in 1930–2, suggesting he ride up and down Unter den Linden, Berlin’s main governmental thoroughfare, once a day in a coach with a cavalry escort. President

  Ebert was a decent patriotic man, but as the distinguished Impressionist artist Max Liebermann put it, ‘one couldn’t paint him’. Even the Republic’s eagle was found wanting, soon acquiring the

  epithet ‘bankrupt vulture’ because of its drooping wings. Other symbolic failures, largely attributable to the dogmatism of the left about trivial issues, included a refusal to strike a

  commemorative medal for survivors of one of the greatest armed conflicts in global history.44




  The new republican red, black and gold flag also failed to rouse the enthusiasm of those wedded to the imperial black, white and red. A feeble compromise was adopted whereby the old flag was

  used by merchant ships, because the republican gold was allegedly indistinct at sea. A deranged minority thought the gold was a ‘yellow Jewish blemish’ on the new

  flag.45 On the extreme right, where the newly founded German Racial Defence and Combat League was the main racist umbrella organisation, encompassing

  a couple of hundred thousand members, the liberal Jew Hugo Preuss’s role in drafting the constitution was another link in an alleged chain of nefarious Jewish activities. This commenced with Social

  Democratic Party success in the ‘Jewish elections’ of 1912, then the ‘Jewish war’ and ‘Jewish revolution’, and on to the ‘Jewish victory’ and ‘Jewish Republic’. The Versailles peace conference

  brought further refinement to this self-reinforcing paranoid fiction, with the German bankers Melchior and Warburg allegedly conniving with their New York relatives.46




  At Versailles in May 1919, the German delegation to the peace negotiations was shocked to discover that President Wilson’s principles of self-determination excluded their country. Under the

  first terms offered, which were bolstered with Allied ultimata, Germany lost all her overseas colonies and the territories claimed by her neighbours; union between Germany and Austria was

  forbidden; limitations were imposed on the size and nature of her armed forces, and officer cadet academies, the General Staff, tanks and the incipient air force were abolished. There were to be

  reparations, as yet unspecified, by way of atonement for allegedly causing the war, as reflected in Article 231 ascribing sole ‘war guilt’ to Germany. Military manpower shrank from 800,000 in April

  1919 to 100,000 in January 1921, while 30,000 of the 34,000 officers corps were discharged.47 If the military restrictions struck at a primary symbol

  of national prowess, and at the caste personifying it, the ‘war guilt’ clause and demands that Germany surrender her alleged war criminals seemed unjust and vindictive. The Allied commissions that

  would monitor both disarmament and reparations payments seemed like a semi-permanent impairment of sovereignty. The latter is a touchy issue now wherever similar arrangements are imposed, and it

  was a sensitive issue then, especially since Germany had been defeated without a single Allied soldier entering her own territory. German attempts to divide the Allies with counter-proposals and

  threats of non-compliance only reinforced Allied unity and raised the prospect of further military incursions beyond the bridgeheads and demilitarised zones called for in the treaty. The only minor

  Allied concession to German sensibilities was the decision to grant a plebiscite to determine the future of Upper Silesia, a vote whose result the Poles tried to overturn by force.48




  Virtually all sectors of German opinion angrily denounced the Allied peace terms, which differed so radically from expectations built on Wilsonian idealism. German

  socialists, such as Eduard Bernstein or Kurt Eisner, who tried to spill the beans on the empire’s pre-war diplomatic machinations were a tiny minority. Interned in his bugged hotel room, the German

  Versailles conference delegation leader Foreign Minister Brockdorff-Rantzau played to the domestic gallery, laying his black gloves on his copy of the treaty, and treating his Allied interlocutors

  to a speech, by turns plangent and strident, while maladroitly remaining seated. His audience was not impressed. The German government’s response to the treaty was equally emotive, with Chancellor

  Scheidemann remarking, ‘What hand would not wither that binds itself and us in these fetters?’ A nation in chains became the convenient metaphor, and Germany’s losses were dramatically illustrated

  in countless maps and graphics, with once historic regions brutally wrenched away by foreign powers. The Versailles treaty appeared to be the triumph of an Allied conspiracy to enmesh Germany in a

  network of restrictions and obligations in perpetuity, for the reparations burden was left ominously open-ended. This perception discredited the international institutions and idealistic values of

  the post-war era, as did the United States Senate’s refusal to ratify the treaties or to endorse the League of Nations. Rightist German intellectuals pooh-poohed international law, morality and

  talk of universal peace, preferring instead doctrines based on the inevitability of conflict among different peoples and races.49




  Nationality issues were especially likely to be coloured by a sense of historic grievance, even when the peacemakers endeavoured to protect minority rights. In an ethnically complicated

  post-imperial eastern Europe, efforts to impose a framework of nation states on formerly multi-national empires were bound to lead to injustices for various minorities, including the Germans

  themselves, yet these problems were ultimately regarded as secondary to France’s search for stable allies to replace Tsarist Russia and Poland’s two-hundred-year-old quest for independent

  statehood. Minority ethnic German exclaves in various newly founded eastern European countries were subjected to acts of local chauvinism; Germany made corresponding cultural and economic efforts

  to keep ethnic Germans where they were.




  No German minority in a given territory meant no German territorial claim on it, a strategy realised far more radically in the same region after 1945.50 As the Balkan joke had it, ‘why should I be a national minority in your state, when you can be one in mine?’ Thus around 13 per cent of the

  German population was now marooned beyond the borders of the former German Reich, and they were sometimes treated in a discriminatory and offensive manner. Ethnic Germans under the thumb of French

  authorities in Alsace-Lorraine and the Rhineland or Polish troops in West Prussia and Silesia contributed to the emotional intensification of völkisch thinking, providing

  examples of persecution and suffering, and fuelling the belief that all Germans would be better off within an ethnically exclusive ‘national community’.




  However reasonable the Allied case for Germany’s obligation to provide restitution for material damage and loss of shipping, and to pay pensions for veterans, widows and orphans, the political

  message seemed to be that the Versailles treaty was prolonging the war by economic means. For, beyond a desire to neutralise Germany’s military might, there seemed to be an intention to disable

  permanently the economic power underpinning it, regardless of transformed domestic political circumstances, and despite the deleterious economic and psychological consequences for the stability of

  the Weimar Republic. All these fears, some of them justified, coupled with the Allies’ latent threat of armed intervention to enforce the treaty’s terms, contributed to the view that Germany after

  1918 was engaged in a sort of cold war.51




  Superficially speaking, Versailles created unanimity among Germans. But this overworked paradox was more apparent than real. Moderate opponents of the treaty opted for negotiation to obtain

  revised terms, the line pursued ineptly or shrewdly by successive Weimar chancellors and their foreign ministers from Joseph Wirth via Gustav Stresemann to Heinrich Brüning, but diehard

  opponents of the Republic convinced themselves that the ‘November criminals’, as they dubbed the republicans who had toppled the Kaiser and surrendered to the Allies, were responsible for Germany’s

  defeat and this shamefully onerous peace treaty. Once people had worked themselves into a lather, reality counted for nothing. No matter how ingeniously a great statesman such as Stresemann

  employed reconciliation and an ideology of Europeanism to dismantle the Versailles framework, he could never satisfy appetites whetted since the 1880s by visions of Germany’s obtaining both a

  continental and an overseas empire at one fell swoop, which would redress the grievance Germany felt towards more established colonial powers. The Republic’s foreign policy inevitably fell

  short of such insatiable expectations, as had also happened during the Wilhelmine empire, whose foreign policy had never been quite strident enough for sections of

  nationalist opinion.




  The German cabinet divided over whether to accept or reject the Allied terms, but it eventually complied. Parliament reluctantly authorised compliance with the treaty, and it was signed on 28

  June at Versailles. Germany’s Protestant Churches declared a day of national mourning.52 The treaty was the complex product of such Allied

  considerations as human and material losses; mutual war debts; minority and nationalist lobbying; and public opinion in Allied countries, and legitimate national security concerns of the ‘once

  bitten, twice shy’ variety. Again, as with the Weimar constitution, we should not make automatic connections between the peace settlement and the rise of Nazism over a decade later. Versailles did

  not irrevocably diminish Germany’s long-term existence as a great power, and its terms bore scant resemblance to the sort of vindictive ones imposed by imperial Germany herself in 1918 on Russia’s

  new Bolshevik government in the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. As the Belgian Foreign Minister commented, after an intemperate performance by the right-wing liberal German industrialist Hugo Stinnes at

  the Spa reparations deliberations: ‘What would have become of us if such a man had had the chance to emerge as the victor?’53 If one was to go by

  the terms of Brest-Litovsk, Germany’s defeated opponents would have had to forfeit 90 per cent of their coal capacity and 50 per cent of their industry. Nor did the Versailles terms concerning

  Germany compare unfavourably with those imposed under separate treaties on Austria, Hungary or Turkey, with Hungary losing 70, as opposed to Germany’s forfeiture of 13 per cent, of her pre-war

  territory. But the comparative perspective was closed to a people focused on their own misery, and so was any rational cost-benefit appraisal of Germany’s forfeiting of economically backward

  eastern agricultural areas, however beguiling (for some) the heavily subsidised aristocratic lifestyle that once thrived there.




  Rejection of the Versailles treaty was common across the Weimar political spectrum, including the Communists, who regarded it as part of a wider intra-imperialist plot. There was no distinctive

  political advantage in opposing it. Many of the most transparently coercive features of the settlement – such as military inspectorates, occupied zones and reparations – had largely

  unravelled before Nazism became a mass political movement, in a Europe which was by no means universally unsympathetic to Germany’s legitimate grievances.




  However, the widely acknowledged iniquities of the Versailles treaty were elided by many right-wing Germans with a broader charge of treason against the alleged

  ‘November criminals’, which was both inaccurate and preposterous. Ad hominem libels and political terrorism which supported and furthered these false accusations were avowedly intended to

  undermine the newly democratic order. This order was also traduced by the intellectual right as an alien, mechanical, Westernised import, an aberration from Germany’s allegedly authoritarian

  national tradition which had recently transformed myriad sleepy principalities into a great European power. This line simply ignored the vibrant party political culture that had marked the

  Wilhelmine empire. The fictive ‘civic truce’, which some Germans claimed had characterised German society during the war, mutated into an imagined ‘national community’ transcending class conflict,

  where obligation and order superseded Western liberal notions of individual rights. Of course, in other parts of German life, among Catholics and socialists, there were alternative versions of

  ‘national community’ – based on Christian principles, loyalty to the Republic and a desire for social justice – which deserve not to be overlooked. But the unreconciled right was more

  interested in going forward boldly into the future in search of an imaginary past. Accuracy, fair play and respect for either persons or institutions were not high priorities in its enraged milieu,

  and their chorus was joined, from the far left, by venomous assaults against the alleged betrayers of the socialist revolution and snide demimondiste attacks on putative German national

  characteristics which irritated plain provincial people. The so-called intelligentsia which took this line scorned the dull and worthy politicians of the day, and they mocked the armed forces and

  their fellow countrymen in general, whose stolid values and virtues they despised, just as their right-wing counterparts fulminated against ‘the masses’ and Germany’s new inorganic Weimar political

  ‘system’, a word well chosen for insinuating something inauthentically alien and mechanical.54




  Republican leaders had to resort to the courts to defend themselves against defamatory allegations. In 1920, Matthias Erzberger sued the conservative Karl Helfferich, who had made serious

  allegations against him. As a signatory to the armistice, and author of major tax reforms which disfavoured the rich, Erzberger was especially hated on the right. The legal action turned out badly

  for him: though awarded derisory damages of 300 Marks, he was revealed in court to have practised tax avoidance himself, and to have made money from knowledge gained

  while in government. Similarly, President Ebert had to bring some 170 libel actions against right-wing journalists who impugned his conduct during a wartime strike by munitions workers. Although a

  Magdeburg court acknowledged that Ebert had joined the strike leadership with the intention of drawing off its radicalism, it nonetheless implicitly endorsed the charges of treason. By delaying an

  urgent appendectomy, the trial contributed to the death of the fifty-four-year-old President.55




  By contrast, considerable latitude was afforded Field Marshal Hindenburg when he condescended to appear before a parliamentary committee investigating the causes of Germany’s military collapse

  in 1918. This was the first time that the new republican democratic Germany confronted a senior representative of the old imperial order. The results were like trying to get answers from a stone

  wall. Hindenburg read from a prepared statement whose final flourish was a reference to the opinion of ‘an English general’ to the effect that ‘the German army was stabbed in the back’. This was a

  subtle reworking of the incredulous response of a British officer to claims made by Ludendorff: ‘You mean you were stabbed in the back?’56 But

  high-level denial of responsibility for Germany’s military defeat went far beyond her wartime generals. Ebert himself had joined in the denials when he ostentatiously greeted Germany’s returning

  ‘undefeated’ demobilised soldiery. Apart from this ‘stab in the back’ legend, whose reality had been a ‘stab in the front’, a further explanation for imperial Germany’s defeat was the alleged

  superiority of the British press, notably those newspapers owned by Lord Northcliffe, whose ‘horror propaganda’ had demonised the ‘Huns’. The guileless German Siegfried, a favourite personification

  of the German nation, had not gone down in a fair fight, but rather to the black arts of the Daily Mail.57




  Allied restrictions on the size of Germany’s post-war armed forces had consequences for the Free Corps, whose operations in the Baltic and Poland were abruptly terminated. While a few units were

  incorporated within the new army, the Reichswehr, or into state police forces, others dissolved into a host of ‘athletic societies’, ‘circuses’, ‘detective agencies’, ‘haulage companies’ and

  ‘labour gangs’ on large estates, taking their ‘machine tools’ with them to use against aggrieved agricultural labourers or distinguished Weimar politicians. An anti-Weimar assault took the form of

  political exploitation of mass distress, a putsch and a campaign of assassination.58




  Disgruntled Free Corps leaders provided the force behind a putsch in March 1920. Their backers included regular army officers, often noblemen, and

  the conservative bourgeoisie from the countryside east of the Elbe. Their leaders included Ludendorff and Wolfgang Kapp, both formerly involved in the Fatherland Party, founded in 1917 to mobilise

  support for extravagant war aims. The putschists’ brief occupation of Berlin’s government quarter was facilitated by malevolent neutrality within the regular army. Guardianship of the abstract

  state which the Reichswehr thought it embodied did not extend to defence of its legitimate republican government. The various elements of the so-called Kapp-Luttwitz putsch did not gel. Kapp was

  yesterday’s man, reluctant to follow the Free Corps creed that ‘Everything would still have been all right if we had shot more people’. The local Home Guards, though hostile to the Republic, were

  impressed neither by Kapp’s desire to restore the old order nor by Free Corps nihilism. Several leading industrialists, such as Carl Duisberg, were distinctly cool towards the impetuosity of what

  they dubbed the ‘military party’.




