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RISE OF NAZISM 

 

INTRODUCTION 

After the destruction and devastation suffered due to the First World War, it must have been well 

expected that those affected would try and pacify the tensions among nations and prevent any 

future wars. Instead the period after the First World War and before the Second World War was 

a period of perpetual conflict among nations and also within nations. This was the period when 

the world saw the rise of a quasi-religious political ideology that was anti-communist, anti-

liberal, anti-capitalist, anti-intellectual, anti-positivist, anti-internationalist, anti-Christian, anti-

conservative, anti-rationalistic, anti-proletarian, anti-bourgeois, anti-individualistic, and anti-

democratic (quoted in McCallister, 2011: 639) and was called Fascism. Out of its many forms, 

the Italian Fascism and the German Nazism became the most prominent. We have already 

discussed the features of the Italian Fascism in the previous chapter. The present chapter 

discusses about the rise of Nazism in Germany. 

Nazism was an ideology that emerged with Hitler coming to power in Germany. It can be 

defined as an ideology based on racism, expansionism, and obedience to a great leader. It 

glorified war and violence. Ian Kershaw (1993) describes Nazism as a phenomenon “which 

seems scarcely capable of subjection to rational analysis. Under a leader who talked in 

apocalyptic tones of world power or destruction and a regime founded on an utterly repulsive 

ideology of race-hatred, one of the most culturally and economically advanced countries of 

Europe planned for war, launched a world conflagration which killed around 50 million people, 

and perpetrated atrocities-culminating in the mechanized mass murder of millions of Jews - of a 

nature and scale! as to defy imagination. Faced with Auschwitz, the explanatory powers of the 

historian seem puny indeed (quoted in Eric Hobsbawn, 1995: 109). 

The National Socialism or Nazism is treated as part of the same generic compound of which 

Italian Fascism is also a part as Roger Griffin argued that “there is common denominator 

between all forms of fascism”(Quoted in Vincent,2010: 137). But there are also some marked 

differences between the German Nazism and the Italian Fascism. 

ADOLF HITLER AND THE NAZI PARTY  

Under the leadership of Adolf Hitler, Nazism flourished in Germany during the period of 1933 to 

the Second World War. Hitler was born in Austria on 20 April 1889 to a customs official. He 

moved to Vienna in 1907 since he could not get along well with his father. While in Vienna, by 

his own account, he developed hatred for both Marxism and the Jews. Anti-Semitism was part of 

daily political discourse here; and in this regard Hitler learnt a great deal from the Viennese 

Christian Social leader Karl Lueger, who was for a time mayor of the city. Hitler developed a 
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marked distaste for the Habsburg Empire and moved to Munich in 1913. With the outbreak of 

war in August 1914, Hitler joined the Bavarian army. The War years proved to be crucial 

formative experience for him. The ‘Kamaraderie’ of the trenches and sacrifice for the Fatherland 

were the values that Hitler was subsequently to contrast with the divisive and self-interested 

politics of the Weimar Republic (Geary, 2000: 2). 

In 1918 when he came to know about Germany’s defeat, the humiliation of the armistice and the 

outbreak of revolution in November 1918, he became a major proponent of the ‘stab-in-the-

back legend’, ‘the belief that it was not the army but civilian politicians who had let the nation 

down by signing the armistice agreement. Such politicians he denounced as ‘November 

criminals’’ (Geary, 2000: 2). 

 

Fig. 1: Adolf Hitler 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adolf_Hitler 

Accessed on: 26th January, 2015, 7:05 p.m. 

During 1918 and 1919, Munich experienced violent political upheavals. Hitler started to work 

for the army, keeping an eye on the numerous extremist groups in the city. Hitler soon became a 

member of the nationalist and racist German Workers’ Party (DAP), led by Anton Drexler. His 

first address to the DAP in October 1919, won him increasing influence in its councils and it 

became clear that Hitler was a speaker of some talent – at least to those who shared his crass 

prejudices. Hitler had been influenced by certain ideas about the susceptibility of the masses 

given by theorists such as the American MacDougall and the Frenchman Le Bon. According to 

these ideas the speech has greater effectiveness on the minds of the people gathered in large 

numbers in a public place, than the written word. The way to win mass approval and gain mass 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adolf_Hitler
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Bundesarchiv_Bild_183-S33882,_Adolf_Hitler_retouched.jpg
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support under such circumstances was neither by reference to factual details nor by logical 

sophistication but by just repeating most simple and vehement ideas. According to Hitler, the 

masses were ‘feminine’ that can be swayed not by their brains but by their emotions therefore “if 

you are going to lie, then tell the big lie and do not flinch from repeating it” (Geary,2000: 5).  

 

Value Addition 1: 

 

Did You Know? 

 

Fig. 2: Dust jacket of 1926–1927 edition 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mein_Kampf  

Accessed on: 26th January, 2015, 6.45 p.m. 

On 24 February 1920 the organisation changed its name to the National Socialist German 

Workers’ Party (NSDAP). The program of the Nazi party called for the revision of the Treaty of 

Versailles and the return of territories lost as a result of the Versailles Treaty (parts of Poland, 

Alsace and Lorraine etc.) along with the unification of all ethnic Germans in a single Reich. 

They claimed that the Marxists, November criminals (those who had agreed to the armistice and 

later to the Versailles settlement), Jesuits, Freemasons and the Jews to be the causes of all the 

troubles being faced by the nation therefore they offered to get rid of them to achieve unity and 

prosperity and make Germany a power of the first rank. Jews were to be excluded from 

citizenship and office, while those who had arrived in Germany since 1914 were to be deported, 

despite the fact that many German Jews had fought with honour on the German side during the 

First World War. In addition to these racist thinking, NSDAP made certain radical economic and 

social demands. War profits were to be confiscated, unearned incomes abolished, trusts 

nationalised and large department stores communalised. The beneficiary was to be the small 

man. But how far were these promises fulfilled and was Germany able to become a prosperous 

nation or were they mere promises? Did Hitler’s aims and objectives become the cause of further 

devastation in the European World? These would be discussed during the course of the chapter. 

  

Hitler's political autobiography "Mein Kampf," was 

sometimes referred to as the bible of the Nazi Party. 

From 1933 to 1945, free copies were given to every 

newlywed German couple. After World War II, the 

publication of "Mein Kampf" in Germany became 

illegal.  

To know more, please go to the below link: 

http://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/nazi-

party 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mein_Kampf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Mein_Kampf_dust_jacket.jpeg
http://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/nazi-party
http://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/nazi-party
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NAZISM AND FASCISM: SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES 

Hitler was influenced by Mussolini and the Italian Fascism and attempted the Beer Hall Putsch 

in 1923, on the similar lines of the ‘March on Rome’ to attain power, which failed. He was 

imprisoned for 5 years though he only served 9 months in jail. During his stay in the prison, 

Hitler wrote his autobiography Mein Kampf that contained his programs and propaganda.  It was 

filled with vulgar prejudices and blatant lies and based most of its empirical evidence on 

analogies (usually false ones). These prejudices, analogies (mostly the false ones) and myths 

often extracted from history worked to instil the extreme nationalism that Nazism and Fascism 

both stood for. According to Georges Sorel these myths provide an indisputable and indefinite 

source of legitimacy, regime’s justification to exist (McCallister, 2011: 641). As Maurice Barres, 

a French Politician, using the term ‘national socialism’ for the first time argued that only emotion 

had real value and rationalism and the concept of individual would contaminate the concept of 

nation (McCallister, 2011: 640). Therefore it was believed that the Marxist, liberal, proletarian or 

bourgeois movements were antithetical to the idea of nation as it talked about a certain class and 

a fragmented society. Nazism therefore, demanded cultural and ideological unity among all 

within the nation by forcing the creation of a new society and a new way of thinking replacing all 

the other ideological competitors. Both Nazism and Fascism used violence to instil fear among 

its followers and to stimulate the nationalist fervour while eliminating all political opposition to 

the regime. 

 

Value Addition 2: 

 

Know it More: The Beer Hall Putsch (November 1923) 

 

Following Benito Mussolini’s ‘March on Rome’ and inspired by the Italian Fascism, Hitler too, 

with the help of World War I General Ludendorff attempted a coup in November 1923, known 

as the ‘Beer Hall Putsch”. While marching from the Munich Beer hall to the Bavarian War 

Ministry, to overthrow the Bavarian government, the police dispersed them. The coup failed and 

Hitler was sentenced to five years’ imprisonment but served only nine months in jail. It is 

interesting to note that during his stay in the jail Hitler wrote his autobiography ‘Mein Kampf’ 

(My Struggle; originally entitled Four and a Half Years of Struggle against Lies, Stupidity, and 

Cowardice) that contained his life and ideology. 

