Chapter 18

Dictatorships

In the decade following the Paris Peace Conference Europe witnessed the evolution of authoritarian governments.  In the face of rising unemployment, increased economic distress, political and social dissatisfaction, and a pervading fear of Communism, governments moved to suppress individual rights and freedoms.  Romania, Hungary, Italy, Germany, Spain, and others experienced authoritarian regimes but they also shared the dubious distinction of being amongst the poorest nations of Europe.  Out of these systems rose people who would not only dominate European politics, but also help shape the political future of the world.  In the most extreme cases individuals snatched control of governments for their own diabolical ends.  However, dictatorships are not only a twentieth-century phenomenon, they have existed throughout history.  They have tended to be short-lived and the direct result of a particular set of circumstances.    
 

Totalitarianism

 

Totalitarianism regimes developed in the 1920s and 1930s.  Totalitarianism was far more complicated system than a mere dictatorship.  In a totalitarianism system all aspects of society and life are involved.  Totalitarian states all shared centralized control in the form of a dictator, who ruled in the name of a single party.  The use of secret police and terror-tactics to achieve political ends was common, as was suppression of the free press and free speech.    

It first appeared during the Bolshevik Revolution, but it became many things in many places.  The totalitarian system in the Soviet Union shared many of the characteristics seen in Nazi Germany even though Hitler and Stalin were ideologically separated.  In a totalitarian state there is no glorification of the individual as you find in fascism, nor is there a significant emphasis on nationalism.  

In the twentieth-century totalitarian leaders basically returned to the role of absolute monarchs.  They or the government controlled every aspect of life. Modern totalitarianism started during World War I when everything was subordinate to victory.  Lenin and the Bolsheviks carried this concept further and showed how a dedicated small group could overcome a large group.  Any deviation from the goals of the state became a crime.  Liberalism was seen as sentimental slop.

 

The individual was less valuable than the state.  Only a single powerful ruler, without laws could rule effectively.  Dictatorships outside the Soviet Union were seen as fascist.

Fascism

Fascism did not involve all the necessary aspects of society to develop into totalitarianism.  Fascists rejected parliamentary rule, which they perceived as weak and ineffective, and the cause of the post-war economic problems.  Accompanying the nationalistic goals of fascism was the desire for territorial expansion.  International expansion satisfied what was termed as “historic destiny”.  In nearly all cases this “historic destiny” meant a conflict with the terms of the Versailles Treaty.

Especially in Italy, fascists wanted to create a nation based on commitment of the individual to serve the state.  They believed that if the people shared a common national identity class difference would disappear and the people would be all Italians.  (When Mussolini banned strikes and outlawed the unions he paved the way for big business to make huge profits at the expense of the workers.)       

 

Ironically the very nature of fascism, i.e. a strong sense of nationalism, actually worked against any attempts to spread fascism to other countries.  Although fascism did appear in other countries it was, in many respects different in each country: 
1. Extreme, expansionist nationalism
2. Antisocialism aimed at destroying working class movements
3. Alliances with powerful capitalists and landowners
4. Mass parties - appealed to middle class and peasantry
5. A dynamic, violent leader
6. Glorification of war and military

 

The fascist regimes in Italy and Germany were both promoted and financially supported by big business that looked to the dictator to restore order and stability.  (Ironically, much of the turmoil was actually caused by the Blackshirts and their campaign of state-sponsored terror.)  This nexus was especially strong in Italy where fascism was seen as a product of class conflict, capitalist crisis, and post war upheaval.  Marxists argued fascism was a way capitalists sought to control the masses.  

Fascism was very capitalistic, by the mid 1930s only in the Soviet Union did the government control as much industry as in Italy.  Unfortunately for Mussolini, he was never able to fully achieve his desire for self-sufficiency because Italy lacked the necessary raw materials.  But what did happen was that the economic disparity between northern and southern Italy widened.    

 

Stalin

 

In 1924 after a series of debilitating strokes Lenin died and Trotsky and Stalin competed for leadership.  (After his death Petrograd was renamed Leningrad.) Trotsky having failed in his attempt to persuade the Soviets of the value of world revolution was exiled to from the U.S.S.R.  After moving around he settled in Mexico and began a propaganda campaign against Stalin.  He was assassinated in 1940 in strange circumstances.  

Stalin was a master of political infighting and throughout the 1920s he eliminated almost everyone that posed a threat to his power, which was absolute.  In 1928 Stalin became undisputed leader of the Communist Party.