  The putsch collapsed amid a massive general strike called by the government before it fled to Dresden, but which was masterminded by the socialist trade unions. Since there was full employment,

  the strike had its optimum effect. Moreover, Social Democrats, Catholics and Communists co-operated, though the latter initially opposed the strike, refusing as they put it ‘to lift a finger for

  the democratic republic’. Ironically, although the putsch was an ignominious failure, forces were unleashed to oppose it which were hard to contain. The unions began to dictate their own terms to

  the government, including the composition of the cabinet, while a fifty-thousand-strong Red Army roamed the Ruhr. Government attempts to disarm this force through negotiation came to nothing, and

  in the resulting clashes with the army about a thousand of the rebels were killed.59 It was indicative of the times that when twenty students from

  Marburg University escorted fifteen ‘Spartacist’ captives from a village to Gotha, they shot them all somewhere along a railway line.60




  Although the Republic survived the Kapp putsch, at elections in June 1920 the electorate decisively rejected the parties of the original Weimar coalition. The Majority Social Democrats and

  left-liberal DDP lost respectively half and three-fifths of their previous support, while support for liberal conservatives and conservative nationalists and for the radical Independent Socialists

  swelled. In other words, the middle classes moved more to the right, while some of the working class moved further left.




  After the failure of the 1920 putsch, the right adopted other tactics and mutated in complex ways. Bavaria became the ‘cell of order’, the term the right used to

  describe local indulgence towards antidemocratic subversion. In March, a conservative regime led by Gustav Ritter von Kahr took over in Bavaria, whose combined particularist sensitivities and

  right-wing sympathies enabled the extreme right to flourish there. Bavarian rightists took the lead in forming the Escherich Organisation, or ‘Orgesch’, which combined the vociferous pursuit of

  middle-class interests with preparations for a military takeover. Its leaders envisaged apocalyptic scenarios, in which strikes by producers and professionals would provoke a predictable ‘Red’

  response that the counter-revolutionary right and the Reichswehr could use to crush the left in general. As it happened some on the left thought along similar lines, for sometimes the extremes were

  involved in a pas de deux in which each depended on the provocations and responses of the other. In 1920, the Independent Social Democrats split, with about 350,000 of their members joining

  the Communists, who became a mass party for the first time. The old Communist leadership was purged, in favour of those whose task was to take the heat off the Soviet Union by fomenting trouble in

  Germany. In other words, the Communists were a tool of an alien power. Specifically they sought to provoke the Escherich Organisation into action, although the latter needed little encouragement.

  In March 1921, Communist agents, including Béla Kun, and domestic desperadoes were responsible for wildcat strikes, bank robberies and acts of terrorism. Government forces had little

  difficulty in suppressing these externally directed activities.




  Shadowy right-wing groups, such as the Organisation Consul, waged a campaign of assassination and terror. Terrorists masquerading as patriots killed Erzberger and threw prussic acid into former

  Chancellor Philipp Scheidemann’s face in 1921; and the following year shot Foreign Minister Walter Rathenau while he was en route to his office. This last murder was probably designed to

  provoke a left-wing uprising, which conservative forces could then crush with impunity. The right-wing press crowed that these men had got their just deserts. Those who had coined such rhymes as

  ‘Kill off Walter Rathenau, The goddamned Jewish sow’ had their hopes realised.61 These were the most notorious examples of more than 350 political

  murders committed by rightist terrorists during the Weimar years.62 Although the assassins routinely fled, sometimes aided by the police, or were

  treated with understanding by anti-republican judges, the government passed a law in July 1922 for the Protection of the Republic, in order to placate public outrage,

  which was taking the form of mass demonstrations, in which millions of people participated to reach out, in death at least, to the dead Foreign Minister, the first German Jew to hold such an

  office. Bavarian particularism stymied republican attempts to counter right-wing extremism in a state which was especially prone to it.




  Allied reparations demands occasioned Weimar Germany’s next bout of crises. In April 1921 an Allied commission presented the bill. It totalled 132 billion gold Marks or about US$30 billion. This

  was the scaled-down figure, for only British and American pressure had stymied France’s demands for 269 billion Marks. Chancellor Joseph Wirth opted for tactical compliance, if only to demonstrate

  Germany’s incapacity to pay. For the Allies, having imposed reparations on Germany, unhelpfully passed the business of deciding how to raise the money on to the Germans themselves to avoid the

  costs of military occupation. France threatened to extend the occupation, but this was a bluff waiting to be called, especially since such influential Englishmen as the economist John Maynard

  Keynes were by no means unsympathetic to equally weighty German descriptions of Germany’s alleged plight.63




  The payment arrangements meant that reparations to the Allies had to compete with the German government’s desire to purchase social peace by postponing the stabilisation of the economy, at a

  time when the Allies were experiencing deflation and high unemployment. The Allies suspected that Germany was exploiting her currency depreciation to minimise her obligations, and to dump export

  goods, and these suspicions were compounded by the erratic impression left by the 1922 Rapallo agreement between Germany and the Soviet pariah, which in Western eyes threatened to squeeze Poland,

  France’s ‘gendarme on the Vistula’, between an East-West vice.




  When over Christmas and New Year 1922–3 Germany twice defaulted on her reparations obligations, seventy thousand French and Belgian troops occupied the Ruhr, ostensibly to protect

  engineers seizing telegraph poles and timber, but really to secure the economic edge that France and Belgium had failed to acquire under the Versailles treaty. The new centre-right cabinet of the

  Hamburg businessman Wilhelm Cuno, whom Ebert had appointed to make an impression of seriousness on the Allies, ironically endorsed a campaign of passive resistance among the Ruhr’s inhabitants,

  having undertaken no advanced planning or stockpiling for this eventuality. Passive resistance in the Ruhr led to the French authorities expelling or imprisoning

  recalcitrants. To be precise, about 46,200 civil servants, railwaymen and police were directly affected, together with a hundred thousand of their relatives. Sporadic sabotage and low-level acts of

  terrorism, which according to some exponents were explicitly modelled on the corrosive acts of Irish Republican terrorism against the British, were countered robustly with shootings, hostage-taking

  and collective fines. Having already blotted their copybooks by knocking German civilians off the pavements, the occupying forces compounded their errors by aggressive house searches, and identity

  checks, and summary executions. Courts martial created nationalist martyrs, notoriously Albert Leo Schlageter, who was shot in 1923 by the French occupation authorities.




  Exhibiting their usual amoral opportunism, the Communists adopted Schlageter as a hero, with Karl Radek of the Moscow Comintern eulogising the fallen ‘fascist’ as a martyr. Ruth Fischer, who was

  half Jewish, dabbled in antisemitism – ‘Whoever cries out against Jewish capitalists is already a class warrior, even when he does not know it. . . . Kick down the Jewish capitalists, hang

  them from the lampposts, and stamp upon them’ – in a cynical attempt to woo nationalist and völkisch support.64 Other

  solidarities were as surprising. Social Democrat workers rallied around their ‘national comrade’, the industrialist Fritz Thyssen, when he and various mine owners were tried by a French military

  court for refusing reparation deliveries of coal. Joint employer-union committees distributed payments to the strikers, and Heinrich Brüning, by now a leading light of the Christian trades

  union movement, was one of those who brought them suitcases filled with illicit cash. Ironically, the one party not to partake in this national mood of resistance was the ultra-patriotic Nazis, who

  enjoined Germans not to let themselves be distracted by France, but to concentrate on toppling their own ‘November criminals’.




  The economic consequences of the Allies’ occupation of the Ruhr in 1923 were catastrophic. The German government used deficit spending to subsidise workers summarily dismissed from their posts

  while purchasing coal from Britain. The cessation of deliveries of raw materials from the Ruhr resulted in waves of cutbacks in production and layoffs elsewhere. Unemployment rose from 2 to 23 per

  cent. Tax revenue declined to the point where by October 1923 it covered a mere 1 per cent of total government expenditure. The volume of money circulating in Germany

  grew astronomically, by the autumn flowing in improbable denominations from nearly two thousand presses operating around the clock. A banknote-printers’ bill appeared as 32776899763734490417 Marks

  and 5 pfennige in Reichsbank accounts. Banks had to hire more clerical workers to calculate these lengthening digits. Production slowed as workers trundled carts laden with a day’s pay to the

  banks, and shops shut as the owners ceased to be able to purchase new stock with yesterday’s takings. In a chapter entitled ‘The Death of Money’, Konrad Heiden tells the following story:




  A man who thought he had a small fortune in the bank might receive a letter from the directors: ‘The bank deeply regrets that it can no longer administer your deposit of

  sixty-eight thousand marks, since the costs are out of all proportion to the capital. We are therefore taking the liberty of returning your capital. Since we have no bank-notes in small enough

  denominations at our disposal, we have rounded out the sum to one million marks. Enclosure: one 1,000,000-mark bill’. A cancelled stamp for five million marks adorned the envelope.




  A barter economy developed and the prudent middle classes began selling their most cherished possessions, although there were only so many Steinway pianos a peasant house could

  accommodate. Books were devoted to the moral inversions inflation caused.65




  The perception grew that, as in wartime, the scum rose to the top. Decent hardworking people thought they were being exploited by amoral spivs, flashing their ill-gotten gains in nightclubs and

  restaurants, while doctors, lawyers and students had to resort to manual labour or soup kitchens. There was an unappetising type abroad in the land:




  Connoisseurs of the time should wander one evening through the parlours and fancy eating establishments – everywhere, in every lousy corner you will smack up against the

  same plump face of the potbellied profiteers of war and peace.




  According to the author of this essay, entitled ‘Berlin is becoming a whore’, the hundred thousand prostitutes who allegedly serviced Berlin were no longer servants who had

  been dismissed after an upstairs-downstairs liaison, but nice middle-class girls:




  A university professor earns less than a streetcar conductor, but the scholar’s daughter was used to wearing silk stockings. It is no accident that

  the nude dancer Celly de Rheidt is the wife of a former Prussian officer. Thousands of bourgeois families are now being forced, if they want to live uprightly on their budget, to leave their six

  room apartments and adopt a vegetarian diet. This impoverishment of the bourgeoisie is necessarily bound up with women accustomed to luxury turning into whores. . . . The impoverished noblewoman

  becomes a bar maid; the discharged naval officer makes films; the daughter of the provincial judge cannot expect her father to make her a present of her winter clothes.66




  Differentials between earnings were erased, leading to an acute sense of social declassification, which was soon epitomised by a middle-class Militant League of Beggars. People suffering from

  clinical malnutrition, and unable to afford adequate food or medicine, were susceptible to tuberculosis or rickets. Although the ‘Mark is a Mark’ policy was endorsed by the courts and enabled

  farmers and mortgagees to pay off their creditors, pensioners, savers and elderly people living off modest rental incomes were plunged into poverty and insecurity. Sometimes their only escape from

  indignity was through suicide.67




  The German government’s policy of resistance to French authority in the Ruhr, which prevented France from gaining a permanent foothold there, was abandoned in late September 1923. Gustav

  Stresemann, the right-liberal German People’s Party leader, became the new Chancellor of a ‘Grand Coalition’ that included his own party as well as the SPD. These arrangements were facilitated by

  the desire of both left and right to blame each other for having to call off the policy of passive resistance to French occupation. On the extreme right, this abandonment of the Ruhr struggle

  compounded the republicans’ founding treason of November 1918.68 Stresemann was only chancellor for a hundred days, but he acted as Foreign

  Minister down to his death in October 1929. He was an extraordinary statesman who transcended his youthful belligerent reputation as ‘Ludendorff’s young man’, and whose statements of ‘prudential

  loyalty’ to the Republic and desire for an international fresh start were wholly sincere.




