Kershaw’s Hitler 
Recently I finished Ian Kershaw’s biography of Hitler. It is quite a read, two bulky volumes, all in all some sixteen hundred pages of Hitler, worth every one of them. The book is more than a biography: it gives an intriguing picture of the inner workings of the Third Reich. Somehow I had always assumed that Hitler ruled with ruthless efficiency, but in many ways this was not true. 

First of all, there was a surprising degree of cronyism. Some of the Führer’s friends were untouchable, no matter how incompetent they were. Hermann Goering is a case in point. The first world war fighter ace and 1920s Nazi street-fighter, had, by world war two, become a grotesque fool, interested mainly in enriching himself and parading around in extravagant gala-uniforms of his own design. His two main tasks, commanding the German air force and the German economy were a hopeless failure, which did not escape Hitler, yet it was not until the Third Reich had crumbled to two beleaguered city blocks in Berlin that he fired the “Reichsmarschall”. 

Second, the nazi state was an organizational mess. In 1933 Hitler had inherited a fairly traditional modern state, with a well organized and hardly politicized bureaucracy. These state organs lost much of their power – and efficiency – to party organizations that in various ways started to interfere with their work. In some areas, like the police, the party, by way of the SS, simply took over the responsibility for the whole area of administration. By the late 1930s the whole German police apparatus was incorporated into the SS. Naturally this politicized the police almost totally: its leadership and rank and file were simply party-members and followers in police uniforms. Political control of bureaucracy cannot be done more effectively. The SS itself, by the way, was in itself a curious amalgam of branches and organizations, with very little logic. It had grown out of the national socialist street fighters of the Sturmabteilung (SA), but was allowed to grow uncontrolled and without much logic, in every direction and form. On one hand there were ordinary citizens, with regular day jobs whose membership of the SS consisted of one or two nights of volunteer-work, on the other hand there were the battle-hardened professional soldiers of the waffen-SS, sometimes organized in units of volunteers from conquered countries. There was even a unit of Bosnian Muslims that prayed to Mecca three times a day. But the responsibilities and formal tasks of all these SS organizations were very unclear.

On top of cronyism and organizational haziness came the fact that the Third Reich was not actually run in an organized fashion. There were no cabinet meetings where plans were proposed, decisions were taken, or problems of coordination and adjustment were solved, as in normal states. Hitler was mostly occupied with the war, but much less with the logistical problems that needed to be sorted out to be able to fight the battles and produce the weapons he needed for his victory. Many key people did not have access to Hitler nor did much clear direction come from him, so quite a lot of people were, in Kershaw’s words, “working towards the Fuhrer”: guessing what the right policy could be and implementing that, which must have been an uncomfortable position in a brutal police state.

Hitler was a brilliant political tactician. His political successes, his rise in the early 1930s just as much as his diplomatic successes in the late 1930s, were a result of rash political brinkmanship, demagoguery, and fear mongering. But he lacked the capacity to govern. He was a leader of masses and stormtroopers. But once his masses and troops had taken over the state, he could give them no direction. This is what makes Hitler second rate compared to Napoleon. There are many, many reasons to condemn Napoleon. He set Europe ablaze, and stubbornly persisted in useless wars, and he shares many traits with Hitler (also his cronyism – of which his family and old comrades in arms were the main recipients was famous). Yet, he gave Europe the civil code, which guaranteed the own property rights of the bourgeoisie and hence terminated feudalism wherever it was introduced. This alone guarantees Napoleon’s place as a founder of modern Europe. Napoleon’s role is still debated, and he still has firm detractors and enthusiastic followers. But in Hitler’s case the moral debate has been settled long ago, and there is only the debate on what caused his years of senseless destruction. His years, is he alone to blame? Kershaw is very, very clear about this. The Hitler regime was an “extreme form of personal rule which an ill-educated beerhall demagogue and racist bigot, a narcissistic, megalomaniac, self-styled national saviour was allowed to acquire and exercise in a modern, economically advanced, and cultured land” and he was “absolutely decisive in the terrible unfolding of events in those fateful twelve years”.   
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