To know more on the topic, please go to the below link: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beer_Hall_Putsch  

Moreover, it can be said that in neither of the two fascist states did fascism 'conquer power', but 

came into power in a ‘constitutional’ fashion, though in both Italy and Germany it made much of 

the rhetoric of 'capturing the street' and 'marching on Rome'. But once in power both Hitler and 

Mussolini took over completely by the elimination of enemies and endeavoured to become the 

supreme populist ‘leader’ (Fuhrer; Duce), though this took rather longer in Italy (1922-28) than 

in Germany (1933-34). Italian Fascism was not as ruthless as Nazism, though both tried to get rid 

of opposition, there were no mass atrocities in Italy as in Germany. Apart from all this one major 

difference was the constitutional positions of both the leaders. The monarchy still remained in 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beer_Hall_Putsch
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Italy and though Mussolini tried ignoring Victor Emmanuel, the king played a vital role in 1943 

when he announced Mussolini’s dismissal and ordered his arrest. Hitler saw to it that there 

remains no one who could challenge his authority and power.  

Insert q. no 3 

Ideologically, both Nazism and Fascism did not fit in a clear political spectrum and as Payne 

(1995) would like to classify them as, a radical authoritarian right. On the economic political 

spectrum both the ideologies rejected capitalism and were also against socialism. According to 

both Nazism and Fascism, “the bourgeois age was spiritually empty, hypocritical and 

materialistic, estranged from the actual world, and lacking any sense of community” (Vincent, 

2010: 147). They believed in the ability of the state to interfere in economics, increasing need for 

war efforts and claimed that socialism accentuates class warfare. 

 

Value Addition 3: 

 

Did you Know? 

The Swastika was the symbol of the Nazi Party. It was found on 

the Nazi Party’s flag and on its uniform. The swastika has been used in various cultures and is an 

ancient symbol that represents the sun wheeling across the sky and is a symbol of good luck. In 

some cultures, a swastika whose arms point to the left rather than the right, signals darkness and 

evil. 

To know more, please click the below link: 

http://facts.randomhistory.com/hitler-facts.html 

On the cultural front, both Nazism and Fascism believed that the modern culture especially the 

modernist arts were used to corrode the values in society. They specialised in the rhetoric of 

return to the traditional past and were, thus, anti-liberal, not believing in modernity and progress. 

Hobsbawm (1995) states that though they talked of returning to the traditional past, they were 

not in any sense a traditionalist movement. “They did not appeal to those historic guardians of 

the conservative order, Church or King, but on the contrary sought to supplant them by an 

entirely non-traditional principle embodied in self-made men legitimized by their mass support, 

and by secular ideologies, and sometimes cults. The past to which they appealed was an artefact. 

Their traditions were invented.  Even Hitler's racism was not the pride in an unbroken and 

unmixed line of kinship descent” (Hobsbawm, 1995: 118). As said earlier it was against 

http://facts.randomhistory.com/hitler-facts.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Nazi_swastika_clean.svg
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modernity and progress but “it had no difficulty in combining a lunatic set of beliefs with 

technological modernity in practical matters, except where it crippled its basic scientific research 

on ideological grounds” and thus proved that “men can, without difficulty, combine crack-

brained beliefs about the world with a confident mastery of contemporary high technology” 

(Hobsbawm, 1995: 118). 

Another similarity that Nazism and Italian Fascism had was the aim of expansion but they 

differed on the idea of expansion. In Italy, expansion was conceived of in terms of traditional 

European aggressive imperialism and Germany was tied obsessively to the idea of race. When 

Hitler occupied the parts of Czechoslovakia and Poland, he targeted the non-German Jews. In 

fact the race theory was central to the Nazi ideology. The Nazi ideology of race can be traced 

back to the theory given by French count Arthur de Gobineau. He argued that the Aryans had 

once been superior to all other races. However they intermarried with various other races, 

diluting their purity and causing them to lose their superiority (McCallister, 2011: 642). 

Germany embraced the fact that she was the purest of all among all other nations of northwest 

Europe. Influenced by this idea, Richard Wagner, a German composer in the mid-nineteenth 

century gave the idea of a superhuman ruler becoming the future leader who would unite the 

people, rejuvenate the national culture, and restore purity to the Aryan race (McCallister, 2011: 

643). Houston Stewart Chamberlain, a staunch advocate of Wagner’s idea went ahead with the 

idea that there were two exceptions, Germans who were Aryans and represented the good and the 

Jews representing the evil. This idea of good and evil seem to have greatest impact on Hitler. He 

divided the world’s people into 3 categories. “The first category was the culture-creating race 

that was the Aryans, including English, Dutch, Scandinavians and Germans (they being the most 

pure). All cultural achievements were the products of the Aryan peoples and Hitler said that if 

Nordic German were taken away, then all that would be left would be the “dance of apes”. The 

second category was the culture-bearing races which included the Asians, Latinos and Slavs. 

According to Hitler, they could not create culture but could preserve it if they remained 

uncorrupted by inferior races. The culture-destroying races included gypsies, Negroes and Jews. 

They were responsible for the decline of civilisations and according to Hitler deserved to die” 

(Baradat, quoted in McCallister, 2011: 643; Geary, 2000: 6-7). Anti-Semitic legislation was 

eventually passed in Italy in 1938 to convince Germany of its dedication to their alliance.  

Ernst Moritz Arndt introduced the concept of the German völk or people that influenced Hitler’s 

aim of Pan-Germanism. Pan-Germanism was not a new concept but was also based on the race 

theory and had influenced the war aims of German parties on both the right and the left during 

World War I and the ideas of nationalist ideas and racial beliefs were also indoctrinated into the 

army (Holborn, quoted in McCallister, 2011: 641). What were the circumstances that led to 

Nazis gaining mass support even though it has been criticised by many as being ruthless and 

brutal? Was the totalitarian regime able to pull Germany out of the destruction and humiliation 

caused as a consequence of the First World War? The following sections would try to deal with 

these above questions. 
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THE FIRST WORLD WAR AND THE FATE OF GERMANY 

War scene took a decisive turn in the year 1917 when America entered on the side of the allies. 

Germany started to move towards defeat, therefore to save Germany from invasion and to 

preserve the army’s discipline and reputation at home, General Ludendorff insisted the German 

Government to ask President Wilson of the USA for an armistice. The armistice was finally 

signed on 11 November, 1918. 

To avoid any further war and to maintain peace the allied powers settled on a peace conference 

at Versailles. Germany was forced to take the blame for the war and responsibility for allied 

losses and a harsh peace settlement asking for disarmament and war reparations imposed on her. 

Defeat in the war caused the public opinion to turn against the government and after the 

November Revolution, Friedrich Ebert; leader of the left-wing Social Democrat party became the 

head of the government. 

 

Value Addition 4: 

 

Know it more: The Versailles Treaty was a ‘dictated peace’ for Germany. 

The Treaty of Versailles was an attempt to restore peace in the European World in the aftermath 

of the First World War but it is popularly believed to be quite harsh on the Germans. According 

to E.H. Carr, “nearly every treaty which brings a war to an end is, in one sense, a dictated peace; 

for a defeated Power seldom accepts willingly the consequences of its defeat. But in the Treaty 

of Versailles the element of dictation was more apparent than in any other peace treaty of 

modern times” (E.H. Carr, 2004: 4). Germany had to lose its territories, which was 

approximately 25,000 square miles and about seven million inhabitants. Alsace-Lorraine was 

given to France; Eupen, Moresnet and Malmedy to Belgium and Memel to Lithuania. Germany 

had gained Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania through the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with Russia. They 

were taken away from Germany and set up as independent states. West Prussia and Posen went 

to Poland and Danzig, which was the main port of West Prussia, was to remain a free city under 

the administration of the League of Nations due to its wholly German population. The Saar was 

to be administered by the League of Nations for 15 years after which a plebiscite would decide if 

it would remain with Germany or be given to France and meanwhile France would make use of 

its coalmines. North Schleswig was given to Denmark after a plebiscite. Union between 

Germany and Austria was forbidden. Germany’s African colonies became mandates under the 

League of Nations ‘mandates’. German Armaments were strictly limited and the Rhineland was 

demilitarized. The War Guilt Clause fixed the blame for the war on Germany and its allies and 

imposed reparations of £6600 million (the amount was announced in 1921). 