  During October and November 1923 Stresemann overcame both extremist and separatist threats to the government. However, some extremists were within the forces of law and order themselves. Since

  the autumn the Reichswehr commander General Seeckt, the Pan-German leader Heinrich Class and right-wing industrialists within Stresemann’s own party had calculated that a Communist uprising

  would enable them to mobilise the entire right behind a dictatorial ‘Directory’, which after being legally installed in power by the President would crush the Communists,

  suspend parliamentary democracy and abolish the earlier concessions to organised labour.




  By way of preparation, the army intensified its links with frontier protection units and with the illegal or ‘Black’ Reichswehr, which comprised clandestine paramilitaries that had been

  established with its connivance to circumvent Allied restrictions on German military might. Some of these units stationed near Berlin were not prepared to wait on Seeckt, and they precipitately

  launched a putsch he disfavoured, for he was notorious as a man who would advance to the Rubicon to fish in rather than cross. They were disarmed by regular army troops acting under Seeckt’s

  orders. Meanwhile, the Communists essayed their next attempted overthrow of the ‘bourgeois’ Republic.69




  In October 1923, Communists entered coalition governments with the Social Democrats in Saxony and Thuringia. Various provocative policies ensued, as well as the formation of armed Proletarian

  Hundreds to carry out a ‘German October’, a development actively solicited and supported by the Comintern in Moscow, as part of its strategy of stabilising the Bolshevik regime at the expense of

  stability in Germany.70 Vicious mobs extracted food from recalcitrant farmers, or assaulted employers and draped red flags and placards around

  their necks in public degradation sessions reminiscent of what Nazis would later do to Jewish people, although this similarity is seldom remarked on.71 The government proclaimed an emergency and used regular army troops to disarm the Communists; the only sign of a ‘German October’ occurred in Hamburg, where thirteen

  hundred Communists besieged the police stations. Although this rising was crushed, the activities of the former pugilist Ernst Thälmann, in the Barmbeck district, only helped his ascendancy

  within the Party later in the 1920s, when veterans of this rising, who fled to the Soviet Union, returned to Germany to organise Communist subversion. Whereas the Reichswehr acted swiftly to crush

  the Communists in central Germany, they were conspicuously indulgent to right-wing plots afoot in Bavaria, so much so that on 3 November 1923 the Social Democrats left the national government,

  remaining aloof for the next four and a half years. Of course, they shared some of the responsibility too for the coalition arrangements with the Communists in Saxony and Thuringia, which had acted

  as a red rag to an already enraged extreme-right bull. It was also an unrealistic strategy, since it was commonly known that deals with Communists were akin to the

  relationship of a rope to a hanged man.72




  Communist conspiracies provided a welcome pretext for Bavarian paramilitaries to mass on the state’s northern borders, the goal being an Italian-style ‘March on Berlin’. The idea of using

  Bavaria as a launch pad for a strike against the Berlin government was common to both Kahr and the völkisch right wing under Ludendorff – for the general had become a

  politician – and his younger sidekick, a former Bavarian army corporal, Adolf Hitler, an odyssey we will discuss presently. But, once the army had crushed the left in Saxony and Thuringia,

  the mainstream Bavarian right hesitated. Kahr, despite having offended Seeckt by protecting General Lossow, the Reichswehr commander in Bavaria, when Lossow refused to close down the Munich

  newspaper the Völkischer Beobachter after it attacked the Reichswehr leader, was unwilling to move on Berlin without Seeckt’s own involvement, and his involvement was conditional upon

  Kahr’s distancing himself from the putschism of Ludendorff and Hitler. Seeckt explained the army’s dilemma to Kahr without concealing his antagonism to the Republic:




  The Reichswehr must not be brought into a position in which it has to fight, for a government which is alien to it, against people who have the same convictions as the army.

  On the other hand, it cannot permit irresponsible and unauthorized circles to try and bring about a change by force. If the army has to defend the authority of the state on two fronts it will break

  up. Then we have played the game of France and have offered the last chance of success to Muscovite Communism.73




  Kahr, Lossow and Bavaria’s state police chief, Seisser, awaited events in the north. Hitler, sensing a conservative sell-out and fearful of losing the support he had garnered from an uneasy

  coalition of völkisch paramilitaries, hijacked a Kahr-Lossow meeting in the Bürger-braukeller, and proclaimed a ‘national völkisch revolution’. The whole

  performance reminded one eyewitness of ‘Mexico’ or ‘Latin America’. Having been railroaded into supporting Hitler’s precipitate bid for power, Kahr, Lossow and Seisser abandoned ship at the first

  opportunity. On 9 November 1923, Hitler and Ludendorff led a march of about two thousand extremists through Munich, which was dispersed near the Feldherrnhalle by a few salvoes from the Bavarian

  state police. A lightly wounded Hitler slunk away, although the events of that day would become part of Nazi mythology, for the confrontation provided the Party’s earliest, and hence most holy,

  martyrs.




  This tawdry episode spelled the end of paramilitary putsches against the Weimar Republic. When the extreme right made its next bid for power, it would use much more

  insidious methods, namely a combination of the ballot box and street violence. But, for the time being, rampant inflation was checked by issuance of a new Reichsmark, backed with gold to a minimum

  of 40 per cent, which was exchanged for bundles of worthless paper. Under the 1924 Dawes Plan, the emotive reparations issue was transformed into a technical problem involving international experts

  concerned with the wider stabilisation of European capitalism. Elections in Britain and France in 1923–4 brought to power governments which were not so overtly ill-disposed towards Germany as

  their predecessors. The United States of America’s positive involvement on the continent of Europe was also crucial. A loan of 800 million gold Marks promoted confidence in the new currency, and

  acted as a priming aid for a regularised schedule of payments on the reparations. Since these stretched into the infinity of the late 1980s, and involved foreign control of Germany’s railways and

  central bank, they did not allay nationalist resentments, any more than currency stabilisation placated the struggling middle classes, or the industrial working class, which had also suffered

  grievously through inflation. But the Republic appeared to have weathered its greatest hour of crisis.




  There was even a lucky break to the East, although that was soon not so evident to the Russian people: Stalin’s ascendancy within the troika which dominated the Soviet Communist Party after the

  death of Lenin. One consequence of Stalin’s hatred of Trotsky was that the latter’s insistence on endemic world revolution was replaced by the doctrine of building ‘socialism in one country’ and

  coexistence with the ‘imperialist’ states. Since the German Communists were little more than tools of the Comintern and Soviet foreign policy, this meant that there were to be no more ‘German

  Octobers’.74




  




    

  




  THE POLITICAL PARTIES AND WEIMAR SOCIETY




  It takes an effort of the imagination, in a contemporary developed world where liberal democracy and free- or social-market capitalism appear to have seen off most

  alternatives, to envisage a time when liberalism was regarded as a waning force, rapidly being superseded by authoritarianism, Communism, fascism and Nazism – the alleged forces of the

  future. Liberal democracy was in danger of becoming an extinct species in inter-war Europe, where by 1939 undemocratic regimes already outnumbered constitutional democracies by sixteen to twelve.

  Before turning to the rise of the Nazis, it may be helpful to say a little about politics in the Weimar Republic in general.75




  By pre-1914 or post-1945 German standards, Weimar politics were highly unstable, although some nations have experienced comparable political instability without degenerating into totalitarian

  dictatorship. But instability combined with chronic economic problems was liable to engender a sense of despair and hopelessness, though there was no simple correlation between acute economic

  distress and extremist politics. Some background factors were beyond human agency. Although the war and a massive influenza epidemic in 1918 – which killed more Europeans than had died in the

  war – meant that the German population had contracted, a pre-war population increase still surged on to the labour market in the 1920s, so that by 1925 there were five million more workers

  than jobs available. This trend decelerated only in 1931–2.76 The surplus of workers was matched by the loss of jobs, for competition

  with the United States, and an obsession with technology and scale, encouraged machine-driven rationalisation in certain industries such as coalmining and automobile production. Assembly lines and

  coal-cutting machines may have resulted in dramatic productivity gains, but they also entailed structural unemployment and the latent threat of over-production. Because of simultaneous inflation,

  there was an understandable disinclination to save, and the corollary was an inordinate reliance on foreign sources of investment capital. Foreign loans and reparations

  arrangements also reduced government’s room for manoeuvre, as did the political decision to subsidise such constituencies as the civil service, the industrial working class and the farmers through

  social policies, wage rises and protective agricultural tariffs. Two of these policies were incompatible.77




  Between 1919 and 1933 there were twenty governments in Germany, the most durable of which, Hermann Midler’s ‘Great Coalition’ (1928–30), lasted only twenty-one months, an improvement on

  the twelve-week lifespan of his 1920 cabinet. Only two parliaments survived the full five-year cycle, with two years being a good stretch and many lasting a few months. This chronic political

  instability, in economically good times and bad, diminished respect for parliament and politicians, in a society where neither was axiomatic. What was true of national politics was not always true

  of politics in the federal states, where contentious foreign policy issues did not poison politics. The largest state, Prussia, had a coalition government led by Social Democrats throughout almost

  the entire Weimar period. The difficulty with the federal arrangement included certain duplications of functions, and institutionalised wrangling about respective state and national competences.

  Criticism of professional politicians who had largely replaced gentlemen amateurs took several forms.78




  The periods of horse-trading that preceded the formation of Weimar’s many coalition cabinets were inherently unedifying, leaving outsiders in the dark regarding what deals had been struck and

  what principles sacrified. Sometimes no deals were struck at all, often because of the ideological obtuseness of the participants. On two occasions, the President turned to prominent businessmen,

  who formed governments of ‘apolitical’ experts. Even when a coalition had been formed it was not guaranteed support from the parliamentary caucuses of its partner parties, some of which behaved

  like anarchist collectives, although a few called this democracy. For example, forty-five Social Democrats in the Assembly refused to approve Stresemann’s first cabinet, including four of their own

  cabinet representatives, while their presence in turn led twenty-two of Stresemann’s right liberals to join them in the ‘no’ lobby. Several coalitions ran aground over difficult policy decisions

  concerning, for example, the distribution of the domestic burden of external obligations or military versus social expenditures, decisions that touched neuralgic points of basic principle. In 1927

  thirty-eight members of the conservative German Nationalist People’s Party or DNVP mutinied when their cabinet representatives approved renewal of the 1922 Law for the

  Protection of the Republic, because it included prolongation of their beloved Kaiser’s exile.79




  Similarly, in 1928 the rump SPD voted against naval appropriations that the Müller cabinet had reluctantly approved, forcing the Chancellor and other SPD cabinet members to veto their own

  policy. Ideological rigidity, and hence the non-viability of certain coalition permutations, was also partly dictated by the imperative of party cohesion. Since the political parties all contained

  centrifugal forces, they risked losing supporters to other parties if they made too many compromises. Apart from the toing and froing on the left, with the Independent socialists either joining the

  Communists in 1920 or returning to the Social Democratic Party fold two years later, the conservative and particularist Bavarian wing of the Catholic Centre Party became completely autonomous;

  while some left-wing Catholics broke away in 1920 to form a Christian-Social Reich Party. There were successive secessions from the conservative nationalist DNVP. In 1922, three antisemitic

  deputies left to join a splinter group of the Nazi Party.80 Two sets of moderates left the Party too: Siegfried von Kardorff defected to the

  liberal DVP, and later Walter Lambach formed a People’s Conservative Association. The disturbing influence of the media mogul Alfred Hugenberg upon conservative politics in the late 1920s led to an

  exodus of moderates, including the Party chairman Westarp.81 A belated bid by the left liberals to become a broad-based ‘bourgeois’ party also

  proved catastrophic. In 1930 the DDP leader Erich Koch-Weser announced the formation of a new German State Party, which was closely linked to the right-wing Young German Order. Apart from the

  latter’s explicit antisemitism, which was hardly likely to reassure Jewish voters, it was ominous that these revamped moderate liberals decided to drop the term ‘democratic’ from their new name.

  The liberal left of the Democratic Party promptly defected to the Social Democrats. Politics was not quite so dismal as this suggests, for there were countervailing tendencies for socially minded

  Catholic politicians to co-operate with both moderate socialists and conservatives, or at least to practise passive toleration.