 

Stalin won because:
a) used his office to win friends by granting certain freedoms to minorities
b) the theory of “socialism in one country”

Stalin aligned with the moderates to suppress the radicals.  Later he suppressed the moderates

By December 1927 the party condemned all “deviation from the general party line”.  The year 1927 marked the start of the second revolution and the end of the NEP (new economic policy).  Starting in 1928 economic policy would be a series of five-year plans.  The plans, or centralized control of all aspects of the economy, became one of the most visible features of the Soviet Union.  The goal of the plans was to make the U.S.S.R. militarily and industrially self-sufficient. Initially these plans were successful, but increased quotas and pressure to not only meet, but exceed productively signaled their ultimate failure.  Not to be deterred, Stalin simply replaced one five-year plan with another in 1932 and 1938.   The plan started in 1938 was halted in 1941 because of war with Germany and restarted in 1945.)  Stalin wanted output to increase an unrealistic 250%.

 

Two major problems for Stalin were that: a) internationally the Soviets were well behind other countries.  While he desperately wanted to increase the size of industry he was limited by funds.  Any shift from the traditional agrarian based economy to an industrialized economy would take time, money, and skills.  b) The second problem was what to do with the peasants?  The “cursed problem” the peasants as Stalin called them, did not have the skills, the education, or the motivation, to make a significant difference in the economy. 

Consequently Stalin declared an economic war on the peasants.  The First Five-Year Plan was designed to create an agricultural revolution in the U.S.S.R.  

The basis of this plan was collectivization.  The peasants were forced onto large farms that were owned by the collective group.  Individuals were expected to share their resources and talents for the betterment of the farm.  The kulaks (wealthier peasants) resisted any attempt to nationalize their property and possessions.  Stalin sent troops out with orders to enforce his policies at any cost.  Sadly, the kulaks were basically wiped out by Stalin.  

Stalin’s intent was to create a new society, a strong economy and a powerful army.  He wanted to create a true Marxist society in which people did not own property.  He believed once everything was owned and controlled by the state the new society would evolve.  What he did, was remove the most capable farmers and replace them with incapable farmers.  He removed the need for competition and as a result, the necessary motivation for people to invest their time, resources, and energy.  Forced collectivization was an economic disaster.

Development of industry was much better.  People who had been forced of their land because of collectivization moved to the cities to find work.  The new industrial revolution benefited from this pool of displaced workers.  

Industry doubled during the first plan and doubled again during the second.  Soviet planners decreed that 33% of net income go toward investment.  Money was collected by a heavy sales tax so conditions did not improve.  Trade unions lost all their power, individuals could be sent anywhere in the country and needed police permission to move.  Foreign engineers were hired to plan and construct new factories.  The second Five-Year Plan was slightly different from the first, as the Russian tried to cut down on imported goods rather than focus on mass production.  The results from the first decade of plans were amazing.  No other country had ever witnessed such a drastic increase in industrial capabilities.  But while output did increase the level of production still lagged behind many other countries.  Unfortunately, many of the factories and plants constructed were poorly located, badly constructed, and not capable of long-term productivity.   

 

Ever paranoid, Stalin could never bring himself to trust those around him.  In 1933 he began a series of purges to remove all potential troublemakers.  Even his old friend and long time Party member, Sergei Kirov, was assassinated, Stalin used this as an excuse for a reign of terror.  In 1936, 16 old Bolsheviks confessed to all manner of plots in a huge staged public trial in Moscow.  All those on trial pleaded guilty, made confessions, and labeled themselves as being unworthy.  All were executed.  Stalin’s wife, who had also been critical of her husband, also died.  In all probably 8 million were arrested, no one will ever know the true extent of Stalin’s purges but the number is easily in the millions!

In August 1939, Stalin signed a 10-year non-aggression pact with Hitler.  The terms of the pact were not disclosed but as Europe was to soon find out, the division of Poland by a major part.  The pact between, what seemed like to conflicting ideologies took the world by surprise.  Only weeks after Hitler invaded Poland the Soviet Union invaded Eastern Poland.  The Soviets also moved into Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, and Finland.  The Finns resisted but the might of the Soviet Union could not be stopped.  As a result the Soviet Union was expelled from the United Nations.

On June 22, 1942, Hitler violated the non-aggression pact with Stalin and invaded the U.S.S.R.  Stalin was stupefied and refused to accept the fact that Hitler had betrayed him.