The peace treaty was not a negotiation but was imposed since no German Delegation was 

allowed to attend the conference except for the two instances of the presentation of the draft and 

the signature of the treaty. The two German signatories were not allowed to sit but were escorted 

in and out, on the ceremony of signature. 

To know more on the topic, please go to the below link: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Versailles   

In January 1919, the (first ever completely democratic) general elections took place. The Social 

Democrats emerged as the largest single party and Friedrich Ebert was elected the first president 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Versailles
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of the republic for the term of 7 years. In February 1919, the National Assembly met at Weimar 

(from where the constitution gets its name) to draft a Constitution. The constitution lasted until 

1933 and was finally destroyed by Hitler. 

THE WEIMAR REPUBLIC AND ITS WEAKNESSES 

One of the main reasons for Hitler gaining a dominant position in the politics of Germany was 

the weaknesses of the Weimar constitution. The new government was faced with disorder, 

disorganisation and destitution and the circumstances had made it unpopular with the general 

public. The acceptance of the Versailles settlement inflicted hatred for the government among 

the citizens and it came to be associated in German minds as a “national disgrace”. Some 

scholars believe that the Versailles Treaty was too harsh on Germany and was an attempt to 

paralyse it completely. 

 

Fig. 3: "The Big Four" made all the major decisions at the Paris Peace Conference (from left to right, David Lloyd George of Britain, Vittorio 

Emanuele Orlando of Italy, Georges Clemenceau of France, Woodrow Wilson of the U.S.) 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paris_Peace_Conference,_1919 

Accessed on: 26th January, 2015, 7.15 p.m. 

The democratic government also lost respect among the citizens due to the legend of “stab in the 

back” made popular by the enemies of the republic. It was popularised that the democrats have 

betrayed Germany by asking for an armistice while the army was not defeated. This ensured 

great admiration for the army and the officer classes as the rightful leaders of Germany, while 

the reality was that General Ludendorff had asked for an armistice (Lowe, 1997: 267). 

The Weimar constitution introduced the parliamentary system based on the system of 

proportional system so that all groups would have a fair representation. Unfortunately, large 

number of political parties struggling for power resulted in no party to ever win a majority and 

coalitions became inevitable. The coalition governments caused instability as the parties were 

unable to deal with their disagreements and Germany was drawn near to a civil war situation. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Lloyd_George
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vittorio_Emanuele_Orlando
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vittorio_Emanuele_Orlando
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Georges_Clemenceau
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woodrow_Wilson
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paris_Peace_Conference,_1919
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Big_four.jpg
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Some of the parties had organised their own private armies that led to a series of violent 

outbreaks between 1919 to 1923; attempts by various parties to seize power (e.g.: the Spartacist 

Rising in January 1919, The Kapp Putsch in March 1920 and the Beer Hall Putsch in November 

1923 carried out by Hitler) and a series of political assassinations carried out by ex-Friekorps 

(victims included Walter Rathenau who was the Jewish Foreign minister and Gustav Erzberger, 

leader of the armistice delegation). The government failed to curb these violent outbreaks. 

Operating the democratic parliamentary system also became difficult since before 1919 Germany 

lived under a combination of parliamentary democracy and military autocracy where the 

Chancellor had the final authority and actually ruled the country but under a parliamentary 

system, the chancellor became responsible to the Reichstag and the Reichstag had the final say in 

the affairs of the state. 

During the period of 1924 to 1929, though the republic became more stable and the violence had 

died down, the government failed to solve the economic problems that followed the World War 

I. This became one of the reasons for its downfall and the general public favoured the return of a 

strong authoritarian government. 

The Economic Problem 

The war had left Germany economically devastated and bankrupt. In the winter of 1918-19, over 

1 million Germans were without jobs. Dick Geary (2000) discusses the peculiar pattern of 

economic problem that Germany faced, first with high levels of price inflation and then with 

stupendous hyperinflation. Between 1918 and 1922 prices rose at a rate that often outstripped 

rises in nominal wages, thus the purchasing power of the many declined. This formed the 

background to a massive wave of strikes between 1919 and 1922 and to the rise of the extremist 

politics. The hyperinflation of 1923 however was something else again, with devaluation of 

mark to the level that it was not even worth stealing. According to Carr, the original cause of the 

decline of mark was beyond the control of the German government- the economic chaos of the 

war, the disorganisation of the state machine and finally the claim of the Allies (Carr, 1990: 58). 

The worst affected due to this hyperinflation were those on fixed incomes, such as- pensioners, 

invalids, those dependent on their savings etc. The economic situation deteriorated and in August 

1921 Germany requested permission to suspend payment of war reparations (after paying £50 

million due) to which France refused and in 1922 the Germans claimed that they were unable to 

make full annual payments. Things only got out of hand when the rate of inflation overtook the 

international devaluation of mark in 1923. 

In January 1923, the French troops occupied the Ruhr (an important German industrial area), 

in an attempt to seize goods from factories and mines. The German government ordered the 

workers to follow passive resistance and as a result the German industry in Ruhr was paralysed. 

Although the French mission failed, it badly affected the German economy. The efforts to 

stabilise the economic situation comprised of loans from the USA (Dawes Plan in 1924 provided 

an immediate loan from the USA equivalent to £40 million, relaxed the fixed reparation 
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payments and also allowed Germany to pay what she could afford, carried forward by the Young 

Plan in 1929 reduced the reparations total from £6600 million to £2000 million, to be paid in 

annual instalments over 59 years) and the introduction of new currency Retenmark in 1924 by 

the new Chancellor, Gustav Stresemann. E.H Carr (1990) analysing the effect of the Dawes Plan 

on the German economy states that the crisis in Germany was acute and even the Dawes Plan 

was not of much help in fact it gave Germany an opportunity to borrow lavishly and no attempt 

was made to balance the budget. It was calculated that, during the five years of the Dawes Plan, 

Germany had paid barely £500,000,000 on reparation account and received about £900,000,000 

in foreign loans and credit. The surplus was spent on vast programmes on building and 

reconstruction by the state, by the municipalities and by private enterprise (Carr, 1990: 134). 

This seemingly economic stability was also short lived and the Wall Street Crash (October 

1929) came as a fatal blow. As the prosperity depended on foreign loans Germany was now left 

to face “a reparation debt of £100,000,000 a year, other public and private obligations abroad 

whose annual charge did not fall far below that sum, and a budget deficit of £60,000,000” 

(Carr,1990: 138). As Carr (1990) observed that the “inflation was a greater disaster for Germany 

than the treaty of Versailles” (Carr, 1990: 58). Factories had to close due to bankruptcy and 

workers were laid off en masse, the agricultural indebtedness reached endemic proportions and 

the value of German exports and imports fell drastically. The working class was the worst hit 

with even the trade union funds wiped out. The aristocrat though impoverished still had his land, 

his stocks and his houses. The middle classes deprived of its savings became the easy victim of 

the Nazi propaganda, as it regarded the Jews as the profiteers of the inflation and the Nazis as the 

force of improvement. The middle classes became that section of the society from which the 

National Socialism drew most of its recruits. 

The new Government of March 1930 under the Chancellorship of Brüning (a member of the 

Catholic Centre Party), contained no Social Democrats for the first time in the history of Weimar 

Republic. To deal with the crisis the government reduced social services, unemployment 

benefits, and salaries and pensions of the government officials. High tariffs were introduced to 

keep out foreign food stuffs and agrarian subsidies introduced to help the German farmers, while 

the government bought shares in factories hit by the slump. As these measures did not give quick 

results, the National Socialists or Nazis with their policies of bitter denunciation of the Jews, the 

Social Democrats and the Versailles Treaty emerged as an attractive alternative as can be 

interpreted from the results of the general elections of September 1930. There was an increase in 

the seats for the Nazis in the Reichstag from 12 to 107. Though the ministry remained unchanged 

the democracy was virtually broken down. This was the period when the country was being 

governed by a system of presidential decrees “which could be reconciled with the letter, but 

hardly with the spirit, of the Weimar Constitution” (Carr, 1990: 136).  