  Germany’s politicians were perceived as a distinctive class, with group characteristics which transcended their ostensible party allegiances. In truth, parliamentary delegates worked very long

  hours, mostly in committees, and apparently had a craze for liquid yoghurt rather than cognac. However, the public perception was that they were bons vivants, returning to the Reichstag from

  Berlin’s bars and restaurants only to wheel and deal or conduct intemperate exchanges involving Communists tooting the ‘Internationale’ on toy trumpets while conservative

  nationalists sang the national anthemn. In state parliaments, Communist deputies donned red gloves for the obligatory handshakes with their opponents after the swearing-in ceremonies, or, worse,

  brought along tin bowls so that they could literally wash off any ideological contamination. Of course, this sort of ostentatious silliness has its counterparts in some contemporary democracies.

  Contempt for politicians as a class was compounded by the widespread view that political parties divided Germany into artificial confessional, ideological or socio-economic camps, within the

  context of a republic that many Germans regarded as akin to a foreign occupying power. This made the attractions of an imagined pre-political yesteryear – of which the wartime ‘civic truce’

  became the idealised template – all the greater, and increased the temptations of any political party that promised both consensual transcendence and national deliverance, especially when

  that party denied being a conventional political party at all. The Nazi ‘movement’ mastered that particular sleight of hand to perfection.




  Much of the foregoing is unexceptional in many modern democracies, and hardly unique to the Weimar Republic. Many historians try to explain Weimar’s endemic political instability by pointing to

  the legacy of Germany’s imperial past, when relatively powerless political parties struck largely negative ideological postures, a habit they found hard to overcome when they were given real

  political responsibility. More cogently, one might argue that, once the smoke-and-mirrors illusions of the empire had vanished, Germans were left with nothing but the spectacle of competing special

  interests, which the Republic’s threadbare symbolism poorly concealed. This view was current at the time, among such right-wing constitutional theorists as Carl Schmitt, who wished to reassert the

  primacy of the state over mere society. Other scholars focus on the demagogic populism of such extra-parliamentary nationalist associations as the Navy League or the Pan-German League of the

  Wilhelmine period as a harbinger of extreme fascist potential, although these seem fuddy-duddy affairs compared with the more plebeian, intemperate and violent National Socialists. Members of the

  Navy League did not physically attack socialists or Jews.




  Some vital moral threshold was crossed during the war, transforming the conduct of German politics; this was certainly the case in other European countries where

  political violence also became endemic. Support for terrorist violence did not magically abate before the august portals of Weimar’s parliament. Apart from the Communists and Nazis, whose belief in

  violence as a form of purification was explicit, the conservative nationalists were accused by a leading Social Democrat of involvement in the murder of Foreign Minister Walter Rathenau, to which a

  senior Centre Party politician added: ‘The enemy stands on the right, trickling his poison into the nation’s wounds.’82 Leaving aside the question

  of the extent of their involvement in terrorism, it is undeniable that many conservative nationalists were unreconciled to Weimar’s democratic polity, with only a minority practising ‘prudential

  republicanism’, itself hardly a ringing endorsement of Germany’s fledgling democracy. It was also worrying that in addition to the Nazi SA (Sturmabteilung) and the Communist Red Front Fighters

  League, the conservative nationalists and Social Democrats had paramilitary formations – respectively the Stahlhelm, named after the coalscuttle-shaped helmets worn in the First World War,

  and the Reich Banner Black-Red-Gold, all of whom were involved in violence against their opponents. In the mid-1920s some German states had to ban glass ashtrays from political meeting places and

  the carrying of walking sticks in public, for too many of these objects were being used as offensive weapons.83




  The deficiencies and limitations of existing parties must partly explain the extraordinary success of the National Socialists, who from 1928 went from a vote of just over 2 per cent of the

  electorate, which would not entitle them to one seat in the present German parliament, to more than 37 per cent four years later.84




  The Social Democrats in Weimar suffered from the perennial affliction of left-wing parties, namely the question whether to subordinate reality to theory, or to revise old dogmas so as to

  correspond with changing social circumstances. Those who set the Party’s ideological sails were faced with the unenviable choice between sounding radical, to keep the once Independent leftists on

  board, and abandoning the rhetoric of ‘class struggle’ in order to broaden the Party’s appeal to other constituencies, such as farmers, petit-bourgeois intellectuals and salaried white-collar

  employees. This latter, revisionist course enjoyed a brief triumph at the Party’s 1921 Gorlitz congress, but then an influx from the left redogmatised the official line at Heidelberg in 1925 as the

  price for their continued support. Although this was not the last attempt to woo supporters beyond the working class, such voters were unlikely to be attracted to a party

  that routinely put proletarian interests first, and against all the evidence preached that farmers and small businessmen were doomed to disappear as the collateral casualties of the onward march of

  history.85 In fact, in advanced societies it was the classical industrial proletariat that had been reduced to a minority by the end of the

  twentieth century. However comprehensible tactically it was to insist on this ideological purity, it put paid to any chances of the SPD’s becoming a broadly based ‘people’s party’. In social policy

  and welfare reform the Social Democrats enjoyed greater unanimity, for it was easier for left and right to agree about ameliorating the lot of the workers. Their progressive social policies

  included compulsory wage bargaining, factory councils and, from 1927, an impressive system of unemployment benefits, measures supported equally by the Catholic Centre Party. But wage rises and the

  enhanced costs of these social policies antagonised and radicalised many employers, to the point where they looked to some authoritarian alternative to what they dubbed the ‘trade union state’.




  The costly purchase of social tranquillity was evident elsewhere too. Ambitious city bosses of various political hues built airports, bridges, exhibition halls, libraries, parks, planetaria,

  stadia, swimming pools, trams and utilities works, mostly with the aid of foreign credit.86 While these measures improved the quality of life for

  many people, they bore a price-tag. International bankers regarded with dismay what New York’s Federal Reserve Bank described as the politics of Tammany Hall. Respectable Wall Street houses such as

  J. P. Morgan stayed away, leaving investment in Germany to less risk-averse operators. So much money flowing along the municipal corridors of power brought instances of corruption with it.

  Moreover, some politicians who advocated class war for others preferred nice homes and expensive restaurants for themselves, and their hypocrisy angered moralists of all persuasions.87




  The Social Democrats also irritated their bourgeois opponents. In state governments, where they often controlled cultural and educational portfolios, they tried to make education comprehensive

  and secular, and to subsidise various artistic and theatrical experiments thought provocative at the time, though they seem tame and tedious in retrospect. Interference with religious schools in

  Prussia had immediately brought sixty thousand Catholics out on to the streets. The Social Democrats’ uncouth tone also sometimes gave offence in more genteel circles. Local studies, such as

  William Sheridan Allen’s classic account of Northeim, a predominantly civil service town on a major railway junction, show that middle-class citizens resented having to

  deal with ‘oilers’ and ‘track-walkers’ in council chambers, who were often ‘touchy, aggressive [and] demanding’. A strident socialist rhetoric of ‘rights’ confronted pompous talk of ‘duty’ in a

  dialogue of the deaf.88




  Although the SPD seemed impressive on paper, with a million members and five million sympathetic trade-unionist supporters, secular social trends reinforced the Party’s ideological

  self-isolation. Classical proletarians working in big smoke stack plants in the cities were a stagnating minority of the German working class: about 30 per cent of the labour force, though about 60

  per cent of the Social Democrats’ membership, most of them craftsmen.89 Sixty per cent of Germany’s workers did not belong to trades unions. And

  while unions had close connections at the top with the Social Democrats, this did not mean that their members automatically voted for that party. Between a third and a half of workers did not vote

  for either ‘Marxist’ (that is, Social Democrat or Communist) party.




  Most workers, like most people, probably had complex, divided loyalties. It seems plausible, for example, that they might identify with the well-being of the business or industry that gave them

  work. Not all German bosses were union-bashers like the mine owner Emil Kirdorf, a Dickensian or Lawrentian parody of a hardfaced employer; firms such as the Zeiss optics firm in Jena promoted

  worker loyalty through socially responsible capitalism. Workers might also identify with their immediate colleagues and, sometimes, management, rather than with an abstract class, despite the

  efforts of Marxists to claim otherwise.90




  The homogeneity of the working class was an ideological hope rather than an ascertainable socio-economic fact. Just as terms such as ‘businessmen’ or ‘farmers’ covered diverse lifestyles, so the

  term ‘workers’ covered significant differences in age, gender, skill, pay and working conditions. What united domestic servants, postmen, railway-men, rural labourers and highly skilled craftsmen

  and foremen? Moreover, some of these ‘workers’ lived in milieux where socialism was culturally dominant, others where socialist organisation and tradition were weak. Some lived close by their

  workplace, while others like Hessian building craftsmen who laboured in Frankfurt am Main tramped miles to work from smaller towns. Some were Catholics, others Protestant, a further difference that

  militated against uniform political behaviour.




  And since there was no homogeneous working class, one should not expect that workers acted or thought in a unified way. Moreover, many so-called petit-bourgeois

  intellectuals and salaried employees, who earned modest incomes in non-manual occupations at night, returned to working-class neighbourhoods and to parents, husbands and siblings who regarded

  themselves as workers. By contrast, many workers did not work in factories and did not regard themselves as proletarians, wore uniforms to work rather than overalls, or worked in workshops where

  the patron had a human face and was a good chap who wore overalls too, and was not too proud to get his hands dirty. Through enough enterprise and hard work, a skilled craftsman might become a boss

  too.




  The SPD was well entrenched in the industrial heartlands of Germany, but in Rhineland-Westphalia and Upper Silesia, where confessional allegiances had greater importance than socio-economic

  solidarities, it faced stiff competition from the Catholic Centre Party. While the Centre Party, in whose counsels Catholic trades unionists such as Adam Stegerwald were increasingly important,

  co-operated with the Social Democrats on social policy issues, the co-operation was limited on questions affecting religion, and it alienated conservative Catholics in any case. Although the Social

  Democrats enjoyed some initial popularity in the countryside, this broke down once their insistence on cheap food for urban workers clashed with the farmers’ desire for protective tariffs, which

  raised prices.




  Nor did the SPD and the Communist Party noticeably appeal to women, especially when the patriarchal practice prevailed over sententious talk or pseudo-scientific sociological opium challenged

  other forms of faith. Female membership of the SPD never rose above 20 per cent, while that of the Communists was even lower.91 According to

  contemporary opinion polls, most Social Democrats wanted women to work in the home, and had what were then conventional views about beating their own children. Since disaffected young people

  perennially concern middle-aged academics, scholars have routinely noted that the Social Democrats failed to excite young people. Whereas three-quarters of Communists were under forty, and

  one-third under thirty, just over 17 per cent of Social Democrats were in the latter age group (most were between forty and sixty). Impetuous youth was alienated from a party which believed in its

  comrades working their passage up its hierarchy of committees. The natural inclination of young people towards miners’ choirs or discussions of Marx and Kautsky was also lessened by a Weimar environment with its dance halls, glittering shops and Hollywood movies which converted hypothetical class warriors into weekend hedonists and mass

  consumers.92 A minority of workers were dedicated members of the Social Democrats sub-culture of bicycle clubs, choirs and cremation societies; but

  the majority were not. Along with younger members of the bourgeoisie, who also sometimes broke with their traditional cultural moorings, younger workers were participants in what has since become a

  universal mass culture. Weimar Germany may have been a ‘class society’, but this was showing appreciable signs of fraying.




  The Social Democrats preferred the luxury of opposition rather than the difficulties or responsibilities of national government. From 1923 to 1928, the SPD avoided coalition governments, which

  would have entailed compromising its ideology of class struggle and losing support to the extreme left. The Party that had created the Republic was intimidated by a vociferous minority of dogmatic

  fundamentalists who claimed: ‘This republic has the same economic fabric as did the old authoritarian state . . . and this determines the fundamental position of the Social Democratic movement. It

  is oppositional.’93 Partly because of the dogmatic intransigence of business interests within the right-wing liberal DVP, the ideological rigidity

  of the SPD condemned it to wander in the wilderness of opposition during years when it was both possible and vital to stabilise the Republic. The Party returned to share power only on the eve of

  the Great Depression, which was rather like offering to captain a ship during a hurricane.




  Nor were the non-Marxist parties happy ships, as they steamed past each other in the night, and their non-Catholic voters jumped aboard a powerful vessel looming on the starboard side. Geography

  and religion diminished the nationwide scope of both the Catholic Centre and conservative nationalist parties, although there were Catholic diasporas within otherwise solidly Protestant areas. The

  conservative nationalists extended their electorate westwards, but 40 per cent of their support still came from east of the Elbe river, even though both proportional representation and the advent

  of populist rural parties rendered the tied-cottage vote far from automatic.




  The Centre Party spanned a socially varied constituency, and its Reichstag delegation included a number of Protestants. It had to reconcile several interests, including a clergy increasingly

  taken with the non-political Catholic Action movement, left-leaning trade unionists, and a right wing represented by such arch anti-democratic figures as the future

  Chancellor Franz von Papen. Intimately connected to business, landowning and military elites, Papen enjoyed considerable influence, not least by acting as a frontman for the businessmen who owned

  Germania, the Centre Party’s main newspaper.94 The Centre Party increasingly lined up with the moderate right in national politics, but its

  composition made it a natural party of compromise, except when confessional issues were at stake, which explains why it was able to ally with the Social Democrats in the largest state of Prussia,

  while in Bavaria its offshoot worked closely with the conservative nationalists.




