IB European History

National Socialism
It is rare for a politician to hold to core beliefs with ferocious tenacity over a long period of time.  Most politicians are, well, political, meaning they shift positions along with the winds of change. This was never the case with Adolf Hitler.  What set Hitler apart from other European statesmen were three core beliefs that never changed: the German domination of Europe, the need for German Lebensraum (living space) in Eastern Europe and the removal of the Jews.  These three ideas were central to all aspects of Nazi ideology.  National Socialism was about undoing the humiliation and the betrayal of 1918.  A primary plank of the National Socialist agenda was to right the wrongs of 1918.  To understand National Socialism is to appreciate the Latin prefix, “re” meaning, “again and again and again.”  National Socialism was about revival; National Socialism was about rebirth; National Socialism was about rebuilding; National Socialism was about revenge; National Socialism was about rearmament; National Socialism was about redemption; National Socialism was about revolution; and National Socialism was about reform.  To understand National Socialism is to appreciate the depth of German humiliation after the catastrophic defeat in the Great War.  National Socialism was about undoing the wrongs of the past, namely the unfinished business of 1918.

The National Socialist German Workers Party (Nazi) was an ultra-nationalistic political party of the radical right.  Because of its fanatical nationalism, National Socialism was also extremely xenophobic, fearing and hating all foreigners.  The central concept of National Socialism was the belief in the superiority of the German “Volk,” meaning the German race.  The goal of National Socialism was to build a Volksgemeinschaft, a racial community if you will, united by blood.  The Nazis saw the Volksgemeinschaft as a living, breathing organism that had to be protected from foreign contagions.  If the Jew and the Bolshevik were allowed to survive within the holy German Volksgemeinschaft, then the racial community would die out.  National survival was dependent on the eradication of foreign pathogens that would infect the Volksgemeinschaft.  Genocide was thus a key to national survival. Aspects of National Socialism can trace its roots to the many völkisch (ultra-German nationalist) movements springing up in Germany and Austria-Hungary at the end of the 19th century.  The common denominator of these ultra-nationalistic völkisch movements was their belief in the superiority of the German Volk and an intense hatred of Slavs and Jews.  This völkisch mentality was rampant in the German General Staff at the beginning of the Great War and was also a mainstream belief in much of German society, especially among the middle class, between 1880 and 1914.  Bismarck, von Moltke, Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg, and Kaiser William II all subscribed to this ultra-nationalist mentality.
National Socialism held a mystical, quasi-religious view of the relationship between Blut und Boden, blood and land.  Because National Socialism was an inherently violent and an extremely warlike ideology, military expansion was a logical consequence.  The German Volksgemeinschaft required land and natural resources.  According to National Socialist racial planning, the German population would grow to over 100 million by 1950.  To accommodate this formidable population the Reich needed Lebensraum, meaning  “living space.” and this Lebensraum could only be found in Eastern Europe.  According to National Socialist ideology Eastern Europe was primarily inhabited by Jews and Slavs, nations identified as subhuman.  To accommodate the millions of Germans that would colonize and settle in Eastern Europe, the indigenous populations of Poland, the Ukraine, White Russia and the Baltic States had to be physically removed.  This would be accomplished through a man-made famine, inspired by the Ukrainian famine of 1932-1933.  The concept of Lebensraum was not a new German idea.  We need to look no further than the German war aims of September 1914, penned by Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg to find a deep-seated German desire to colonize Eastern Europe.  What made the Nazi ideology of Lebensraum so different from the Bethmann-Hollweg concept of Mitteleuropa was the National Socialist fusion of Lebensraum with their racial protocol demanding enslavement and genocide.  Because war was part of the natural order in the Nazi view of the universe, aggressive territorial expansion was the logical byproduct. 

National Socialism held a visceral and gut-wrenching hatred for Bolshevism.  According to National Socialist ideology there was no difference between the Communists and the Jews since, according to the twisted ideology of Hitler’s Weltanshauung all Jews were Communists and all Communists were Jews. This radical distortion of history can be traced to Hitler’s interpretation of the Russian Revolution as a Jewish-Bolshevist conspiracy to take over Europe.  Hitler passionately hated Lenin, Trotsky and Rosa Luxembourg because they were Jews and radical Marxists.  For Hitler the Stab in the Back of 1918, the Spartacist Revolt of 1919, and the establishment of the Munich Soviet that same year were all proof of the spread of the cancer of Jewish-Bolshevism. Thus when the Nazis railed against the Communists, in their own minds, they were also attacking the Jews since, “Jeder Jude ist rot und deswegen bald tot” (“Every Jew is red and because of this will soon be dead.”)  There was no attempt to differentiate between Bolshevism as a political ideology and Judaism as a religion.  To a Nazi, Jews and Communists were all one in the same, just as any political party on the Left was considered Marxist.  For a National Socialist there was little or no difference between a member of the KPD and a member of the SPD.  Since they were all leftist political ideologies, spawned by radical Marxism, the Left was destined for political annihilation.  When Hitler invaded the Soviet Union on 21 June 1941 the war was to be a life-death struggle between the German Volksgemeinschaft and the Jewish-Bolshevik universe, a war of biblical proportions with the final battle of Armageddon resulting in the complete extermination of Jews as a people and Bolshevism as an ideology. 