In the midst of the economic crisis the issue of German reparation became the new bone of 

contention. In January 1932, Brüning declared that Germany neither could nor would in any 

circumstances resume payment of reparations as a reaction to the France’s claim that the German 

government should, under an obligation, transfer the unconditional annuities of the Young Plan 
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in advance of all other foreign payments. Great Britain argued for restoration of German 

economy and to discharge her commercial debts than to pay reparations and found French 

concerns illogical. This attitude was also a result of the internal politics, where the Nazi 

propaganda against the Versailles Treaty was gaining ground. Therefore all governments were 

obliged to take a patriotic stand against the reparation question. By 1932, Brüning’s policies 

seemed to pay off but at this point he was replaced as Chancellor by Franz von Papen in May 

1932. Papen as well as his successor General Kurt von Schleicher ran into problems and their 

inability to generate a broad popular mandate led to Hitler being appointed as the Chancellor on 

30 January 1933.  

Marred by the ignominy of defeat, the Treaty of Versailles, the absence of a democratic 

consensus, and a series of economic problems, of which the last- the depression led to the 

collapse of the Weimar Republic. The Nazi Party was seen as an attractive alternative though it 

had not performed well in the previous elections of November 1932 as against the election result 

of 1928 where NSDAP (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, National Socialist 

German Workers' Party) emerged as the single largest party. Therefore as Geary points out that 

the Nazi success depended on the climate within which Weimar Republic operated apart from 

the Party’s propaganda and Hitler’s charisma. 

FROM CHANCELLOR TO THE FÜHRER 

Hitler became the German Chancellor in 1933 with a government composed of 3 Nazis and 8 

Nationalists. Hitler from a political phenomenon of the political fringe turned into a potential and 

eventually the actual master of the country. Though it was argued that the Nazis acquired an 

insecure position in the cabinet and this did not ensure a long tenure but Hitler was there to stay. 

He understood that the path to power and the destruction of the parliamentary democracy lay 

through the democratic process. 

The Non-Nazi members in the new cabinet were convinced that, in yielding the Chancellorship 

to Hitler, they have tricked him with the shadow rather than the substance of power, and would 

be able to capture his movements by putting themselves in opposition. ‘We have hired him!’ 

Papen had bragged to one of his friends, and to another, “Within two weeks, we will have pushed 

Hitler so far into the corner that he will squeak!” (Craig, 1978: 570). 

The Reichstag Fire and the communist problem 

The very first success of Hitler over his nationalist colleagues was the dissolution of the 

Reichstag followed by elections in March 1933. Though Hugenburg was against the elections but 

he was unable to hold the others and Hitler now had the support of the President as well. Just 

before the elections in March, on 27
th

 February the Reichstag building was burned down in 

mysterious circumstances. Hitler blamed the incident on the communist and persuaded the 

President of an imminent communist revolution. The communist party was banned and a general 

round up of alleged communists and communist sympathizers was conducted, partly by the 
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police but mainly by the irregular forces wearing the brown Nazi uniform. The incident was also 

supposed to enhance his electoral chances and despite all his efforts of using state apparatuses, 

press and radio and all the violence by the SA (Sturmabteilung) and the SS (Schutzstaffel), Nazis 

failed to win an overall majority and Hitler had to depend on the support of Papen and 

Hugenburg.  

The Enabling Law 1933 

Hitler, therefore, to remain in power asked for an Enabling Law, for duration of four years to 

solve the problems of the country. The law would enable Hitler’s government to introduce laws 

without the approval of the Reichstag for the next four years and could ignore the constitution 

and sign agreements with foreign countries. All laws would be drafted by the Chancellor and 

would come into operation the day they were published. The Law passed on the 23 March 1933 

by the Reichstag assembled in the Kroll Opera House (after the fire the Reichstag meetings were 

held here). The passing of the Law itself was a dramatic event as the Nazis did not even had a 

simple majority and they needed at least two-thirds majority to bring such a constitutional 

change. The Kroll Opera House was surrounded by Hitler’s private armies and they chanted: ‘we 

want the bill, or fire and murder’ (Lowe, 1997:277). The communists were already banned and 

leaders jailed, only the Social Democrats voted against the bill and it passed by 441 votes to 94 

(all Social Democrats). The Enabling Law therefore made Hitler a dictator, “created by 

democracy and appointed by Parliament” (Quoted in Craig, 1978: 578). 

After the death of President Hindenburg in August 1934, Hitler announced the amalgamation of 

the offices of the Chancellor and the President under the title of ‘the Führer’ (the leader) 

and proved the nationalists wrong. “Hitler was brought to power by a coalition of the traditional 

right, which he subsequently swallowed” (Hobsbawm, 1995: 123). 

FEATURES OF A NAZI STATE 

Hitler followed a policy called Gleichschaltung- literally meaning- ‘putting into the same gear’ 

or ‘forcible co-ordination’ after coming into power. It involved the purging of the civil service, 

the abolition of the Weimar party system, the dissolution of the state governments and 

parliaments of the old federal council (Reichsrat), the co-optation of the trade union movements 

etc. The government tried to control as many aspects of life as possible, using a huge police force 

and the notorious secret state police, the Gestapo. 

Political Changes brought by the Nazi Party 

One of the main aims of Hitler was to destroy the parliamentary democracy, as according to 

Hitler democratic competition between political parties was ‘self-interested horse-trading’ 

(Geary, 2000: 8). A Führer, a strong leader, would be able to unite the nation into a 

Völksgemeinschaft (people’s community) and be able to resist the threat of communism. 

Therefore the Nazi state was not to follow the traditions of democracy. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Schutzstaffel
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The passing of the Enabling Law had already put an end to the pluralistic political system. The 

Communist Party had been declared illegal following the Reichstag fire and the other parties 

except NSDAP was banned. Founding a new party or continuing to work within the old was 

made punishable. The governmental structure of the federal states was systematically dismantled 

and the power of the Landers (separate state parliaments) was transferred to the Nazi Special 

Commissioners appointed to the states. There was no more state, provincial or municipal 

elections. The cabinet was not abolished but now it met at rare intervals for the purpose of 

applauding the Chancellor’s declaration of policies. The circumstances were made such that no 

discussions or exchange of information could take place. 

The civil service was purged, by a law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service, 

promulgated on 7 April 1933. The officials had to meet their superior’s standards of suitability or 

prove their political reliability based on their pure Aryan descent. Those who survived the purge 

had to be strong on obedience or rather a Kadavergehorsam (corpse-like obedience). ‘Out of 

1,663 members of the higher Prussian Civil Service, 12.5% were eliminated for political or racial 

reasons and 15.5% for lack of qualification (Craig, 1978: 579).  

Though the judiciary did not face an immediate attempt to purge but the new judicial 

appointments were characterized by ideological orthodoxy. In June 1934, Hitler declared 

himself as the ‘supreme judge’ and the magistrates and civil servants took an oath to serve him. 

Hitler acquired a right to remove any judge whose sentence he found lenient or disloyal to the 

vision of National Socialism. 

The trade unions, a likely source of resistance, was replaced by a gigantic labor front (Deutsche 

Arbeitsfront; DAF) German Labor Front. The labor front now functioned as a control 

mechanism, to keep the labor force atomized and powerless with no leader or representative. 

One organization that could have removed Hitler by force was the Reichswehr (army) therefore it 

was important to gain its admiration. The much publicized aim to overthrow the Versailles 

Treaty and expansion of the army to its full strength made the army have faith in him. Hitler’s 

speech to the commanders on February 1933 also indicated towards these aims and his respect 

for their rights and advancing of the interests of the military establishments. 

The successful suppression of the Rohm Purge (the Night of Long Knives) of 30 June 1934 

proved to be an ultimate victory over the army and the Reichswehr took an oath of allegiance to 

the Fuhrer. The SA, one of the private armies of Hitler, had been quite troublesome. The SA 

under the leadership of Ernst Rohm wanted to be merged with the Reichswehr with Rohm 

himself made the general, which the army would never approve of. Therefore Hitler used one of 

his private armies to deal with the other. The SS troops murdered Rohm and other leaders of the 

SA along with the other enemies of the Nazi regime.  

Germany became a police state, with additional help from the SS and the Gestapo to elicit fear 

prevents any open opposition to the regime and maintains obedience to the Führer. The army 
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exercised sovereign control over the lives and liberties of the German citizens, from arresting 

and detaining them on any pretext to imprisoning them for unproved crimes and also subjecting 

them to inhuman physical torments and even murdering for criticizing the government. 