  The Centre Party vote was strongest in small rural communities, where the Catholic Church and a traditional religious milieu made support for it predictable; but that support grew patchier in

  larger cities, where Catholics were exposed to pluralist influences, or to the Social Democrats’ entrenched political culture. This was also true of rural areas that attracted tourists. Some

  country Catholics, such as those in the Black Forest, were hostile to the SPD but also deeply anticlerical, a stance which left them without a political home.95 In areas where Catholics were surrounded by Protestant majorities, support for the Centre Party tended to be stronger. The Centre Party’s relations with its Catholic

  voters were complicated by the fact that the Catholic Church across Europe was beginning to turn its back on political parties in favour of a narrower focus on moral and spiritual issues through

  Catholic Action.96 The Catholic response to the challenge of National Socialism was also ambivalent. The hierarchy was prepared to instruct the

  faithful on how to vote, and it was hostile to Nazi anti-clericalism and neo-paganism. Roman Catholic priests in Germany were enjoined to shun National Socialism, and the Nazis did not get from

  them the clerical endorsement they often enjoyed in Protestant areas. Only a handful of priests supported Nazism, mostly malcontents or naifs, like Abbot Schachleiter, who argued that ‘if the

  Catholics do not co-operate with the NSDAP, there is a danger that National Socialism will become a purely Protestant movement’. The country priests who conjured up links between one’s vote and the

  likelihood of damnation were probably more typical; a Bavarian priest who told his women parishioners that the Nazis were planning to execute all women over sixty was more eccentric.97




  However, it is important not to depict German Catholicism in too rosy a light. Often coming from backward, ill-educated, rural sections of the population, Catholics had prejudices against Jews,

  whom they regarded as identical with anti-clerical liberals, atheistical Marxists, sharp businessmen and indeed Protestantism, for Jews and Protestants sometimes shared

  theological faculties. This prejudice was partly counterbalanced by the distinguished efforts of Catholic politicians such as Konstantin Fehrenbach and Heinrich Krone in the Association to Resist

  Antisemitism.98 But, as Italy and Spain demonstrated, the Church’s institutional authoritarianism gave it a latent affinity with political

  authoritarianism; in Germany this was shown in the rightwards turn of the Centre Party after 1928, when it was headed by the first cleric to lead the party, Monsignor Ludwig Kaas.99




  Germans were predominantly Protestant, with a Lutheran majority and a Reformed minority, and Protestants had not required a confessional political party. They were victors, not victims. For the

  imputation of being internationally connected ‘enemies of the Reich’ had been one of the main stimuli towards the formation of a Catholic political party in the first place. However,

  Protestantism’s rather feeble grip on the urban working class led some clerics to embrace such secular ideologies as antisemitism. Thus equipped, former court preacher Adolf Stoecker had vainly

  endeavoured to lure the workers of Berlin into his Christian Social Workers Party in the late 1870s.100 The Protestant clergy formally subscribed

  to political neutrality, if only to avoid alienating parishioners whose politics were stronger than their faith. However, various factors inclined the clergy to the right, especially in rural

  areas. In eastern Germany, 60 per cent of the Protestant clergy were beneficiaries of the large landowners, whose families had built the churches. Seated below the salt, they tended to agree with

  the hand that fed them. Country clergy also shared in the pervasive mood of agrarian crisis, which they coupled with a moralising defence of the countryside against the urban asphalt ‘cesspools’.

  They blessed the conservative nationalists and the Stahlhelm veterans association. They felt that Weimar favoured political Catholicism, regarded the Social Democrats with loathing and quaked at

  the thought of the abortions and free love practised in the Soviet Union. Some of them espoused an antisemitism that would have been crude enough for Martin Luther, sometimes using this line to

  attack Catholics too. They may have had reservations about ‘German Christian’ elements in the Nazi Party, but when their landlord patrons and their parishioners inclined that way, they followed,

  especially when the Nazis assured them that ‘Religion is the foundation of ethics and morality.’101




  Most political liberals in Germany were Protestants, but the liberal parties also attracted the support of three-quarters of Germany’s Jews. Like the Social Democrats,

  who sometimes refrained from putting up Jewish candidates, the left-liberal Democratic Party were embarrassed by this allegiance, and claimed that Jewish candidates lost more votes than there were

  Jewish voters.102 Most liberal Jews were Germans first, liberals second and Jews third. Many of them agreed with Willy Helpach, the Democratic

  Party’s presidential candidate in the 1925 elections, that assimilation was guaranteed to frustrate antisemitic prejudice. Practice emulated prescription. By 1927, there was one mixed marriage of

  German Jews and German Christians for every two marriages of German Jews. Attendance at synagogues slumped, and liberal Jews ignored separate Jewish schools, believing they fostered a ghetto

  mentality prejudicial to a German-Jewish cultural symbiosis in which they took great pride. Liberal community leaders blocked funding for these schools. A partial revival of Jewish spirituality,

  for which there was some evidence, was not incompatible with this trend.103




  Assimilated Jews were also wary of the influx of ‘eastern Jews’, that is Polish and Russian Jews, and they called for enhanced immigration controls and for the enlightenment of these immigrants

  in the mores of Germany. Predominantly middle class, and devotees of German high culture, German Jews had next to nothing in common with Jews from the backward ‘East’, who seemed like the

  incarnation of some earlier embarrassing self. They believed that people should cease to behave like peasants, or in this case to cease acting like the inhabitants of small-town shtetls, a view

  shared with the bourgeoisie elsewhere in an age without contemporary inhibitions about instructing people in decorous behaviour. German Jews may also have felt that their own carefully constructed

  self-image of refined restraint was somehow undermined by these unreconstructed immigrants. Attempts to deny eastern Jews communal voting rights and representation were also driven by fears that

  orthodoxy or Zionism would steal a march on Germany’s established Jewish liberal oligarchy. When the Prussian authorities in Recklinghausen attempted to ensure voting rights for eastern Jews,

  Jewish liberals talked darkly of ‘black hordes’ and the ‘sons of the steppes of Asia’.104




  But the ‘Jewish Question’ was not the most animated issue of the day, least of all in liberal circles, Gentile or Jewish, which had other preoccupations. Beyond bigots, who exist in all times

  and places, most Germans did not spend their waking hours thinking about Jews, although the impression is inadvertently conveyed by a vast scholarly literature focused

  exclusively on relations between Germans and Jews. People had to be encouraged to think about Jews at all. Most Germans were probably much more exercised by issues of class and religion than by

  less than 1 per cent of their population. Sections of the working class clearly hated those above them; many of the lower-middle class feared sinking into the proletariat; and some, but not all,

  sections of big business were antipathetical towards organised labour. Of course, this does not exhaust the range of animosities in Weimar Germany, as elsewhere at the time, but it does suggest

  that a Judaeo-centric view of the period may be exaggerated. Religious issues also played a crucial role at certain times. An example of this was the failure of the Catholic Wilhelm Marx’s bid for

  the Presidency in 1925, when sporadic Protestant anti-Catholicism and Social Democrat irreligion combined with an unhelpful Communist candidacy to deny Marx victory.105




  Both liberal parties, the German Democratic Party (DDP) and the German People’s Party (DVP), lacked confessional bonds or regional roots, and their social basis was as fragmented as the middle

  classes they mainly represented. Some liberals on the left regarded themselves as a bourgeois bridge to the Social Democrats, others on the right combined nationalism with assertive free

  enterprise. Various attempts to merge the two parties were compared to the union of two brothers who had both failed to find brides, in an era which did not know of same-sex marriages. Both parties

  underwent bouts of severe internal tensions, among the right-wing liberals between industrialists and white-collar supporters, among the left-liberals between businessmen on the one hand and

  intellectuals and pacifists on the other. The strata they sought to mobilise, ranging from civil servants and industrialists to peasants, lacked apparent cohesion, while the interest groups upon

  which they depended were often mutually antagonistic. Farmers who had to sell a proportion of their harvest to the state did not warm to the ‘asphalt Democrats’ who were partly responsible for

  initiating this policy. Civil service supporters of the German People’s Party did not view kindly leaders who thought the economy could dispense with surplus pen-pushers. While neither party

  developed nationwide party machines, the individualist character of liberal voters – whether academics, professionals, peasants or shopkeepers – did not mean that politics was always

  uppermost in their thoughts. Both parties created youth organisations, but these lost members as the 1920s progressed.106




  The conservative right merits close attention, for had it been a more effective vehicle for nationalist opinion it might not have been so brutally outflanked by an extremist competitor: wherever

  conservatism is confident and strong, extremist fringes generally do not flourish. Since one in three Nazi voters were defectors from the conservative camp, it is important to comprehend it. The

  German National People’s Party or DNVP was an unstable coalition of three pre-war parties, with an admixture from the völkisch fringe that sought to make it monomaniacally

  antisemitic. It encompassed reactionary elitists, some still wedded to a narrow Prussianism unadulterated by union with the rest of Germany; elitists masquerading as populists and revolutionaries;

  and a Christian Social wing, closely tied to conservative trade unions, which was influenced by Disraelian ‘Tory democracy’. Some conservatives wished to collaborate in government to protect

  landed, industrial and union interests; others rejected any involvement with the detested Weimar ‘system’.




  Conservative nationalists were also divided along generational lines as well as by style and radicality of temperament. Older reactionaries were misty-eyed for the old empire; others, including

  younger intellectuals, were rather desperately excited by the possibilities that the war and revolution had brought about. Some of these bright young chaps, such as Edgar Julius Jung, combined

  intelligence with murderousness: Jung was one of the main movers in the assassination of the Rhenish separatist Josef Heinz. He himself was subsequently murdered by the Nazis. Other young

  conservative nationalists were less contemptuous of the common folk than Jung, seeing the disciplined, patriotic working classes of 1914 and the soldier-machines of the trenches as the instruments

  of the future. Renationalised, they thought, the modern mass might have its limited uses. It might be helpful to sample what passed for quality thought in these circles, although much of it seems

  banal and pretentious, even when it was not bonkers.107




  Arthur Moeller van den Bruck was one of the most influential ‘young’ conservatives of Weimar, although by the 1920s he was well into middle age. Having left pre-war Germany to avoid military

  service, this grammar-school drop-out had drifted around Europe on a sizeable private income, idealising Germany the more the further away he was from it. He returned home during the war, a nervous

  illness preventing his service in the army. In his prolific writings, Moeller argued that the world consisted of young and old nations, a notion of stunning banality, and

  that the young German nation had been defeated by old Britain and France in 1918 because the latter had co-opted a gullible, young United States on to their side. Germany’s destiny now lay with the

  other young power to the east, or, rather, Germany should occupy a halfway house between Western liberal individualism and Slavic collectivism.




  Moeller was the leading light of the Juni-Klub, a forum for mainly right-wing people (the name deriving from the month of the ratification of the Treaty of Versailles). Occasionally figures from

  the far left flirted with these people, notably Karl Radek of the Comintern, when the Communists were bent on their ‘Schlageter line’. Moeller ran an influential journal called Conscience

  and a seminar series, which Hitler addressed like a beer-hall audience in 1922. In that year, Moeller published his most influential book. He originally wished to call it ‘The Third Party’, but

  since this smacked of the very politics he sought to transcend, he opted for the more mystical-sounding The Third Reich, with its echo of the thousand-year empire before the Last Judgement

  described by the medieval mystic Joachim of Fiore. Moeller rejected old-fashioned conservatism and excoriated liberalism: ‘every man who no longer feels part of a community is somehow a liberal

  man’. He believed in a conservative revolution that would reconcile the classes and restore authority. He offered the vision of a nationalist socialism, under an authoritarian leader, which would

  lead Germany into a new age where all its contradictions would be reconciled for ever more. This future end-state was the Third Reich. Although Moeller had a nervous breakdown, committing suicide

  in 1924, and was subsequently disowned by the Nazis, a concept had been born.108




  One of the reasons why the Nazis were not interested in Moeller was that he was not an antisemite. Other conservatives were less reliable than him on this issue. Although the incorporation of

  antisemitism into the pre-war conservative Tivoli programme had not halted the decline of the conservative vote, post-war conservative nationalists duly ventured down this road. Assistance came

  from the German National Defensive and Combat League, which infiltrated local conservative party branches to force them formally to adopt antisemitism in the Party’s programme. From 1920 the Party

  programme included the clause: ‘Therefore we fight against every subversive, unGerman spirit, whether it emanates from Jewish or other circles. We are expressly opposed to the ever more ominous

  dominance of Jewry in government and public life since the Revolution. The flow of foreign races over our borders must cease.’ Like the liberals and the SPD, the

  conservative nationalists avoided having Jewish candidates, and welcomed the votes that an antisemitic candidate brought in the big cities, but there were limits beyond which the Party refused to

  stray. It drew a line at prohibiting Jews from belonging to the Party, which led to the exodus of the völkisch right.109




  Conservatives already not zealous enough on the ‘Jewish Question’ suffered another handicap from the Nazi point of view. However rhetorically populist, and despite their significant

  working-class following, they never overcame the image of being a party that only admitted ordinary folk by the servants’ door, and this impression was not dispelled when they held their meetings

  in the best hotels in town. (The Nazis too were not averse to Munich’s splendid hotel, the Vier Jahreszeiten.)110 A few young conservative admirers

  of soldier-workers could not counteract these tendencies, and, besides, men like Jung or Moeller were intellectual elitists, bright sparks flitting around the most exclusive gentlemen’s clubs in

  Berlin. Even when they spoke to a sympathetic interest group, such as the civil service, they managed to talk to ‘the intellectual and cultural aristocracy’ in its upper echelons, excluding the

  mass of humdrum pen-pushers, of railway and public-utility workers.111 This impression became indelible in late 1926, when the DNVP took the lead

  in opposing Communist and Social Democratic moves to expropriate the holdings of Germany’s former royalty. Ruined middle-class people were not overly impressed by the DNVP party line: ‘the

  Hohenzollern once possessed assets of 88.5 million marks in mortgages, cash and securities. But don’t you know that, just like you, they lost their assets in the inflation? Only one million in cash

  remains. Is that too much for a big family of forty-nine?’ Clearly, many thought it was.112 By the early 1930s conservatism seemed to consist of

  little more than elitist conspiracies to disfranchise the masses and emasculate the Reichstag, neither likely to be great vote-winners.