In a totalitarian state the state must always be fighting real of imagined enemies.  Newspapers and films continually told of socialist achievements and capitalist plots.  Workers who surpassed their quotas were called heroes and their achievements were recognized in staged ceremonies.

Under Stalin Russian history was rewritten, religion was persecuted, churches became “museums of atheism”, Stalin’s picture was everywhere.  But the conditions under which most citizens lived were deplorable.  The mainstay of a person's diet was black bread and vodka.  Soviet workers did receive: free education, day care, free medical services, and old-age pension.  Unemployment was unknown and crime was scarce.

The Revolution of 1917 had declared complete equality for all women.  In the 1920’s divorce and abortion were readily available, Russian women were far more liberated than their western counterparts.  Soviet women also had economic opportunities far earlier than women in the west.  With the advent of five-year plans women worked in factories.  Opportunities, once only open to men, were also open to women.  Yet the home and children were still considered a woman’s responsibility.

People were continually told about the virtues of socialism and the decadence and corruption that afflicted capitalist societies.  As a result, people saw life in the Soviet Union as an ideological struggle against capitalism and fascism.  It was not just Soviets that were attracted to socialism; many westerners fell in love with the romantic dream of a true socialist society.

 

Mussolini

 

Mussolini grew up an average Italian family.  At school he was a bully and had no problem using violence to get his way.  His early political philosophy was formed from reading Sorel, Marx, and Nietzsche.  Philosophically Mussolini began, like Stalin, as a socialist, at the start of World War I he protested that Italy remain neutral.  However, this view changed during the war.  

 

After the war, many Italians felt betrayed by the British and the French.  Having been promised parts of northern Italy from the Austrians, as well as Turkish and German possessions, the Italians expected the allies to honor their war-time promise.  But the Italians only received some of the Austrian possessions in northern Italy and no German or Turkish possessions. 

In 1919 he created the National Fascist Party.  (Called fascists after the Roman word fascio, bundle of sticks, symbolizing the Roman emblem for power).  The political instability, rising unemployment, and agricultural depression, in Italy after the war only served to help the Fascist Party gain support.  Workers, looking for support, formed unions called “red leagues.” Groups of fascists, known as the black shirts, paid by landowners, went around looking for troublemakers and political activists.  In a turbulent time political parties took office in quick succession only to be removed, unable to form a solid majority.  

In 1921 the Liberals offered the fascists a political alliance.  Mussolini and many other fascists were elected to office.  Mussolini called himself Duce (leader) and tried to portray himself as the preserver of peace, law, and order.  In reality he would become a brutal dictator who blamed the problems in Italy on the Socialists and the Communists.  As fascism developed it became clear it was predicated upon anti-communist and anti-Semitic ideology.  Groups of fascists known as squadristi broke up unions and openly fought with radicals and trouble makers.  Mussolini was enforcing his political philosophy with violence and intimidation.

Mussolini dreamed of creating another Roman Empire.  Believing he himself was always right, government officials limited what they told him to the information they knew he wanted to hear.  As a consequence Italian foreign policy floundered and Mussolini’s estimates at to the capabilities of his military were completely wrong.  

He promoted the idea of a strong Italy, one cultivated on masculinity and nationalism.  His famous quote was, “Everything within the State, nothing outside the State, nothing against the State.”  He pledged his loyalty to the monarchy and to the Catholic Church to disguise his illegal activities and gain the support of the masses.   

   

In 1922 Mussolini pressured the weak King Victor Emmanuel III (r. 1900-1946) to appoint several fascists to key political positions in the government.  In a move that terrified the government Mussolini threatened to seize power if he was not given the power.  In October 1922 a large group of Blackshirts, in the “March on Rome” forced the king to call upon Mussolini.  Victor Emmanuel III, no lover of liberals, asked Mussolini to form a new government.  Therefore one can say that Mussolini seized power “legally”.  He was immediately granted dictatorial power for one year to restore order and stability.

 

In the 1924 election the Fascists, with help from the Blackshirts and squadristi received over half the votes.  To “make the nation Fascist” Mussolini imposed very repressive measures:
a) Freedom of the press was abolished
b) Elections were rigged
c) Government ruled by decree
d) Political opponents were arrested
e) Labor unions were disbanded
f) Schools were controlled by other Fascists

 

But the Fascists never became all-powerful, Mussolini never destroyed the old power structure as Stalin had done in the Soviet Union.  Membership in the party was simply a sign of respectability.  He never tried to purge the classes or radically move against any class.  There were no land reforms and Mussolini drew more and more support from the Catholic Church.