Detaining to the concentration camps (introduced by Hitler) was also carried out.  

The regime tried molding the public opinion by supervising the sources of mass communication. 

The media i.e. radio, newspapers, magazines and even books, films, theatre, music, art were all 

supervised by the Ministry of Propaganda under the leadership of Joseph Goebbels. They 

organized mass rallies and public celebrations of the Third Reich to assure mass support. ‘By the 

end of 1934 about 4000 books were on the forbidden list because they were ‘un-German’. It was 

impossible to perform the plays of Bertholt Brecht (a communist) or the music of Felix 

Mendelssohn and Gustav Mahler (both Jews)’ (Lowe, 1997: 278). Any opinion expressed against 

the Nazi system was punished severely. 

The Nazi control over the economy 

The Nazis, unlike the communists did not have any special ideas about the economy but they did 

have two main aims. One was to remove unemployment and the other was related to make 

Germany self-sufficient by boosting exports and reducing imports (known as autarky). The 

economic situation had deteriorated post-First World War and one of the main concerns of the 

Nazi party to remain in power was to remove unemployment. The problem of unemployment 

was dealt by introducing schemes of public works like slum clearance, land drainage and 

autobahn (motorway) building. The Reinhardt Plan, named after the secretary of state of the 

finance ministry, poured over a lot of money into a variety of public works project and the Nazi 

propagandists pulled out all the stops in advertising this as a dramatic proof of the energy and 

earnestness with which the regime was tackling the country’s basic problem. Workers were 

moved around the country to places where jobs existed. The purges of Jews and anti-Nazis from 

the civil service, education, law, journalism and other jobs created large vacancies. To boost the 

morale of the workers and to keep their support with the Nazis intact, the Strength through Joy 

(Kraft durch Freude) provided benefits such as subsidized holidays in Germany and abroad, 

cruises, ski-ing holidays, cheap theatre, and concert tickets, holidays with pay and control of 

rents. Thus Hitler had provided what the unemployed had been demanding in their marches in 

1932: work and bread (Arbeit und Brot). 

Industrialists were told what to produce according to the needs of the country and the factories 

that produced goods that were not required were closed down. Food prices were controlled and 

the foreign exchange rates manipulated to avoid inflation. Rearmament started in 1934 and 

gradually speeded up with the reintroduction of conscription in 1935. 

Hitler was no socialist, and an admirer of power. He very well understood the role of technology 

and industries in making Germany a power of first rank. This was also one of the promises made 

to gain the public support therefore his economic policies included effective use of the capitalist 

structures and the managerial and technological skills of industries. The state’s interference in 
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the economic matters of the country showed that Hitler was also anti-capitalist but Hitler had the 

skill to keep all sections of society happy and content or rather this was also done to avoid any 

kind of opposition to the regime. Workers were made happy by providing more leisure and 

despite the government’s interference what made the industrialists and big businessmen 

delighted was that the threat of a communist revolution or of trade unions pestering them with 

demands concerning working hours and wages, were no more.  In addition they were able to buy 

back the shares they had sold to the state at the time of the crisis of 1929-32, at low prices. The 

public works scheme, rearmament etc. promised great profits. 

Nazi aim of self-sufficiency in food production helped gain the support of the farmers. Farms 

were declared to be hereditary estates so would be passed on to the next of the kin in case of 

death of the owner so that the farmers could not be forced to mortgage or sell off their farms to 

clear off their debts. Prices of the agricultural produce were fixed to ensure a reasonable profit to 

the farmer. 

The four year plans were introduced with the above aims keeping in mind the welfare of the 

farmers and workers. This programme can to an extent be described as National Socialist but it 

was only solicited after advice from the leading industrialists. 

Gordon Craig (1978) is of the view that though Hitler’s economic policies reduced the number of 

unemployed but it would be difficult to say how much they have served for the basis of a healthy 

and developing economy, “for all these programmes were soon overshadowed by the beginning 

of what has been called the command economy, based on a massive rearmament effort. 

After 1934 rearmament became an important strategy to fight unemployment and to defy the 

Versailles treaty. But too much emphasis on politics and ideology had adverse effects on the 

economy of the nation. There were food shortages and balance of payments problems. In the 

spring of 1936 the Soviet and the Romanian governments that they were placing restrictions 

upon exports of oil and would require payment in cash for all future shipments (the foreign 

countries were forced to accept German goods, often armaments, in exchange of goods bought 

from those countries as a policy of autarky). Therefore it became necessary to find provisional 

solution for the problem of food and raw materials and, second to create the basis for the 

‘struggle for self-realization’. The race theory was so dominant in Hitler’s regime that the 

Reichstag was asked to pass two laws, one providing the death sentence for economic sabotage, 

the other making the whole Jewish community responsible for all the damage done to the 

economy by single acts of sabotage. Hitler’s larger aim was of a war of revenge as he wanted the 

army to be operational in four years and the building of an economy capable of supporting a war 

in four years.  

Though the rearmaments efforts created new industries and unemployment reduced drastically 

but the economic policy after 1936 also attracted some criticisms like a high degree of wasteful 

competition for raw materials, skilled labor and foreign exchange between the arms industry, 

consumer goods and party projects like Hitler’s urban beautification programme, while at the 
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same time high wages in the production goods industries set up inflationary pressures and 

encouraged a flight from the land that endangered the food supply. Craig (1978) points out that 

the measures that would have been necessary to create the kind of total economic mobilization 

such as lower standard of living, longer hours, greater work discipline, and restrictions upon 

changing jobs and on competition for skilled labor, and the like- were never really tried. 

The Nazi control of the Social life 

The Nazi regime not only controlled the politics and economy of the country but also controlled 

the social life of its citizens. The education system was so closely monitored that the textbooks 

were rewritten to indoctrinate the children with the Nazi opinions. For example ‘history was 

distorted to fit in with Hitler’s view that great things can be achieved by force. Human biology 

was dominated by the Nazi race theory’ (Lowe, 1997: 277). Even the teachers, lecturers and 

professors were closely watched and the syllabuses of colleges and universities designed to 

propagate the views of the Nazi leadership.  

All efforts to indoctrinate the children with Nazi views were ensured by the Hitler Youth which 

all the boys at the age of 14 had to join and the girls had to join the League of German 

Maidens. To refuse to allow the children to join these organizations was to invite severe 

consequences. They all learnt that their first duty was to obey Hitler and their favorite slogan was 

that the ‘Führer is always right’. 

Looking at the churches as a possible source of opposition, Hitler brought religion under state 

control. A Concordat (agreement) was signed between Hitler and the Pope of the Roman 

Catholic Church and Hitler promised not to interfere with the German Catholics in anyway, in 

return they agreed to dissolve the Catholic Centre Party and not take part in politics. Hitler’s 

dissolving of the Catholic Youth League (as it rivalled the Hitler Youth) invited protests from the 

Catholics. Relations between the Nazi regime and the Roman Catholic Church were strained and 

the Catholic schools closed. Thousands of nuns and priests were sent to the concentration camps 

as a reaction to their open condemnation of the Nazi movement. 

Hitler tried to organize the Protestant Christian groups into a ‘Reich Church’ with a Nazi as the 

first Reich bishop. Many pastors objected and a group led by Martin Niemoller, protested to 

Hitler about government interference and about his treatment of the Jews. All the protestors were 

sent to the concentration camps but something to note here is that the churches were the only 

organization to have been able to keep a silent protest. For example in 1941, Hitler had publicly 

ordered to stop the mass killings under the ‘euthanasia campaign’ in German asylums. Despite 

that, the evidence shows that they continued. 

Condition of Women 

The regime controlled the sexual lives by encouraging women to leave the factories to marry and 

to reproduce. According to some historians the Nazi state was also hostile towards the rights 

and liberties of women but there is another group of historians who do not agree with the view. 
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The attitude of National Socialism towards women was also influenced from Italian Fascism. It 

was believed that they were a threat to the male supremacy, bourgeois morality, and the future of 

the race. Therefore it was necessary to control women and this was done by restricting them to 

the private sphere and de-feminizing the public sphere. 