  It was this air of hypocrisy, privilege and snobbish ineffectuality that enabled Hitler to outflank not only the ‘new’ and ‘old’ right, but rival völkisch organisations such

  as the Pan-Germans that otherwise espoused an ideology similar to his, by depicting their leaders as well-meaning academic cranks. As he wrote in January 1922,
 

  

  The racialists were not capable of drawing the practical conclusions from correct theoretical judgements, especially in the Jewish question.




  In this way the German racialist movement developed a pattern similar to that of the 1880s and 1890s. As in those days, its leadership gradually

  fell into the hands of highly honourable but fantastically naive men of learning, professors, district councillors, schoolmasters, and lawyers – in short a bourgeois, idealistic and refined

  class. It lacked the warm breath of the nation’s youthful vigour.




  Just as the two liberal parties’ rhetoric did not keep their voters from leaving in droves to join parties more responsive to their mundane problems, so

  conservative-nationalist monarchist, racist and revanchist rhetoric did not stem the outflow of supporters leaving for a party that spoke more closely to their interests in tones they could easily

  comprehend.113 Indeed, since some conservative leaders were plotting to find ways of excluding the masses once again from politics, the Nazis could

  temporarily pose as the defenders of democratic rights won since 1918, if only better to abolish them entirely.




  The electoral profile of the National Socialist Party has been described as an integrative people’s party with an accentuated middle-class character, or, less pretentiously, as having the

  profile of a man with a pot belly. Leaving aside for the moment the sizeable working-class support for the Nazis, let us take a closer look at this Mittelstand, a word which does not

  translate as ‘middle class’. American historians such as Thomas Childers and Tarry Eugène Jones have expertly charted the collapse of support for the ‘bourgeois’ parties in the aftermath of

  Weimar’s inflation and currency stabilisation. The party rhetoric blew past an electorate whose concerns were both material and moral: what use was Stresemann’s insistence on linking foreign

  reconciliation and domestic economic recovery when he refused to protect wine growers in his own Hesse-Nassau constituency?




  Millions of prudent people had been ruined by the hyperinflation; others were affected by austerities during the ensuing currency stabilisation (although there were major anomalies within broad

  patterns of winners and losers). These Shockwaves echoed beneath the surface of the Republic even during its ostensibly most stable period between 1924 and 1928. Civil servants and white-collar

  workers were dismissed in record numbers because of government cuts and because new office technology eradicated many clerical jobs. Perhaps as many as 750,000 government and state employees were

  laid off between 1923 and 1924, a massive blow to people who thought they belonged to a caste with life tenure. One hundred and fifty thousand jobs vanished in banking, then the most secure form of white-collar employment. And there was more to come.114




  Apart from losing the symbolic rewards that the empire had bestowed upon them – important in a society where people listed occupation and titles in the telephone directory – civil

  servants in Germany were no longer paid quarterly in advance, and joined other employees receiving a monthly pay cheque. The earnings gap between civil servants and workers, which had been huge

  under the empire, significantly closed. Rumours of reforms designed to restrict permanent tenure to the administrative-grade elite opened up internal rifts between the core of professional civil

  servants and other state employees, and heightened resentments towards outsiders with political appointments. Inflation promoted the spread of multi-purpose department stores providing jobs for a

  small army of clerical and sales staff (which partly explains the relative coolness of commercial employees towards National Socialism), but these stores also undermined small uncompetitive

  service-sector businesses. Inflation and austerity measures also diminished private and co-operative sources of credit, so that artisans and small traders had to turn to the industrial capital

  market, despite falling consumer demand and rising taxes. There were more bankruptcies, the middle-class analogue of unemployment, in 1924 than in the previous five years together.115




  Rural Germany had long been anxious about a long-term flight from the land and the competition of cheaper foreign foodstuffs, and the anxiety had already occasioned romantic and resentful

  rhetoric even before the war. During the war the government introduced ineffective controls which heightened tensions between town and country dwellers. Farmers began to emulate Social Democratic

  workers by forming union-like associations. The Versailles treaty then entailed a loss of more than 14 per cent of Germany’s agricultural acreage. Reforms initiated by Germany’s post-war

  governments defeudalised relations between agricultural labourers and their masters in favour of contractual arrangements, and the Weimar constitution required landowners to employ the land in the

  collective interest, if necessary creating plots for landless peasants.116 Inflation enabled German farmers to liquidate thirteen billion

  Reichsmarks of debt, but they were retroactively penalised by exceptional levies and taxes on landed property, which, they thought, were being used to subsidise the unemployed and a burgeoning army

  of bureaucrats. Nature also handed them a raw deal. There were floods, hail and outbreaks of foot-and-mouth disease, even a plague of mice, while a return of phylloxera

  decimated the hybridised American vines that had been planted after the first outbreak of the disease. All of this meant that farmers were soon back in debt, either to pay their ten separate taxes

  (not including employee insurance) or to purchase fertiliser, machines, seed and stock. Because of the collapse of cheap long-range credit, they had to resort to expensive short-term loans. Chronic

  rural indebtedness upset inheritance customs, and old farmers clung on to their farms like grim death, while younger sons no longer got cash settlements to speed them from the family nest. Since

  job opportunities in rural towns were limited, these young men tended to be available for trouble.117




  Some farmers were more blighted than others. To take the most elementary difference, there were vast disparities between the three million farms of under five acres, and the three thousand

  estates of more than five hundred acres. And size translated into political influence. Large cereal-producing estates were protected by high grain tariffs and, in the Prussian east, by a

  politically driven package of emergency subsidies with an obvious geo-political agenda. By contrast, small dairy and meat farmers, who had no direct channels to the estate-owning President

  Hindenburg, were exposed to cheap imports from Denmark, Holland, France and Poland. Wine growers were adversely affected by trade agreements with France and Spain that flooded the country with

  cheap alcohol. In 1924 and 1925 there were demonstrations by farmers in Pomerania, Saxony and Schleswig-Holstein, while in the Mosel fifteen hundred wine growers assembled in Bernkastel and,

  accompanied by the shades of peasant protests past, marched under a black flag to sack the customs and tax offices.118




  Property owners, pensioners and modest rentiers were also hit by the currency stabilisation. Householders who had eradicated their mortgages during the inflation found themselves subjected to

  controls on rents. Individuals, including the elderly, whose hard-earned money went into bonds, gilt-edged securities or savings accounts saw them evaporate. Distressed gentlefolk were at the mercy

  of insensitive welfare bureaucracies, which appeared to be obsessed with the problems of young people. The elderly were well on the way to becoming a burden on younger people.119 Creditors seeking a revaluation of debts in gold rather than in devalued paper money were appalled when the government bypassed parliament and used the Third

  Emergency Tax Decree of 24 February 1924 to revalue paper debts at 15 per cent of their gold-mark value, exempting government debt from the process sine die. The

  conservative nationalists tried to exploit the discontent by calling for a 25 per cent revaluation, but this was a transparent betrayal of the original demands for 100 per cent by a party forced by

  big business interests to support revaluation legislation.




  Many middle-class victims of inflation and stabilisation were angry enough to threaten to go Communist, but they actually migrated to interest parties representing their small voices amid the

  cacophony of big business and big labour.120 The absurdly rhetorical threat of turning Communist was worrying, though, since it betokened acute

  middle-class desperation. Many of these middle-class voters began to oscillate between liberal, conservative and special-interest parties before disillusionment took them to a much more radical

  alternative.121 Local and special-interest parties were nothing new on the German political scene. Some twenty-nine parties had had candidates for

  the National Assembly in 1919, which together won some 2 per cent of the vote. By 1924 they took 8 per cent, passing the left liberals and almost catching up with Stresemann’s DVP. Angry members of

  the middle classes found new political homes in the mid-1920s, including at the national level the Economics Party of the Middle Class (WP); the Reich Party for People’s Right and Revaluation

  (VRP), better known as the People’s Justice Party; the German Peasants’ Party (DB), and the Christian National Peasants’ and Farmers’ Party (CNBLP). There were various regional parties, such as the

  Hanoverian Guelphs, but loyalty to a dynasty was less in evidence than hatred of Prussia, and especially ‘Red’ Berlin.122 In a state election in

  Saxony in 1926, two of these smaller parties did strikingly well, while the liberals and conservatives lost about 40 per cent of their vote. In national elections in May 1928, the splinter parties

  scored a total of 14 per cent, exceeding the combined strength of the liberals and equalling the conservatives. The increase since the early 1920s could not be more glaring. Before the onset of the

  Depression, about a third of middle-class voters had abandoned the mainstream middle-class parties, for these no longer used the right rhetoric on the issues that mattered to them.123




  These splinter parties reflected the militancy of the German middle classes. They were disillusioned with the mainstream ‘bourgeois’ parties, which seemed too preoccupied with big business’s

  struggle with organised labour, a clash of titans in which farmers and small businessmen were of negligible importance. As the Economics Party had it: ‘Big business and Marxism are both striving

  for the annihilation of the Mittelstand.’124 Self-interest wore the mantles of morality and patriotism, for these

  people genuinely regarded themselves as uniquely virtuous – decent, honest, loyal, prudent, responsible, and so forth – and as the ‘state-supporting’ bedrock of society. They considered

  themselves an estate rather than a class. Pensioners and war veterans could also make tears flow. They wanted ‘justice’; a drastic curtailment of government, taxes and welfare; a strong state; and

  an occupational or corporatist alternative to parliament. Above all else, they wanted to be insulated against changes which were often beyond the powers of government.




  Farmers were the most militant segment of this stratum, and they sometimes resorted to direct action, including murder and throwing bombs, against the people they considered foes. Farmers

  regarded themselves as vital to the economy and society, a view that prevailing government trade policies appeared to disregard in the interests of feeding urban workers cheaply. They wanted the

  state to protect a romanticised version of rural life, yet their own practice was thoroughly modern: land changed hands like any other commodity; farmers borrowed money and employed labour and

  labour-saving machinery. But they also sought to preserve a traditional way of life that these practices often undermined. They wanted the benefits of capitalism, with the state insulating them

  from its consequences and risks. This was as unacceptable to most people then as it is now.125




  Grassroots rural militancy was partly an expression of people habituated to co-operation – whether through extended families or rural co-operatives – who had no framework to advance

  their goals collectively. The National Rural League was ineffectual and lacked the political clout of the defunct pre-war Agrarian League, at least as far as small pig farmers rather than large

  cereal producers were concerned. Debt and taxes as well as natural disasters massively radicalised the farming community. Although the debt problem affected large farmers most, it soon spread to

  more modest landholders. Compulsory auctions and foreclosures became commonplace: there were more than ten thousand auctions of farms smaller than fifty acres in 1931–2 alone.126 These auctions became targets for incensed farmers, as were the government customs and tax offices that housed proof of their liabilities (just as insurgent

  medieval peasants had once made bonfires of manorial records). Militancy spread to Bavaria, the Rhineland, Hesse, Pomerania, Schleswig-Holstein and Württemberg. In early 1928, thirty thousand

  farmers demonstrated in Oldenburg; forty thousand in Stuttgart; one hundred and forty thousand in the towns of Schleswig-Holstein.




