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INTRODUCTION

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

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

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

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

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

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

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