According to the Nazi ideology, the female sex had been assigned roles inside the home, to 

breed for the Fatherland and care for the husband/soldier. Abortion was prohibited, birth 

control clinics were closed: access to contraceptives was restricted; incentives were given to 

encourage Germans to marry and have children, while greater welfare was also provided for 

mothers. However, women who were Jews, hereditarily ill or chronically alcoholic were 

subjected to compulsory sterilisation. Historian Gisela Bock sees women as prime ‘victims’ of 

the Nazi era. If they were healthy and Aryan, the Nazi regime deprived them of control over their 

bodies by forbidding contraception and abortion. If they were ‘unhealthy’ or ‘non-Aryan’ they 

were forcibly sterilised (Geary, 2000: 54). Furthermore, the idea that women belonged primarily 

in the home entailed discrimination against females in the labour market, still labour shortage 

and rising wages thus drew many females into industrial employment, despite the regime’s 

ideological goals. Though Bock’s view is not shared by all historians and some saw women as 

complicit in programmes to breed for the Fatherland and rear Germany’s soldiers. Many young 

girls even experienced the League of German Maidens as a liberating experience, in so far as it 

took them away from parental controls. Women may have been excluded from centres of power 

in the Third Reich; but they did join and play a role in Nazi women’s and welfare organisations 

in their hundreds of thousands. Some were involved in the medical, welfare and nursing 

professions, which administered and often drove forward the campaigns of sterilisation, 

euthanasia and extermination. Many were perpetrators, just as many were victims; and many 

welcomed the return to ‘traditional family values’.  

Anti-Semitism 

One dominant feature of the Nazi state was the policy of Anti-Semitism and it later influenced 

the Italian fascism. Adolf Hitler was most obsessed with hatred and fear of the Jews. He 

believed that they were the source of all evil, misfortune and tragedy therefore through various 

decrees Hitler deprived them of their positions in the state bureaucracy, the judiciary, the 

professions and the universities, while the law Against the Overcrowding of German schools and 

institutions of Higher learning denied their children the right of higher education. 

 

Value Addition 5: 

 

Did you Know?  
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‘The Diary of a Young Girl’ was a book written by a young Jewish girl named Anne Frank 

(1929-1945), during the time when Hitler came to power and Anti-Semitism had made life 

difficult for the Jews in Germany. Frank and her family went into hiding in a secret apartment in 

German-occupied Amsterdam, only to be discovered and sent to the concentration camp in 1944. 

The book first published in 1947, describes the family’s time in hiding. It has been translated into 

70 languages and is read worldwide as a guide to the atrocities of the Nazi Regime and has also 

been adapted for stage and screen. 

To know more on the topic, please go to the below link: 

http://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/anne-frank 

The Nuremberg Laws of 1935 deprived Jews of German citizenship and the Aryan blood was 

made a requirement of citizenship and ‘stipulated that only the citizen is the beneficiary of full 

political rights under the provisions of the laws’. It forbade the marriage between German 

citizens and Jews and extra-marital relations between German citizens were made punishable by 

law. By the beginning of 1939 the Jews had been abused and plundered, deprived of their 

citizenship and finally deprived of their livelihood. According to Hitler, superiority of an Aryan 

resided not in the intellect but in the capacity for work, the fulfilment of public duty, self-

sacrifice and idealism. He believed that these qualities were not created by society but were 

genetically determined. 

 

Fig 4. Anti-Semitism (self-made) 

Jews were harassed in every possible way; their property was attacked and burnt, shops looted, 

synagogues destroyed and Jews themselves herded into concentration camps. All Jews and not 

1. Inspection by the Nazi party 

and Himmler at the Dachau 

Protective Custody Camp on 8 

May 1936. 

 

2. Jewish prisoners are issued 

food on a building site 

at Salaspils concentration 

camp, Latvia, in 1941. 

 

 

3. Starving prisoners 

in Mauthausen concentration 

camp liberated on May 5, 

1945. 

 

4. Commander-in-Chief of all 

Allied Forces, General Dwight 

D. Eisenhower, witnesses the 

corpses found at Ohrdruf 

forced labor camp in May 

1945. 

 

Source: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nazi_concen

tration_camps 
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just adult males, fell victim to mass murder by shooting, in which not only the regular army and 

the SS were involved but also police battalions. This ‘Final Solution’ was the Holocaust, the 

extermination of the millions of Jews. During the war as the Germans occupied such countries as 

Czechoslovakia, Poland and Western Russia, he was able to lay his hands on non-German Jews 

as well. ‘It is believed that by 1945, out of a total of 9 million Jews living in Europe at the 

outbreak of the Second World War, well over 5 million had been murdered, most of them in the 

gas chambers of Nazi extermination camps’ (Lowe,1997: 279). The Holocaust, as it became 

known, was probably the worst and most shocking of the many crimes against humanity 

committed by the Nazi regime. 

FOREIGN POLICY OF HITLER 

The foreign policy of Hitler was influenced by his aim to make Germany a great power again by 

destroying the Versailles Settlement, recovering the lost territories, building up a strong 

army and bringing all Germans inside the Reich. The Pan-German unity seems to also have a 

twin aim of what he called Lebensraum (living space)which would provide Germans with food 

and an area in which the excess German population could settle and colonize and as part of his 

policy he had planned to annex Austria, Czechoslovakia, Poland and Russia as far East as the 

Ural Mountains. His intentions were clearly mentioned in his autobiography ‘Mein Kampf’ that 

claimed France to be Germany’s ‘irreconcilable foe’ (Carr, 1990: 198). Many historians believe 

that the aggression of Germany along with Italy and Japan were to be blamed for the Second 

World War. Their extreme nationalism led them to commit acts of violence and breaches of 

international agreements that eventually resulted into the war. Though there are some historians 

like A.J.P Taylor who believe that Hitler never intended a major war instead only a limited war 

with Poland. 

The Disarmament Conference 1932 

However, his well-planned foreign policy and its successes brought popularity and admiration to 

Hitler’s regime. His very first success was with the Disarmament Conference 1932 and he got an 

opportunity to rearm as against the restrictions put by the Versailles treaty. In the 

Disarmament Conference Germany had put forward its demand for equality among nations 

regarding disarming i.e. the other powers must either disarm to the Versailles level or recognize 

Germany’s rearmament. Since German demands were not agreed to, Hitler withdrew from the 

Disarmament Conference as well as the League of Nations (which Germany was allowed to join 

in 1926). The withdrawal of Germany was a grave blow and it was attempted to solve the issue 

outside the conference, to which Hitler made a proposal when Eden visited Paris, Berlin and 

Rome in February 1934. He offered to accept any limit for the German army which was equally 

accepted for the French, Italian and Polish armies, to fix German air force at 30 percent of the 

combined strength of the air forces of Germany’s neighbors or 50 percent of the French air force, 

whichever figure was lower. France sensed Germany’s intentions to rearm and so refused to 

discuss the issue and the Conference came to an end. 
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Poland Pact 1935 

Hitler went easy with his aim of regaining the lost territories. Danzig, the main port of the West 

Prussia, was to be free city under the League of Nations administration. The Poles were afraid of 

a German aggression to regain the Polish Corridor therefore in the wake of the Nazi Revolution, 

200 Polish soldiers were landed without authorization at a point in the port of Danzig. Yet within 

few months of the incident Hitler signed a non-aggression pact with Poland in January 1935. 

This was one of the first triumphs of Hitler as Britain took it as an evidence of his peaceful 

intentions. It had ruined the Little Entente that France had built to increase its security from 

Germany. It also guaranteed Polish neutrality whenever Germany decided to move against 

Austria and Czechoslovakia. The Pact with Poland gave an impression of Germany’s peaceful 

intentions that were necessary to escape the attempt by the powers to force Germany back into a 

collective system in which it would have been under some restraints. 

 

Value Addition 6: 

 

Know it more: The Little Entente 

 

To increase its security, France tried to build a network of alliances, first with Poland in 1921, 

later with Czechoslovakia in 1924, Romania in 1926 and Yugoslavia in 1927. This alliance was 

known as the ‘Little Entente’. Though impressive on the paper, it was believed to be strong 

enough as it involved states that were comparatively weak. 

To know more on the topic, please go to the below link: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Little_Entente 

Anschluss (union) with Austria 

The Anschluss (union) with Austria was an attempt to realize the aim of Pan-Germanism. 