  Each regional epicentre of rural protest was subtly different. In Schleswig-Holstein, direct action took semi-terrorist form, with a bombing campaign against government agencies. A sanitised

  view of the farmers’ actions was presented in Hans Fallada’s novel Bauern, Bonzen und Bomben. Schleswig-Holstein was a frontier region, whose inhabitants thought they had been annexed by

  Prussia in 1866. Paramilitary and völkisch organisations, including Nazis, were thick on the ground there during the Weimar period. Since agrarian interest groups were relatively

  weak there, there was nothing to act as a buffer between the peasantry and malign political agitators.127




  By contrast, agrarian interest groups steered peasant radicalism in Brandenburg, Pomerania and Thuringia, although eventually these groups became nazified. In southern and western Germany,

  priests as well as the Catholic Centre Party and its Bavarian equivalent led many rural protests, while simultaneously reminding the farmers that theirs was not the only distressed sector of

  society.128 It was symptomatic of agrarian micro-politics that they were endlessly fissiparous. The Mosel wine-growers, for example, split between

  those cultivating high-quality native vintages and those growing hybridised American vines which yielded wine for the cheaper end of the market. Such conflicts often undermined the homogeneity of

  their own peasant associations.129




  These are but some indications of the fractures within German society. These were partly structural determinants in an enormous country that straddled diverse worlds and that was riven by

  confessional differences. But much the same could be said about many other countries that were also divided along confessional lines and had large differences between metropolitan and peripheral

  regions. ‘Red’ Berlin had its analogues in ‘Red’ Madrid and ‘Red’ Vienna. Economic problems and political tensions were tearing the Weimar Republic apart, and the political parties were unable to

  transcend their respective milieux. People whose post-war experience was of chaos and dislocation understandably wanted predictability and security in their lives. Virtually every party, including

  the right-wing Social Democrats, conjured with the rhetoric of a ‘national community’, with some form of authoritarian collectivism as the ideal solution to Germany’s divisions.




  Yet one can overstate the significance of these divisions. It was noted earlier that the Weimar Republic suffered from a form of symbolic deficit. In one respect this proved to be untrue. In

  1925 President Ebert died. He was one of the most decent figures of the period, and the first Social Democrat leader to exhibit qualities of statesmanship. In his stead,

  the reactionary and very elderly military figure Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg was elected president, pushing the liberal Catholic Wilhelm Marx, behind whom the Social Democrat voters, if not

  all Social Democrat Party, had rallied, into second place. Although the Communist Ernst Thälmann won only 6.4 per cent, this denied Marx a majority. As a liberal newspaper headline put it:

  ‘Hindenburg by the grace of Thälmann’. The right exhibited an unnatural coherence on this occasion. Victory celebrations were loud and sometimes violent, as members of the Stahlhelm took to

  beating up socialists and throwing rocks through SPD office windows. Popular in ways that the Social Democrat Ebert had not been, even within such constituencies as the dockers of Kiel,

  Hindenburg’s birthday on 3 October became the occasion for yearly reminders of a ‘real Germany’ beneath the transient Weimar Republic.




  Four points about the election of Hindenburg are worth stressing. First, there was a close correlation between the electorate which voted for Hindenburg in 1925 and those which supported the

  National Socialists in September 1930 and July 1932. Second, both the election and Hindenburg Day took on counter-symbolic importance, underlining the fact that the ‘Reds’ were no longer masters of

  the streets, but could be challenged and defeated, not least by the Stahlhelm, with its sizeable following of workers. Third, rightist activism had no consolidated political home, since the

  conservative nationalists and right liberals could not co-operate with each other, their leaders – Stresemann and Hindenburg – being personally antagonistic. And finally, although

  Hindenburg promised to uphold the constitution, his election meant a return to influence, often exercised through backstairs channels, of the armed forces and major landowners, for the new

  President was very much one of their own. Germany’s anti-democratic elites were back in business.130




  The Hindenburg election in 1925 presaged certain political possibilities. Yet only one party hit upon a formula that combined nationalism with a form of ‘moral economic’ socialism, based on

  ‘justice’, and with the vague promise to put ‘common’ over ‘individual’ interests. In other words, its appeal went far beyond the constituencies that voted for Hindenburg in 1925. Consciously

  emulating the rhetoric of war, this party spoke of duty and sacrifice rather than of individual or group rights, let alone class warfare or the redistribution of wealth. Instead it talked of race. Paradoxically, it denied being a party at all. It claimed to be an unstoppable movement, a sort of surging human tide, whose leader spoke in apocalyptic and

  messianic terms. It promised to restore authority and order, yet its leaders used a radical rhetoric in which attacks on Marxists and Jews were accompanied by sneering at the ineffectual

  bourgeoisie. Its leader recognised, as early as 1923, that ‘one cannot take away from the people the false idols of Marxism without giving them a better God’. This leader was Adolf Hitler; the

  novel phenomenon National Socialism.131




  




    

  




  THE ODDITY’S ODYSSEY




  Hitler’s rake’s progress from Braunau am Inn to the Bürgerbräukeller has been so frequently rehearsed that only the briefest outline need be given here. Born in 1889,

  little in Hitler’s Austrian provincial family background gave much inkling of the world-historical monster he would become. Changes of name among families recently released from illiteracy,

  itinerancy bordering on vagrancy and the incidence of slightly too close relations between blood relatives were hardly confined to the Austrian countryside of the late nineteenth century. These

  things probably do not bear the weight sometimes put upon them. Much about Hitler’s childhood and youth would evoke sympathy were anyone else involved. Following the death of his stern

  customs-officer father in 1903, Hitler, his mother, an aunt and younger sister, moved to Linz, where he lived a carefree and cosseted existence. Nothing much happened there, save for the

  thrice-weekly passage of the Orient Express bearing the wealthy to Constantinople or Paris, though the young Hitler took an interest in the Boer and Russo-Japanese Wars, always electing to play the

  part of an Afrikaner or Japanese combatant when these faraway conflicts were translated into children’s games. After increasingly lengthy visits to Vienna, Linz began to seem constrained and

  provincial to a teenager with delusions of artistic greatness. In the autumn of 1907 Hitler moved to the imperial capital, only returning to Linz for a few months that winter to be with his dying

  mother. Thanks to the scholarship of Brigitte Hamann, we know much about Hitler’s years in Vienna between 1907 and 1913, an account often strikingly at variance with that he gave later in Mein

  Kampf. What a kaleidoscope this city must have been, with huge discrepancies between rich and poor, about thirty thousand new migrants each year, the artistic experimentation of Gustav Klimt,

  Egon Schiele, Arthur Schnitzler and Gustav Mahler, and an aged Emperor Franz Joseph still going daily in his coach to and from the Schonbrunn Palace.




  Hitler’s aim in going to Vienna was to study at the Academy of Fine Arts. After failing the entrance tests he remained in Vienna, where due to subventions from his

  family he subsisted as one of the idle poor. He developed an obsessive interest in the operas of Richard Wagner, visiting the opera house with all the train-spotting compulsiveness of a certain

  type of Briton at the annual promenade concerts in London’s Albert Hall. This supplied an heroic fantasy world markedly different from the life Hitler was leading, which makes understanding his

  career in conventional political categories exceptionally difficult. There was a fantastical aspect to him which would distinguish him from common or garden authoritarian rulers merely bent upon

  keeping an iron grip on the status quo. Consuming rather than seeking to increase his meagre resources, Hitler gradually bankrupted himself, chiefly it seems on visits to the opera. He spiralled

  downwards through ever shabbier lodgings until, shortly before Christmas 1909, unable to pay even modest rent, he found himself alongside society’s bottom feeders in a municipal flop-house. He

  possessed nothing other than the blue suit he wore, which had run to purple from over-exposure to the elements. These months may have soured his view of humanity as a whole, or at the very least

  led to the freezing-over of whatever human feelings he possessed. He began the slow ascent from this nadir when he moved into a well-appointed Men’s Home, itself the product of the charitable

  largesse of such families as the Rothschilds. The habituées were down at heel rather than down and out. This establishment, in which Hitler lived for three years, provided a base for hawking

  his paintings and postcards, all copied from prints rather than executed in the open air. By all accounts, he had amiably exploitative relationships with a number of Jews who sold his pictures to

  their mainly Jewish clientele. Of course, this tells us little about when he became an antisemite.




  A writing saloon in the Men’s Home provided reading materials and a seminar for the many in-house autodidacts. At night Hitler read in his cubicle, rather than mixing with hoi polloi of

  soldiers, working men and Czech serving girls in Vienna’s louche Prater district with its funfair and ferris wheel. He did not drink or smoke and was not the type to dance. Despite his ability to

  switch on a courtly charm, women frightened him as a potential source of venereal disease. Although he later claimed to have been a construction worker, his background and his lack of physical

  robustness make this unlikely. What he read is difficult to establish. Since newspapers and pamphlets frequently published the ‘representative’ thoughts of any number of writers and thinkers, it

  was easy to give the appearance of wide erudition, without having read much at all, in the same way that people who read newspaper supplements entitled ‘one hundred great

  twentieth-century scientists’ do not know very much about Einstein. As a self-conscious outsider, Hitler sympathised with authors whose fantasies had consigned them to the fringes of Vienna’s

  academic and intellectual community. Like them, he regarded this ostracism as a sure indication of higher insight and originality. There were several learned lunatics to choose from, obsessed with

  Aryans, Jews and swastikas, or pseudo-scientific doctrines such as ‘world ice teaching’, whose details need not detain us. Many of these barmy thinkers dispensed with human scale, preferring

  grandiose visions of the cosmos, or a view of mankind which reached back to the prehistoric mists of time or into the mysteries of our biological makeup. Ironically, modern analogues of such books

  often involve fictions about Hitler and Nazism of the ‘I Discovered Martin Bormann in the Woodshed’ variety.




  Hitler was also affected by many of the passionately argued causes and hatreds of that polyglot city in those times, where violence among students from different national backgrounds was

  commonplace and chairs or inkwells were hurled around in the fractious parliament. One of these hatred-provoking beliefs was that ethnic Germans were being swamped by the Slavic majority of the

  multi-national Austro-Hungarian empire; another was that assimilated Jews were too conspicuously predominant, while unassimilated eastern Jews, fleeing successive pogroms in the Tsarist empire,

  were part of the Slavic inundation. A sense of German beleaguerment was exploited by Pan-German nationalist politicians, who wanted the ethnic German Austrians to break out of what they regarded as

  the multinational ‘zoo’ of the Habsburg empire, to join up with their mighty Teutonic northern neighbour, leaving the South Slavs in the Balkans to kill each other. Very few Germans shared this

  first enthusiasm, not least because it would mean that German Protestants would be outnumbered by Roman Catholics.




  The most voluble representative of this Pan-German tendency was Georg Ritter von Schönerer, a belligerent drunk and landed philanthropist whose increasing resort to violence against

  opponents eventually ensured that he ended up in prison. His star waned when his strident attacks on Roman Catholicism and advocacy of conversion to Protestantism to expedite Austria’s merger with

  Germany began to irk the Catholic majority in the German-speaking regions of the Habsburg empire. However, much of Schönerer’s hyper-teutomania – vetting of marriage partners to exclude

  Jews or Slavs; christening children with ostentatiously German names rather than those derived from the Bible; and adopting a calendar wherein a victory of the ancient

  Teutons over the Romans in 113 BC supplanted Christ’s birth as the beginning of the modern era and January became ‘Hartung’ or April ‘Ostermond’ –clearly anticipated many later Nazi

  obsessions, as did Schönerer’s pathological racial antisemitism. Among Schönerer’s supporters, teutomania was explicitly held up as a surrogate religion.