National Socialism was a rabidly anti-Semitic political philosophy.   Europe has a long history of anti-Semitism, especially in France and Russia.  Prior to the Nazi seizure of power in 1933, European anti-Semitism was religious anti-Semitism.  The Jews were hated because they refused to embrace Christ and because they refused convert to Christianity.  Nazi anti-Semitism was racial anti-Semitism. The Jews were viewed not as a religion in their own right, but as a distinct and separate race, destined for removal.   The Nazis depicted Jews as vermin, similar to rats or lice, void of any intelligence or culture.  What separated the Nazis from other European anti-Semites was the National Socialist desire for Jewish annihilation.  In this context the Holocaust (1933-1945) was a watershed event in world history—the most extreme case of genocide that has ever occurred.  What distinguishes the Holocaust from other genocides are two factors: first the totality and scope of intent—that is the National Socialist goal to kill every last Jewish man, woman and child in Europe and second the harnessing and utilization of the modern industrialized and technological state to accomplish this process.  The full force of the Nazi administrative/bureaucratic state was mobilized for the annihilation of the Jews of Europe, an event without a historical analog and simply unprecedented in human history.

National Socialism glorified and worshipped violence.  Warfare was key to the survival of the individual and of the nation-state.  Without warfare and physical violence, individuals and nations become soft.  Whereas the Bolsheviks relished the concept of class warfare, the National Socialists saw the world struggle as one of race warfare.  Both ideologies defined politics therefore not as a competition between ideologies, but rather as a war in which the goal was to physically destroy the opposition.  Politics for the Bolsheviks and the Nazis was not about winning but about political extermination.  Both ideologies justified this intense ideology with a twisted and horrifying interpretation of Social Darwinism:  the strong have a natural right to destroy the weak:  the strong are destined to survive, while the weak are doomed for extinction: the strong should propagate and spread their seed, while the weak should be allowed to perish.  The seminal event in National Socialist ideology was the Great War, a death-struggle for European supremacy.  Adolf Hitler was a creature of the trenches.  For the Nazi the alte Frontkämper (Great War veterans) were men on an entirely different spiritual plane as the normal citizen.  The Front Generation had experienced the life-defining moment of combat, had felt the sex-like exhilaration of squeezing the last breath of life out of a blood-enemy, and had been morally and spiritually hardened by intense pain, suffering and hardship.  For a National Socialist, violence was a way of life and it was only through warfare, not politics, that the great questions of history could be decided. 

National Socialism loathed and detested democratic governments.  Western democracies were considered to be feminine, weak and corrupt.  It was for this reason that the Nazis so hated the Weimar Republic.  National Socialism was anti-democratic, anti-republican and anti-constitutional.  The values most western Europeans had held so dearly since 1848—the rights of the individual, civil liberties, religious toleration and the sanctity of the individual over the state—the National Socialists detested. National Socialism worshipped das Volk, not the individual.  National Socialism deified der Führer (the leader), not individual rights.  National Socialism glorified the Vaterland, not personal opinion.  Raw human emotion was the Nazi guide for human behavior, not some abstract concept based on cognitive reasoning and objective critical thinking.  For a National Socialist what you felt was more important than what you thought.  If we could agree that the European Enlightenment (1700-1800) was the apogee of European intellectual development, National Socialism was the Continent’s black hole. Each and every principle of the Enlightenment—the value of the individual, the importance of civil liberties, the necessity of political and religious toleration, and the intrinsic belief that the universe was balanced and benevolent—the Nazis wanted to destroy.  Western Europe worshipped the beauty of life, while the Nazis glorified death.  The Enlightenment urged patience and restraint, while the Nazis reveled in the idea of raw power.  For most people the best definition of civilization would be a society in which those least able to care for themselves are protected and cared for.  A democracy could be defined as a society in which opinions and ideas are tolerated, even those which we personally find repugnant and distasteful.  National Socialism violently disagreed with both definitions.  The weak were to be destroyed, alien ideas were to be extinguished and the individual was allowed to exist only to serve the Volk.  In a nutshell, National Socialism was violently anti-Enlightenment, anti-pluralistic and anti-liberal.  Nazism was anti-republican, anti-democratic and anti-progressive.  It was as if the European Enlightenment had never happened and Europe was thrust intellectually back into the Dark Ages of dog-eat-dog, state-sanctioned torture, religious persecution and tribal warfare.  Whereas the Enlightenment was inclusive in its worldview, National Socialism was exclusive.  One of the guiding principles of the Enlightenment was to include all segments of society into the greater, collective whole.  A National Socialist argued the polar-opposite, believing in élitism and the necessity of exclusion to preserve racial purity within das Volk.
National Socialism was an extremely male chauvinistic philosophy.  One of the major reasons the Nazis hated Weimar so much was because of the emancipation and suffrage of German women 1918-1933.   The National Socialists argued that the Weimar Republic was corrupt largely because women had been allowed to leave the home and enter the workplace.  For the National Socialists the word democracy was synonymous with effeminate, homosexual and weak.  The National Socialists were determined to turn back the hands of time and return women to their rightful place: the kitchen and the bedroom. Thus the Nazi slogan for women, Kinder, Küche und Kirche (children, kitchen and church).  The national purpose for German women was twofold: support their men by excelling in domestic husbandry and most importantly by having as many healthy babies as possible.  German women 1933-1945 could earn medals for “bearing children for the Führer,” the top gold prize nicknamed the “rabbit medal” for those strong mothers who could deliver six or more children to the Reich.  The Bund Deutsche Mädel (BDM) or Union of German Girls was often referred to as “Bald Deutsche Mutter” or “soon to be a German mother” since extramarital sexual relations were both expected and encouraged of all German girls over the age of seventeen, married or not.  After 1933 the Nazi courts outlawed the legal concept of an “illegitimate child.” All German children, even those born out of wedlock were valued and considered to be “children of the Führer.”  After 1933, women in Nazi Germany would eventually be forced to leave employment in industry, teaching, the legal and judicial sector, the government and employment in the arts and sciences.  The Nazi ideal for women could best be summarized by looking at women in the late middle ages: fully domesticated, subservient, obedient and always eager to please the sexual whims of their men.