 

By the Lateran Agreement of 1929 the Duce recognized the Vatican as an independent state and he gave the church heavy financial support.  Religious education was once again permitted in schools, swearing was made illegal as was literature that was damaging to the church.  He also outlawed contraceptives, a move aimed at pleasing the church but also increasing the size of the Italian family.  The Duce portrayed himself as vigorous and dynamic he wanted people to associate fascism with virility and masculinity.  In return the pope advised people to support Mussolini.  He abolished divorce and told women to stay at home and produce babies.  In 1934 he taxed bachelors and by 1938 women were limited to only 10% of the better paying jobs in industry.

 

The Italians never persecuted Jews until 1938.  Mussolini criticized democracy as being outdated, socialism, capitalism, Marxism, and free trade.  Instead of capitalism he advocated state control of the economy, in what amounted to the development of a corporate state.  

Undemocratic Italy never became totalitarian, but by 1935 Mussolini was becoming increasingly militaristic and imperialistic.  Hitler and Mussolini had a great deal in common, they had similar backgrounds, they were dictators who had utilized the post-war economic dissatisfaction and social unrest to gain power, both were extremely nationalistic, and both did not intend to honor the Versailles Treaty.  What really made this relationship work was the fact that the aspiration of both men did not conflict.  Hitler wanted Eastern Europe while 

Mussolini wanted North Africa and the Balkans.  

Initially both men were suspicious of each other, but time and events erased most of the problems.  In 1935 Mussolini invaded Ethiopia, supposedly to avenge the 1896 defeat of the Italians at Adowa.  Out gunned and out manned Emperor Haile Selassie asked the League of Nations for help.  The League responded by placing economic sanctions on the Italians; however, these sanctions did not include oil and as a result caused little inconvenience to the Italians.  In May 1936, a little later than Mussolini expected, Italian troops took the capital Addis Ababa.  Over half a million Ethiopians had been killed, slightly more than 5,000 Italians.  The indignation of the League of Nations lasted until mid-July when all the sanctions were removed.  (A series of events watched very carefully by Hitler.)

Mussolini reconsidered his desire to participate in World war II just before Hitler invaded Poland.  He realized that lacking natural resources, Italy would not be able to sustain any type of lengthy campaign.  However, fearful of a German invasion of Italy he announced Italy would adopt a philosophy of “non-belligerence.”

In 1943 the king of Italy, Victor Emmanuel III was asked to remove Mussolini.  The king fearing the allies who were now moving north through Italy and realizing he may lose his crown dismissed Mussolini as premier.  Mussolini was arrested and while the Italians pledged continued support for the Germans they also began negotiations with the Allies.  On September 3, 1943, the Italian government signed an armistice with the Allies.

In September a group of elite German soldiers freed Mussolini from prison and Hitler declared the Duce head of the government.  In 1945, Italian partisans captured Mussolini and his mistress, executed them and left them hanging upside down at a gas station in Milan.

Franco and Spain (1936-1939)
In 1923 General Miguel Primo de Rivera assumed control of Spain as the de facto dictator.  Spain had experienced military defeat in North Africa and unrest amongst the military hierarchy was widespread.  Although the general took control, he had no real plan of government and simply styled himself on the format used by Mussolini in Italy.  By 1926 it was obvious that the dictatorship was not working and King Alfonso XIII (Bourbon, r. 1886-1931), portraying himself as the savior of liberalism, forced the general into exile.  The king decided to rule using military law, but this too was unsuccessful and short-lived.  In 1931 Spain was proclaimed republic and the king also chose exile.  

The Liberals and Socialists supported the ideals of the new republic, but the land-owning aristocracy, the wealthy industrialists, and the Catholic Church all opposed the new regime.  

After 1933 the government fell under the control of the right-wing politicians.  In the 1936 election all the leftist parties combined under the banner of Popular Front.  The leftists won the election and pushed ahead with social reform.  A group of army officers, led by General Francisco Franco (1892-1975), rebelled against the republican government.  The leftist parties united and fought back plunging the whole country into Civil War.

The Spanish Civil War lasted three years and was the most devastating war in Spanish history.  Yet, perhaps its significance lies in the fact that Spain became a rehearsal for the future devastation that would sweep across Europe in the 1940s.  