  Hitler was also mightily impressed by Karl Lueger, the Christian Social mayor of Vienna between 1897 and 1910. He was first elected mayor in 1895, but the Emperor Franz Joseph, sensing trouble,

  twice declined to accept the will of the voters. Lueger subscribed to many of the same hatreds as Schönerer, with the key difference that his party wished to maintain the Empire as a Roman

  Catholic German-dominated monarchy. Antisemitism was central to this platform, given its manifest appeal among the Austrian intermediate classes. Although Lueger liked to go about the city

  accompanied by incense-swinging clerics (even taking along the archbishop to consecrate a new gasworks), this air of piety was rapidly displaced by the sardonic vituperation of the gutter and

  streams of sweat whenever he set to work on an audience. The quondam lawyer to the little folk, for, like Schönerer, Lueger had a powerful vocation to do good, quickly shed his learning and

  became a ranting demagogue, railing against Czechs and Jews. When leading Social Democrats, some of whom were Jews, welcomed the failed liberal Revolution in Russia in 1905, Lueger’s tirades

  against wealthy Jews began to be overlayered with anxieties about the Jew as menacing revolutionary. It seems likely that Hitler was influenced by these concerns and impressed by the mode of

  delivery, but it is doubtful whether they amounted to anything more than a series of impressions and prejudices rather than a developed ideological system.132




  In 1913 Hitler, now possessed of a modest legacy, left Vienna for Munich, partly to avoid service in the Habsburg army. A year later the Austrian authorities caught up with him and he had to

  undergo an embarrassing magistrate’s hearing, although military service proved academic since he was discharged as being physically unfit. This prolonged period of drift, combining heady idealism

  with purposelessness, not untypical of young central Europeans of his time, was resolved by the outbreak of the First World War. The twenty-five-year-old Hitler volunteered for the Bavarian Army,

  serving with some distinction as a dispatch runner on the Western Front. A personality already prone to transforming personal resentments into ideological categories was

  brutalised and coarsened by his experiences in the war, which included being temporarily blinded during an Allied poisoned-gas attack. The depths of the doss-house were overlain with the experience

  of mass death; there were no countervailing experiences of human decency. This alienated and intolerant young man now encountered a climate that entirely suited him.133




  The climate of post-war Munich into which Hitler debouched upon demobilisation was suitably agitated, extreme and paranoid for him to thrive in. After he had been adopted on to an army political

  indoctrination course, his superiors were impressed by his as yet hardly honed oratorical skills, and decided to use him to monitor the fringes of Munich’s political life. Specifically, he was

  assigned to keep tabs on the German Workers’ Party, which had been founded in January 1919. Making short work of one of its professorial adherents, Hitler joined the Party, which consisted of a few

  likeminded souls gathered in a Munich pub. The Party’s treasury, all of five or fifteen Marks, was kept in a cigar box. Although the Party issued a turgid programme in February 1920, the essence of

  its appeal was to claim that the conservative nationalists lacked a social conscience, while the left was utterly without patriotic zeal. This last proposition was false. In that month, the Party

  changed its name to National Socialist German Workers’ Party (or NSDAP). Its membership increased from about two hundred to two thousand by the end of 1920, and Party branches began to proliferate

  outside Munich and even Bavaria. It acquired a newspaper, the Völkischer Beobachter, which initially appeared twice a week. ‘Comrade Hitler’, as he was styled within the Party,

  took advantage of his winning powers as an orator to force through abandonment of a committee-style leadership in favour of himself as authoritarian ‘chairman’. In mid-1921, the Party announced the

  formation of its own strong-arm squad, the ‘Storm Detachments’, or SA, which welcomed into its ranks former members of the banned Free Corps. By the eve of the November 1923 Munich putsch, the Nazi

  Party had developed a reputation for its rough ways with opponents and the spectacular intensity of its public meetings. At that point its membership stood at about fifty-five thousand.134




  Hitler and the other leaders of the putsch stood trial for high treason in February 1924. Hitler exploited the hearings to present himself as an ultra-patriotic martyr let down by lesser

  figures, such as Kahr and Lossow, who testified as witnesses for the prosecution. He skilfully incriminated these witnesses in his own machinations, and directed his

  exculpatory rhetoric to the ‘Eternal Court of History’. Put into a quandary by the highly dubious activities of the former government of Bavaria, the court decided to acquit Ludendorff and to

  imprison Hitler for five years. Conditions were hardly onerous within the Landsberg prison, as Hitler effectively held court there. To abate his constant and voluble expression of opinions, his

  companions asked him to write a book. Unfortunately for them, he dictated the first part of Mein Kampf, his mythopoeia cum political philosophy, although that term affords this poisonous and

  turgid concoction a coherence it lacks. He constructed a new narrative of his political ‘awakening’, pushing back to his time in pre-war Vienna stances which he adopted only when he returned to

  Munich after the war. It is unclear what Hitler read by way of sources. He had dabbled in the literatures of antisemitism, eugenics and geo-politics, although it is unknown whether this was

  directly or in the form of degenerated copies. Despite considerable editorial input, the book was execrably written and punctuated with mad outbursts. A discussion of the passing youth fashions led

  on to the following:




  The girl should get to know her beau. If physical beauty were today not forced entirely into the background by our foppish fashions, the seduction of hundreds of thousands of

  girls by bow-legged, repulsive Jewish bastards would not be possible.135




  The reader is inside the head of a hardcore antisemite, where the ideological mishmash he cobbled together became a substitute for the personal alienations of a man whom few would have described

  as clinically insane. Autodidactic indiscipline and experience, real or imagined, created a totally inflexible worldview, in which new facts were slotted into a rigid framework. Hitler claimed that

  his worldview was the result of blinding revelations, of ‘real’ or ‘higher’ truths, all increasingly impervious to counter-argument or reason. As Hannah Arendt remarked: ‘Ideological thinking

  becomes emancipated from the reality that we perceive with our five senses, and insists on a “truer” reality concealed behind all perceptible things, dominating them from this place of concealment

  and requiring a sixth sense that enables us to become aware of it.’136




  In Hitler’s case, notions of biological determinism fused with an apocalyptic, conspiratorial and paranoid view of the world. He combined being the worst sort of reductionist scientific bore,

  forever citing cats and rats, with being a saloon-bar conspiracy theorist, forever banging on about Jews. Normally such people go quietly crazy amid genteel delapidation,

  like hippies gone to seed in seaside towns. Unfortunately for humanity as a whole, this one did not. According to Hitler, there were higher and lower races, whose interbreeding allegedly engendered

  cultural, political and racial decline, a notion derived from such reactionary thinkers as Joseph Count de Gobineau in the previous century. This process, whose accompaniment was humanitarian

  sentimentality towards the eugenically unfit, was being promoted by the Jews, who Hitler believed were engaged in conspiracy to achieve global domination. Deranged tracts emanating from the

  pre-revolutionary Russian Tsarist right appeared to show the Jews plotting in dark rooms somewhere near the Eiffel Tower. Since such an ideology could accommodate the most convoluted somersaults,

  Marxism was construed as the political instrument of what he regarded as an ethnically specific Jewish will to power. According to Hitler, this lay at the heart of the Bolshevik Revolution, where

  the ‘blood Jew’ had ‘killed or starved about thirty million people with positively fanatical savagery, in part amid inhuman tortures, in order to give a gang of Jewish journalists and stock

  exchange bandits domination over a great people’, a description hard to reconcile with the reality of life under Lenin.137 For, since at least

  1920, Hitler’s antisemitic obsessions had coalesced with virulent anti-Marxism to produce the image of the Jewish Bolshevik, a nightmare figure who sat alongside other hostile renditions of ‘the

  Jew’, as malingerer, rapacious capitalist or seducer of fair maidens, in Hitler’s demonology.




  Hitler’s refashioned and selective account of his own life consisted of a series of dramatic awakenings like Paul on the road to Damascus:




  Vienna appeared to me in a different light than before. Wherever I went, I began to see Jews, and the more I saw, the more sharply they became distinguished in my eyes from

  the rest of humanity. . . . In a short time I was made more thoughtful than ever by my slowly rising insight into the type of activity carried on by the Jews in certain fields. Was there any form

  of filth or profligacy, particularly in cultural life, without at least one Jew involved in it? If you cut even cautiously into such an abscess, you found, like a maggot in a rotting body, often

  dazzled by the sudden light – a little Jew.




  In reality, Hitler’s relations with Jewish acquaintances and associates in pre-war Vienna seem to have been, on his part, quite unremarkable, although that tells us rather less than the weight

  it is sometimes being asked to bear. But there were also passages where his preoccupation with disease and death – with maggots, vermin and vampires –assumed

  apocalyptic proportions, with a corresponding increase in his own messianic delusions. The following passage, with its pseudo-scholarly mannerisms – ‘thus’, ‘the application of such a law’,

  ‘the premise’ – and its ‘greatest of all recognisable organisms’ warrants longer citation:




  The Jewish doctrine of Marxism rejects the aristocratic principle of Nature and replaces the eternal privilege of power and strength by the mass of numbers and their dead

  weight. Thus it denies the value of personality in man, contests the significance of nationality and race, and thereby withdraws from humanity the premise of its existence and its culture. As a

  foundation of the universe, this doctrine would bring about the end of any order intellectually conceivable to man. And as, in this greatest of all recognisable organisms, the result of an

  application of such a law could only be chaos, on earth it could only be destruction for the inhabitants of this planet.




  If, with the help of his Marxist creed, the Jew is victorious over the other peoples of the world, his crown will be the funeral wreath of humanity and this planet

  will, as it did thousands of years ago, move through the ether devoid of men. Eternal nature inexorably avenges the infringement of her commands. Hence today I believe that I am acting in

  accordance with the will of the Almighty Creator: by defending myself against the Jew, I am fighting for the work of the Lord.138





  Hitler was obsessed with an eternal struggle between two hostile forces, the ‘Aryan’ and the ‘Jew’, the stakes of which were the survival of mankind and the planet. The Aryan was poorly

  described as a wandering creative force whose destiny was to dominate lesser humans. He was a sort of ‘God-man’. There were not many of them, but their strength lay in collective power and

  preservation of racial purity. For the Aryan was not a lonely Nietzschean ‘superman’, overcoming his own nature on the side of a mountain, but a collective being: ‘The Aryan is not greatest in his

  mental qualities as such, but in the extent of his willingness to put all of his abilities in the service of the community. In him the instinct of self-preservation has reached the noblest form,

  since he willingly subordinates his own ego to the life of the community and, if the hour demands, even sacrifices it.’ In other words, a bombastic rendition of Nietzscheanism combined with crude

  biological determinism and the solidarity of the wartime front.139




  In so far as this Aryan hero could be envisaged, Hitler, an avid fan of Karl May’s westerns, did so in terms of cowboys and Indians. Fired by May’s

  stories of hunters and trappers in the Wild West, he compared North America, whose ‘population consists in by far the largest part of Germanic elements who mixed but little with the lower coloured

  peoples’, with Latin America, ‘where the predominantly Latin immigrants often mixed with the aborigines on a large scale’.140 It was a story of

  racial perdition, with the fall involving ‘race suicide’ through breeding with lesser races: ‘the fall of man in paradise has always been followed by his expulsion’. The source of subversion was an

  eternal opponent who constantly metamorphosed: a Jewish Satan in contrast to the Aryan Archangel. Here, the hazy description of the heroic Aryan was counterposed with a thickly described evil.

  Hitler regarded ‘the Jew’ as an awesome opponent, for only a being equal in power to a weapon of mass destruction could conceivably result in a deserted planet progressing ‘through the ether’. This

  ascription of power to the enemy distinguished antisemitism from other forms of racism, for power is rarely ascribed to the hated object in mere bigotry and prejudice.




  Hitler’s antisemitism was both genuine and instrumental, in the sense that a secondary cast of villains, such as Social Democrats and the effete bourgeoisie, were seen as dupes, puppets and

  tools of the Jewish foe. The fact that he understood the manipulative worth of his beliefs does not detract from their intense and unwavering sincerity. Hitler’s beliefs were more than a demagogic

  pose or a trick; their clarity was a substitute for the turmoil within, as well as a way of making sense of the apparent chaos of the world without.




  The faintest origins of antisemitism are to be sought in the complex relations of Christians and Jews, although some commentators detect a legacy of immutable hatred from classical antiquity

  onwards, a view that many would reject out of hand as crassly unnuanced.141 Christian anti-Judaism doubtless spawned ugly folkloric beliefs about

  Jews, as both pariahs and agents of diabolic forces. Such beliefs endured, beneath the increasingly rational, secular surface, as archetypes lurking in the subconscious. As this century has shown,

  it took little to reactivate these dormant sentiments, even in circumstances, such as post-Holocaust eastern Europe, where there are hardly any Jews at all.142




  Prejudices towards Jews did not divide neatly along lines of political affiliation.143 As we have seen, liberalism harboured an antipathy to all

  forms of religious recalcitrance in the face of ‘progress’, and espoused the view that emancipation of the Jews was a reward by the state which was conditional upon their

  assimilation. Assimilation was potentially insatiable. Where was it supposed to cease? With dress, hairstyles, language? Dietary laws and holy days? Did they have to abandon their faith or adopt a

  range of occupations conforming with those of the dominant society?144 Marxist socialism also had dark nooks and crannies where Jews were regarded

  as money-mad capitalists or as an ‘obsolete’ people who refused to join the onward march of secular progress towards a moneyless society.145

  Anarchists also suffered from this contagion, with the Russian Mikhail Bakunin raving: ‘Now the whole Jewish world – which constitutes one race of leeches, one single devouring parasite,

  intimately bound together not only across national boundaries, but also across all divergence of political opinion – now this Jewish world today stands in large part at the disposal of Marx

  on the one hand and of Rothschild on the other.’146 Conservatives resented Jews as agents of democratic modernisation, as beneficiaries of

  unbridled capitalism, and as champions of liberalism and Marxism. Obviously, since none of these ideologies was peculiarly German, such views were common across Europe and beyond, sometimes being

  more virulent in other countries than they were in Germany. Moreover, these ideas were held everywhere in concentric circles of virulence, ranging outwards from an obsessive core – of whom

  Hitler was the leading example – to those for whom expressions of prejudice towards Jews were more casual, rather than being part of an obsessive ideological system. There were

  correspondingly different solutions to what was perceived as the ‘Jewish problem’, there being a considerable gap between wanting Jews to become more English, French or German and regarding them as

  parasites who should be exterminated.147
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