Hitler’s initial effort of the union was a setback. Though a vast majority of Austrian people 

desired union with Germany but the atrocities and the ruthless attitude of the Nazi regime had 

weakened the support. The Austrian Nazi aggression of March 1933 was curbed by the 

intervention of Great Powers and Italy became Austria’s principal patron. Mussolini provided 

subsidies to the Heimwehr (private military organization of Austria that had come into being as a 

make-weight to the armed forces of the Social Democrats) and ordered for the establishment of a 

fascist regime there. Social Democrats were imprisoned and the domestic as well as the foreign 

policy of Austria was passed under the control of Italy. 

In July 1934 the Austrian Nazis launched an attack and occupied the Federal Chancery and killed 

Chancellor Dollfuss. Hitler was blamed for the situation in Austria and for the death of Dollfuss. 

Italian reinforcements were hurried to the frontier. No further encouragement was given to 

Austrian Nazis and German attacks on Austrian government were suspended. Hitler denied any 

intention of threatening the independence of Austria or interfering in her domestic affairs. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Little_Entente
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In July 1936, Dollfuss’s successor in Austria, Kurt von Schuschnigg entered into an agreement 

with Germany to end the tension between Austria and Germany since the Vienna Putsch of 1934. 

Austria now acknowledged herself to be a German state, in return for a promise from Hitler that 

Germany would not interfere in Austria’s internal affairs. This also gave way to the cordial 

relations between Italy and Germany and the birth of the Rome-Berlin Axis. Both Germany and 

Italy also helped General Franco to victory in the Spanish Civil War in 1936. The bond of the 

Rome-Berlin Axis was strengthened by Mussolini paying a ceremonial visit to Munich in 

December 1937 and in return, Hitler visiting Rome in 1938. Japan, at least in theory, was also 

attached to the Rome-Berlin Axis. 

The Anschluss was finally forced on Austria in March 1938 when Hitler reproached the Austrian 

Chancellor for breaches of the 1936 agreement and reacting furiously to Schuschnigg’s efforts to 

prove his country’s desire for independence by means of a plebiscite. 

The Return of Saar 

According to the Versailles Settlement, the Saar was to be administered by the League of 

Nations for a period of 15 years after which its fate would be decided by a plebiscite whether it 

should belong to Germany or France. The plebiscite, as promised was held in January 1935 

under the surveillance of a British officer. On 1 March Saar was returned to Germany 

following a 90 percent vote in its favor. Hitler announced that now all causes of grievances 

between France and Germany had been removed and declared that he had no further territorial 

ambitions in the West. 

Reintroduction of Conscription 

This can be known as Hitler’s first successful breach of the Versailles Treaty when in March 

1935 he announced the reintroduction of conscription. 

Britain and France ministers met in February to discuss the Air Pact, as a supplement of the 

Locarno Treaty, under which the Locarno Powers would agree to give the assistance of their air 

forces to anyone of their members which would be attacked by another from the air. 

Though Germany welcomed the proposals, but was outraged by the reason laid down by France 

and Britain regarding their rearmaments efforts. It laid stress on the threat of German armaments 

with complete exclusion of other factors. Outraged by the attitude, Germany announced that it no 

longer considered herself bound by the military clauses of the Versailles Settlement and would 

build up his peacetime army to thirty-six divisions or 550,000 men. 

Hitler reaffirmed his pacific intentions when British ministers Simon and Eden visited Berlin in 

March. He claimed parity with France regarding the air force and of 35 percent of Britain’s 

naval strength in all categories of ships. In the meanwhile, Britain, France and Italy met in a 

conference at Stresa to draft a resolution condemning Germany’s repudiation of the Versailles 

Treaty but no action was taken and the Stresa Front failed. 
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The Anglo-German Naval Agreement 

Britain had accepted Germany’s proposal and in June 1935 the Anglo-German Naval Agreement 

was signed. Without consulting her allies, Britain allowed Germany to build a naval strength of 

35 percent of British Naval strength in all categories of ships. Therefore it seemed that Britain 

tried to limit the rebuilding of conscription by Germany if not able to stop it but by the end of 

1938 ‘the army stood at 51 divisions (about 800,000 men) plus reserves, there were 21 large 

naval vessels (battleships, cruisers and destroyers), many more under construction, and 47 

U-boats, an air force of over 5000 aircrafts.’ (Lowe, 1997: 77) 

Remilitarization of Rhineland (March 1936) 

A Franco-Soviet Pact was signed between the French and Soviet governments. Germany claimed 

it to be a military alliance directed exclusively against her and also incompatible with the 

Locarno Treaty. To this Hitler decided to breach the Versailles Treaty as well as overthrow the 

Locarno Treaty by sending troops to the demilitarized zone of Rhineland. Under the Versailles 

Treaty Germany was asked to demilitarize Rhineland and the Locarno Treaty guaranteed that 

France, Germany and Belgium would respect their joint frontiers. Hitler had already repudiated 

the dictated Versailles treaty in a previous occasion in March 1935 but had reaffirmed his loyalty 

to the freely negotiated treaty of Locarno. Hitler then tried to pacify by offering containing a 

number of proposals such as establishment of a new demilitarized zone extending for an equal 

distance on both sides of the frontier; to negotiate a new pact based on the Locarno Treaty, but 

omitting the clauses relating to the Rhineland; to conclude non-aggression pacts with her eastern 

neighbors as well as Austria and Czechoslovakia; and to return to the League of Nations. 

Anti-Comintern Pact  

Later in 1936, Anti-Comintern Pact was signed between Germany and Japan, with the 

objective for mutual support in combating communism. It was later joined by Italy in 1937. 

According to E.H. Carr, politically, it was the consequence and the counterpart of the Franco-

Soviet Pact. This also divided the world into two groups one led by Germany, Italy and Japan 

and the other by France and the Soviet Union. (Carr, 1990: 262)  

The Policy of Appeasement 

Before we move further, let us discuss the reasons why Hitler was allowed to get away with all 

these violations of the Versailles treaty. this was known as the policy of ‘appeasement’ that 

was followed by the British and later by the French, to avoid any further war with Japan, 

Italy and Germany by giving way to their demands, provided that they were not too 

unreasonable. Germany was allowed to carry on with its ambitions because it was felt by many 

that the Treaty had treated it quite harshly and treaty was not fair to Italy as well. 

The various acts of aggression and the breaches of the Versailles Treaty until 1937 were allowed 

in order to any war at all costs. But later in May 1937 when Neville Chamberlain became the 
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British Prime Minister he gave appeasement a new drive. He would find out what Hitler wanted 

and show him that reasonable claims could be met by negotiation rather than by force. 

Another war seemed inevitable due to the events that took place after the First World War. There 

was already so much destruction that the World was not ready for devastation. The Economic 

conditions post 1918 and the economic crisis of 1929 had left the nations crippled. It was felt that 

economic cooperation among nations would be beneficial. 

Some of the instances where the policy of appeasement was followed by Britain and France can 

be seen when there was no action against German rearmament or when the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement was signed without consultation with France and Italy. Though France was disturbed 

by the remilitarization of the Rhineland but the French did not mobilize troops and neither 

France nor Britain had intervened in the Spanish Civil war or took action against the Anschluss 

between Germany and Austria.  

Though the policy of appeasement was seen as a potential force to avoid an upcoming war but 

with Hitler it was doomed to failure. The attitude of the allied powers convinced Hitler that 

Britain and France were unprepared for a war and sensing their weakness he was willing to risk 

attacking Poland that started the Second World War. 

The Munich Conference became of 1938 became the climax of the appeasement policy. After the 

Austrian occupation, as part of his Lebensraum (living space) policy, Hitler decided to destroy 

Czechoslovakia. 

“Yet compromise and negotiation with Hitler's Germany were impossible, because the policy 

objectives of National Socialism were irrational and unlimited. Expansion and aggression were 

built into the system and, short of accepting German domination in advance, i.e. choosing not to 

resist the Nazi advance, war was unavoidable, sooner rather than later. Hence the central role of 

ideology in the formation of policy in the 1930s: if it determined the aims of Nazi Germany, it 

excluded realpolitik for the other side. Those who recognized that there could be no compromise 

with Hitler, which was a realistic assessment of the situation, did so for entirely unpragmatic 

reasons” (Eric Hobsbawn, 1995: 154). 

The Propaganda Campaign in Sudetenland 

Hitler’s excuse for the opening propaganda campaign was that 3.5 million Sudeten Germans, 

under their leader Konrad Heinlein, were being discriminated against by the Czech Government. 