Besides being vehemently anti-Enlightenment, National Socialism was also anti-modern.  Any art form or intellectual pursuit that did not glorify traditional German values—home, farming, warfare and Volk—were considered to be Jewish-Bolshevik perversions and examples of decadent art.  Abortion was considered race-murder and birth control as a race-crime.  Jazz music was thought to be “nigger-kike” music since according to the Nazi pundits, all Jazz musicians were “Niggers and Jews.”  Traditional German music as well as the German classics (Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, Mozart and Wagner) was idealized.  Bauhaus architecture was seen as, “a Jewish-Bolshevik conspiracy to destroy pure German building forms,” modern art as “a perversion of a weak and womanly society.”  In the realm of art and culture National Socialism could be considered traditionalist or classicist, looking backward rather than moving forward.  For this reason, National Socialism was anti-modern, a movement violently opposed to the modern values of the 20th century: universal suffrage, female emancipation, contraception, abortion rights, republican governments, and modern art.
National Socialism embraced the economic ideology of a mixed economy, a perverse hybrid of cannibalistic capitalism and state socialism.  The Nazis envisioned a strict command economy.  Costs, wages and production quotas were to be strictly regulated and determined by the Economic Ministry in Berlin thus following the model of state socialism.  Because of the traditionally strong connection between German unions and the SPD, National Socialism was the archenemy of organized labor.  Following the mass arrest and roundup of the KPD and SPD leadership in 1933-1934, the next group to disappear wholesale into the camps was union leaders.  In this context National Socialism was hardly the friend of the German worker, which would explain the reservoirs of KPD support in German working class neighborhoods, even after 1933.  On the other hand, the National Socialists encouraged German industrialists, bankers and big businessmen to invest in industries that would benefit the Nazi state with the quid pro quo agreement that big business could make enormous profits through cheap labor costs.  After 1941 the SS became the middleman to German industry “renting” to German industrialists cheap slave labor from Eastern Europe.  A Polish slave laborer, rented out by the SS, cost a German businessman an average of 34¢ per day after 1941, an enormous saving for German industry who prior to 1933 was paying the highest labor costs of any country in the industrialized world.  Once the Nazis crushed the German unions, and their benefactor, the SPD, German industrialists had the potential to make enormous profits, a characteristic more of a capitalist economy, rather than one of socialism.  Unlike Bolshevism, which was centered on the economic dynamics of radical Marxism, National Socialism did not have a major economic agenda and for this reason is difficult to interpret as an economic philosophy.  Because of Hitler’s management style, encouraging bureaucratic competition and political infighting between government agencies, the Nazi economy tended to be hopelessly inefficient.  After 1935 and Hitler’s decision to rearm, basic consumer goods tended to be scarce, waiting for hours in lines for food rations became the norm, and everyday household items were virtually nonexistent.  Raw materials were always in short supply, due to rearmament needs, and the consumer/public sector of German society suffered the most since German war industries had priority over raw materials.  One of the great misnomers of history is that, “Hitler rebuilt the German economy.”  The evidence is overwhelming that the German economy by late fall of 1932 (look at the election results for November 1932!) was pulling out of the world recession and was dramatically recovering, thanks to the economic reforms of the Weimar government.  Nazi popularity reached its low point between 1935 and 1936 when the German consumer was being squeezed to death by Hitler’s rearmament policies.  Though the National Socialists boasted that they put Germany’s unemployed back to work building the Autobahn the reality was that German workers were already going back to work by 1932 and the economy would have fully recovered on its own. 
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