The Spanish government asked Britain and France for weapons but both countries refused to participate and risk escalating the hostilities.  At the request of the British and French, nearly all of the other European powers agreed not to intervene either.  The Soviet Union, Germany, and Italy almost immediately became involved in Spain despite promising not to participate.  Germany and Italy supported Franco (Nationalists) and denounced the republicans as Bolsheviks.  The Soviet Union, with the help of the growing Spanish Communist Party, supported the Republican government (Loyalists).

All three countries used Spain as a testing ground for their own military equipment and tactics.  The fascists bombing of Guernica (painted by Picasso in 1937), Madrid, and other cities turned public support away from Franco.  Supporters of the fascists and anti-fascists went to Spain to enlist their support for what became a battle of ideologies.

The war raged on for three years before Franco was able to gain the upper hand, in what was seen as a defeat for democracy.  In March 1939, Franco became the fascist dictator of a devastated country.  Unfortunately, the war did serve to unite Mussolini and Hitler.  Mussolini had initially been afraid of Hitler, but in 1936 they formed the Rome-Berlin Axis (not a formal alliance).  Also in 1936 Japan and Germany signed the Anti-Comintern (Anti Communist International) Pact, which soon added Italy.     

    

Hitler and Nazism

 

Nazism grew out of extreme nationalism and racism.  Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) was born in Austria, as a child he was a poor student and dropped out of school at sixteen.  He was not intellectual and he had no love of the socialists, but he was inspired by the ex-monk, Lanz von Liebenfels who preached crude Darwinism, anti-Semitism, and racism.  He believed the Jews were responsible for the liberal attitudes in Austria.  Hitler also believed he was true German and became more and more disillusioned with the Austrian government.

 

In 1913 he moved to Munich were he wondered aimlessly until the outbreak of war.  He volunteered for the army and found direction for his life.  Hitler, like Mussolini, had seen World War I as his salvation, the struggle and discipline gave his life meaning.  He was awarded the Iron Cross and other medals and was promoted to the rank of corporal.  The defeat of Germany emotionally shattered Hitler.  After the war, Hitler found he was not alone in his philosophies.  Many others, who had loyally served in the military, were having trouble settling down and were often at odds with the Social Democrats.

 

In 1919 Hitler joined the extremist German Worker’s Party and soon became the leader of the organization.  In the early 1920s the German Worker’s Party changed its name to the National Socialist German Worker’s party (Nazi party).

After the war the two most powerful entities in Germany, the army and the Kaiser, both abandoned the country.  The largest political party was the Social Democrats, who were supported by the Catholic Party, and who advocated a watered-down form of Marxism.  The Bolsheviks in Russia had made traditionally left wing Social Democrats seem like moderates.  The left wing Communists and the right wing Junkers both hated the Social Democrats.  

The Social Democrats were worried about the revolution in Russia.  In 1919 the Spartacists, led by Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg tried to create a revolution in Germany similar to the revolution in Russia.  The Social Democratic Provisional Government crushed the uprising.  Liebknecht and Luxemburg were arrested and shot.  As a result the Social Democrats and the Communists moved further apart.  

In 1919 a new constitution was accepted in the city of Weimar, which created a democratic republic.  From 1919 to 1933 the regime in Germany would be known as the Weimar Republic.  

In 1920 a group of army officers staged a putsch (an armed revolt).  The intent was to establish a new government with Dr. Kapp as the leader.  The Kapp Putsch failed when the people of Berlin refused to participate and decided to support the republic.

The Weimar Republic and the Treaty of Versailles dictated the state of post-war Germany.  The Social Democrats had some support and perhaps could have developed a strong base of support if they had time.  But no one accepted the Treaty of Versailles, which was seen as a diktat (a dictated peace) because the allies refused to live their naval blockade even after the signing of the treaty.  Perhaps the one aspect of the treaty that caused the most problems for the Germans was the war guilt clause.  Neither the requirement to pay reparations nor the acceptance of new national borders went uncontested by the Germans.  

The total amount of reparation was not determined by the Treaty of Versailles, but by the Reparation Commission in 1921 and was set at 132 billion gold marks.  