It was true that unemployment had been high among the Germans but otherwise they were not 

inconvenienced. The Nazis organized huge protests in the Sudetenland and clashes occurred 

between Czechs and Germans. The war now seemed inevitable therefore Chamberlain and 

Daladier (French Prime Minister) wanted to make any efforts to avoid the war. 

The Munich Conference 1938 and the Invasion of Czechoslovakia 
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A four-power conference was held at Munich on 29 September 1938. It was attended by Hitler, 

Mussolini, Chamberlain and Daladier. Neither the Czechs nor the Russians were invited to the 

conference and the Sudetenland was handed over to Germany. In return Germany along with the 

other three powers guaranteed the rest of Czechoslovakia. It was believed that finally peace has 

been attained but it was not to be true. 

 

Fig 5.The Munich Conference 1938 

Chamberlain, Daladier, Hitler, Mussolini (from left to right) 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Munich_Agreement 

Czechoslovakia was crippled by the loss of 70 percent of her heavy industry and almost all her 

fortifications to Germany. Slovakia began to demand semi-independence, and it looked as if the 

country was about to fall apart. Hitler pressurized the Czech President, Hacha, into requesting 

German help’ to restore order’. In March 1939 German troops occupied the rest of 

Czechoslovakia, Britain and France protested but no action was taken citing the reason that the 

German troops had entered on invitation and therefore the guarantee at the Munich did not apply. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neville_Chamberlain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89douard_Daladier
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adolf_Hitler
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benito_Mussolini
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Munich_Agreement
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Bundesarchiv_Bild_183-R69173,_M%C3%BCnchener_Abkommen,_Staatschefs.jpg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:MunichAgreement.jpg
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Fig 6. After the summit, the British Prime Minister Chamberlain returned to Great Britain where he declared that the Munich agreement meant 

"peace for our time" 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Munich_Agreement 

Invasion of Poland 

After taking the Lithuanian port of Memel, Hitler turned his attentions to Poland. In April 1939 

he demanded the return of Danzig and a road and railway across the corridor, linking East 

Prussia with the rest of Germany. The Poles were convinced that it was preliminary to a full 

scale invasion and therefore refused to surrender Danzig even after British pressure to do so. An 

alliance between Britain and Russia would have saved Poland but before that Hitler entered into 

a non-aggression pact with the USSR and agreed to divide Poland up between Germany and 

USSR (24 August). On 1 September 1939 a full-scale German invasion of Poland took place 

and when Germany refused any negotiations, Britain declared war with Germany on 3 

September and France followed. 

CONCLUSION 

This period after the First World War became significant because it saw the triumph of realism 

over idealism. It was inferred that the devastation of the First World War would lead to 

establishment of peace in the world but the period saw the rise of fascism in various states, 

totalitarian regimes, civil wars, eventually leading to the Second World War. Debates around the 

question, what made the Second World War inevitable, point towards Hitler’s aggressive policies 

as one of its causes, though many historians reject this view. 

Hitler aimed to make Germany a World Power, but was unsuccessful in developing a flourishing 

economy instead only strengthened ethnic identity and hatred that also spread to other parts of 

Europe. According to Eric Hobsbawm, it was the triumph of Hitler in Germany that made 

fascism a national movement and similar movements could be seen in many other countries of 

the world.  

SUMMARY: 

 Nazism emerged as an ideology based on racism, expansionism, obedience to a great 

leader and it glorified war. 

 Under the leadership of Adolf Hitler, Nazism flourished in Germany during the period of 

1933 to the Second World War. 

 Hitler joined the DAP in 1919 and on 24 February 1920 the organisation changed its 

name to the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP). 

 The program of the Nazi party called for the revision of the Treaty of Versailles and the 

return of territories lost as a result of the Versailles Treaty (parts of Poland, Alsace and 

Lorraine etc.) along with the unification of all ethnic Germans in a single Reich. 

 Though Hitler was influenced by Mussolini and the Italian Fascism and Nazism had 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neville_Chamberlain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Munich_Agreement
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certain similarities to it, Nazism and Fascism also had certain dissimilarities. 

 The Weimar Republic, which came to power after the First World War, was faced with 

disorder, disorganisation and destitution and the circumstances had made it unpopular 

with the general public. The acceptance of the Versailles settlement inflicted hatred for 

the government and it was overthrown by Hitler in 1933. 

 Hitler became the German Chancellor in 1933 and after the death of President 

Hindenburg in August 1934, announced the amalgamation of the offices of the 

Chancellor and the President and declared himself as ‘the Führer’ (the leader). 

 Hitler followed a policy called Gleichschaltung- literally meaning- ‘putting into the same 

gear’ and the Nazi regime not only controlled the politics and economy of the country but 

also controlled the social life of its citizens. 

 Anti-Semitism, the Holocaust, as it became known, was probably the worst and most 

shocking of the many crimes against humanity committed by the Nazi regime. 

 The foreign policy of Hitler was influenced by his aim to make Germany a great power 

again by destroying the Versailles Settlement, recovering the lost territories, building up a 

strong army and bringing all Germans inside the Reich. 

GLOSSARY 

Racism The prejudice that members of one race are intrinsically superior to 

members of other races 

Auschwitz A Nazi concentration camp in southwestern Poland in use during 

World War II; many people were executed in gas chambers or died 

from disease and starvation, about 90% of them Jews. 

Anti-Semitism The intense dislike for and prejudice against Jewish people 

Armistice A state of peace agreed to between opponents so they can discuss 

peace terms 

Prejudice An adverse judgment or opinion formed beforehand without good 

justification 

Proletarian A member of the working class 

Bourgeoisie (according to Marxist thought) being of the property-owning class 

and exploitive of the working class 

Allied Powers In World War I the alliance of Great Britain and France and Russia 

and all the other nations that became allied with them in opposing 

the Central Powers 

Reichstag German Parliament 

Putsch A sudden and decisive change of government illegally or by force 
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Passive resistance Peaceful resistance to a government by fasting or refusing to 

cooperate 

Propaganda Ideas or statements that may be false or exaggerated to influence 

public opinion 

Autarky Economic independence as a national policy 

Sterilization  not able to reproduce 

Extermination camps designed and built by Nazi Germany to systematically kill millions 

of people primarily by gassing, but also by execution and extreme 

work under starvation conditions 

Holocaust An act of mass destruction and loss of life (especially in war or by 

fire)  

 

Long Answer Questions: 

(1) Discuss the causes that led to the rise of Nazism in Germany. 

(2) ‘Hitler was influenced by the Italian Fascism.’ What were the basic features of Nazism 

and how was it different from the Italian Fascism. 

(3) Discuss the major changes that took place in Germany after Hitler became the Chancellor 

in January 1933. Were these changes a sign of progress in Germany? 

(4) Discuss Hitler’s foreign policy with respect to the aims and objectives with which he 

came to power. 

 

EXERCISES 

Write ‘true’ or ‘false’. 

(1) The opposition against the Nazi regime were known as the ‘November criminals’. 

(2) The Nazi party claimed that the Marxists, November criminals, Jesuits, Freemasons and the 

Jews were the causes of all the troubles being faced by the nation. 

(3) The Beer Hall Putsch in 1923 was influenced by the ‘March on Rome’ attempted by 

Mussolini to attain power. 

(4) Nazism was against modernity and progress and talked of returning to the traditional past 

therefore it was known as a traditionalist movement. 
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(5) The Nazi ideology of race can be traced back to the theory given by French count Arthur de 

Gobineau. 

(6) All efforts to indoctrinate the children with Nazi views were ensured by the Hitler Youth 

which all the boys at the age of 14 had to join and the girls had to join the League of German 

Maidens. 

(7) The Enabling Law deprived Jews of German citizenship and the Aryan blood was made a 

requirement of citizenship 

(8) The Anglo-German Naval Agreement was signed in June 1936.  

Answer: 

(1) False 

(2) True 

(3) True 

(4) False 

(5) True 

(6) True 

(7) False 

(8) False 

 

Match the following: 

(a) Munich Conference (1) 1 September 1939 

(b) Lebensraum (2) Banning of the Communist Party 

(c) Nazism (3) demand for equality among nations 

regarding disarming 

(d) Invasion of Poland (4) Race theory 

(e) Reichstag Fire (5) Living space 

(f) Disarmament Conference (6) 29 September 1938 

Answer: (a) 6, (b) 5, (c) 4, (d) 1, (e) 2, (f) 3. 
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