Post war Germany was at best politically unstable, at worst it was a country on the thresh hold of anarchy.  Political groups tried to attract followers and sometimes resorted to violence and/or assassinations to gain an advantage.  It was fairly easy for Hitler to blend in with these extreme groups.  At mass rallies he criticized:
a) Versailles Treaty
b) Jews
c) war profiteers
d) Germany’s Weimer Republic
In 1922, Germany and Russia signed the Treaty of Rapallo and re-established diplomatic relations.  German officers were sent to Russia to train with the Russian military despite the fact it was in violation of the Treaty of Versailles.  

The Treaty of Rapallo caused an uneasy feeling to spread across Europe.  France, feeling abandoned by both the United States and Britain, signed alliances with Poland and Czechoslovakia.      

  

The French, in 1923, unable to get reparation payments from the Germans sent soldiers to occupy the industrial Ruhr Valley.  The Germans responded with passive resistance as strikes stopped the industrial might of Germany.  Unable to pay her debt, Germany simply printed more money.  Germany had suffered inflation during the war, but the continued printing of money made the currency virtually worthless.  By 1923 the exchange rate was 4 trillion marks to one dollar!  The middle class lost all their savings and everything they had worked and saved for all their lives.  Disillusionment and dissatisfaction with all aspects of German society and government were obvious results. 

In 1923, in response to the French occupying the Ruhr, Hitler staged an armed uprising in Munich.  Hitler believed having an army of occupation stationed in your country was absolutely humiliating to Germany.  His Nazi party, which now had quite a large following, led by the Brownshirts, staged the beer hall putsch.  Inspired by Mussolini’s march on Rome, and supported by General Ludendorff, Hitler thought that Germany needed a strong leader and that the people would willingly follow him.  The putsch was quickly suppressed by the police and Hitler was arrested and sentenced to five years in prison.  While in prison Hitler gained enormous publicity and support and wrote Mein Kampf (My Struggle).  He was released after serving less than a year.

In 1924, the Dawes Plan (named after American Charles Dawes) reduced the amount of reparations, made the French evacuate the Ruhr, and ensured American investments in Germany.  The Dawes Plan seemed to save German as new roads and industries were built and the economy appeared to be gaining strength until 1929.  The economic recovery was not good for the Nazi party as people lost interest in politics.  But in 1929 the Great Depression hit Germany.  As unemployment increased and the economy started to falter, Hitler benefited.

By 1929 he had over 100,000 dedicated followers.

 

The League of Nations, like the Congress of Vienna, was supposed to maintain the peace in Europe by allowing joint discussions about grievances before they escalated into warfare.  But, most people were realistic enough to know the League could not and would not be effective against a Great Power.

In 1925 at Locarno, the European powers agreed to certain conditions that would facilitate peace in the near future.  For one instance, it seemed as if all the European countries were willing to make concessions to maintain the tranquility of the continent. Germany agreed to respect the borders of France and Belgium.  France signed the Little Entente, treaties with Poland and Czechoslovakia promising military aid if either was attacked.  Britain promised military help if the borders of Belgium or France were violated by Germany.  (Britain did not guarantee the borders of Czechoslovakia or Poland.)  In 1926 Germany joined the League of Nations.

In 1928 the “spirit of Locarno” was emphasized when French foreign minister Briand and United States Secretary of State Kellogg presented the Pact of Paris.  The pact was signed by sixty-five nations, each agreed to denounce war as a means to settle disagreement.  

In the elections of 1930 the Nazis won 107 seats in the Reichstag.  In 1932 they increased the number of their seats to 230 and became the largest single party.  At the same time the economy continued to falter with 43% unemployment.  The economic crisis only helped Hitler.  Hitler began promising economic, military, and political salvation.

He appealed to two major groups:
i) Big business - promised to break the unions
ii) Army leaders - promising to overturn the Versailles Treaty

 

In a second election held in 1932 the Nazis lost some seats while the Communists increased their share to 100 seats.  For a short time the future of Germany seemed in the balance as Hitler appeared to have to the initiative.  However, some powerful elements including the Junkers, high ranking military officers, and steel magnates saw an opportunity for advancement and the possibility of using Hitler to achieve their aims.  

Majority leader of the democrats in the Reichstag, Chancellor Heinrich Bruning convinced the president General Hindenburg to authorize rule by decree.

Bruning tried to cut spending and drive down wages but his policies only intensified the economic crisis.  Also the communists refused to work with the democrats to outnumber the Nazis.

 

Bruening resigned in 1932 and was replaced by Franz von Papen.  A few months later Papen resigned.  On January 30, 1933, Hitler was made chancellor of a coalition cabinet.  Hitler had no intention of sharing power.  Hitler called for new elections and restricted his opponents, but before the election the Reichstag caught fire.  Hitler blamed the Communists for burning the Reichstag building, and immediately used the law to gain his objectives.  He suspended freedom of speech, and press, and sent his Brownshirts out to intimidate voters.  Hitler did not gain a majority of seats, in the elections the Nazis only got 44% of the vote.  Faced with possible Communist subversive activity, he convinced Hindenburg to sign a dictatorial emergency act. 

 

March 23, 1933 Hitler pushes the Enabling Act, giving Hitler dictatorial power for 4 years.  Germany became a one-party state with Hitler the Führer (leader).  The new regime would be the Third Reich.

Strikes were outlawed, unions banned and replaced with the Nazi Labour Front.  Publishing houses were under Nazi control and Universities were brought into line with Nazi philosophies.  Only the army retained independence.  In June 1934, Hitler’s personal guard the SS rounded up thousands of opponents and the Nazi S.A. (stormtroopers) to appease his supporters.  The army swore an oath of allegiance of “unquestioning obedience . . . to the leader of the German State and People, Adolf Hitler”.  Under Heinrich Himmler the S.S. grew quickly and with the Gestapo (political police) it expanded special courts and concentration camps.

 

In June 1935 Germany openly declared her willingness to violate the Versailles treaty by announcing that she would implement conscription and eventually create an army of half a million men.  She also took her first step back toward international acceptance and signed a naval agreement with Britain.  The agreement allowed Germany to build ship but only in direct proportion to the size of the English navy.

Hitler turned his attention to the Jews who were classified as non-Aryans.  By 1935 most professional Jews had lost their jobs.  Also in 1935, the infamous Nuremberg Laws classified any person with at least one Jewish grandparent and deprived Jews of citizenship, it also forbid sexual relations or inter-marriage with Jews.  On November 9, 1938, anti-Semitic feelings turned violent in an event known as kristallnacht (night of broken glass).  Thousands of Jews were rounded up and sent to concentration camps.  Jewish owned stores and businesses were looted and burned as the police stood by and watched.  Upon trying to leave Germany the Jews found that they were not accepted either in other European countries or in the United States.

Hitler’s Popularity

 

One examining why Hitler became so successful it is easy to find people or governments to blame.  The nature of the Versailles Treaty, the disillusionment of the army, especially over the “stab in the back” theory, and economic problems all served to help Hitler rise to power.  But it is important to remember that Hitler delivered on his promises of “work and bread”.  Despite his vocal attacks at rallies he launched a massive public works program, which put people to work.  In 1936 Germany began rearming and spending on the military increased all of which helped the economy.  By 1938 there was a shortage of workers, women began working in the factories.  Between 1932-1938 the standard of living slowly improved while profits rose sharply.

 

Most people believed Hitler was the savior, especially the youth.  The Hitler Youth Movement  were continually told how great Germany was and how beneficial Hitler would be to Germany.  Hitler made sure he was surrounded by people who swore absolute loyalty.  Like Hitler, many of the Nazi elite were poorly uneducated dropouts.  Many opposed Hitler but they were arrested and often killed or locked in concentration camps.  Labor unions were nationalized and strikes became illegal as Hitler tried to make Germany self-sufficient.  Initially Communists and Social Democrats resisted then the Catholics and Protestant churches.  But as Hitler gained more power dissent decreased. 

 

1933-1939

 

Hitler was a master politician and a superb judge of character.  He manipulated situations and other politicians to get his own way.  The British and the French continually backed away from confrontation, preferring to leave a strong conservative leader in power.  An economically strong Germany was good for all other European countries and there was little chance of the Communists gaining a foothold.  Hitler withdrew from the League of Nations in 1933.  In June 1935, the Anglo-German naval agreement ended German isolation.

After an attempted Putsch in Austria in which the chancellor was assassinated Hitler demanded union with Germany.  Ironically, it was Mussolini, not the other European leaders, who demanded Hitler not incorporate Austria.  In 1935 the Saar region, in a plebiscite, agreed to join the Reich.  Shortly after Hitler started rearming Germany, despite the Versailles Treaty. By the Treaty of Versailles the army was limited to 100,000 but that was not acceptable to Hitler.  What Hitler was wanting was Lebensraum (room to expand).  On March 7, 1936, Hitler reoccupied the Rhineland, in violation of the Locarno agreement.  The British and the French contemplated action since Germany was still relatively weak.  However, neither Britain nor France wanted war so both adopted a policy of appeasement to stop Hitler from causing a war.

 

British appeasement lasted until 1939
a) British people were still sick of war
b) Britain felt guilty toward Germany
c) Believed Russian communism was greater danger

 

Hitler supported Italy’s occupation of Ethiopia (yet he had supplied the Ethiopians with arms), Mussolini becomes Hitler’s ally and in 1936 the Rome-Berlin Axis was created.  Japan, which had occupied Manchuria since 1931, also joined the alliance.  Germany and Italy intervened in the Spanish Civil War and helped fascist Franco win.  More importantly Hitler and Mussolini were able to test tanks and airplanes in real battlefield conditions.

In 1937 Hitler told his generals his real plans for lebensraum (living room)by invading Austria and Czechoslovakia.  In March 1938 German troops moved into Austria. And another 6 million Germans were added to the Reich.  Hitler promised salvation and unification to all Germans an especially appealing scenario for the 3 million Germans in Czechoslovakia.  After Hitler took Austria he had borders with most of Czechoslovakia.  The Czechs were not a poor nation.  True, the country was a mix of ethnic groups, but the standard of living was high, the country was a democracy, and the industrial productivity good.   They also had key alliances with France, Soviet Union, Romania, and Yugoslavia.  France had been a Czech ally since 1924, while the Soviet Union promised to help France in the event of war.

  

Hitler demanded German-speaking, pro-Nazi Sudetenland be handed over to Germany.  Nazi agitators stirred up public opinion and encouraged people of German descent to support the National Socialism.  In May 1938 rumor of an imminent German invasion caused the Czechs to mobilize.  Small, but determined and confident of her alliances, democratic Czechoslovakia prepared to defend herself.  In actuality, Hitler was not planning to invade in 1938, so he issued assurances to England and France.  As a result of the German scare the Czech government was forced to concede numerous concessions to the Sudeten Germans, but still Hitler wanted more.

The Soviets promised to help the Czechs if Hitler invaded, but neither France nor Britain were prepared to risk war on a Soviet promise.  In September 1938, British prime minister Chamberlain twice flew to Germany to meet with Hitler about the situation.  Hitler’s demands were so outrageous that the British had no option but to reject them, and all countries prepared for war.  However, Hitler suddenly called for a conference on the issue to be held in Munich.  Hitler proposed the British, French, and Italians attend the meeting, he did not invite the Czechs or the Soviets.  Britain and France both accepted Hitler’s demands, putting great pressure on the Czechs and clearly abandoning the Czechs to the Germans.  Chamberlain returned home declaring, “peace with honour . . . peace for our time”.  Sold out, the Czechs had no choice but to give in.

 

After 1938 it was obvious who held the power in Europe and to what extent the other countries would go in the name of peace.  Neither Britain nor France was a match for the new German army and both believed that Hitler could be and would be appeased in a short time.  If the price to pay for European peace was a few small eastern European nations, then that was a reasonable price for Britain and France.  In March 1939 the Germans occupied all the Czech lands, it was clear Hitler had no intention of being stopped by a piece of paper.  Hitler then looked at Poland as Mussolini took Albania.

It now seemed that war was inevitable.  Britain and France started preparations, which included giving guarantees to Poland, Romania, and Greece.  Britain and France said they would declare war if the Germans acted against Poland.

Hitler and Stalin signed a 10-year non-aggression pact in August 1939:
a) Germany and Russia would divide up Poland.
b) The Soviet Union would get Bessarabia; which she had lost in 1918 to Romania. 
c) The Soviet Union would remain neutral if Germany was in a war with Poland or other Western powers.

Britain and France had been negotiating with Stalin and felt betrayed.  The idea of a Nazi-Communist union terrified the other European powers.  

On September 1, 1939 Hitler invaded Poland.  Two days later, on September 3, Britain and France declared war on Germany.

 

1939-1942

 

Over one millions Germans marched into Poland supported by the Luftwaffe (airforce).  Hitler crushed Poland in 4 weeks with his Blitzkrieg ‘lightning war’.  

At the same time the Soviet Union took the eastern part of Poland and Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia.  Finland was invaded by the Soviet Union and despite help from Britain and France the Finns were soon beaten by the might of the Soviet Union.  As a result, the Soviet Union was the only country ever expelled from the League of Nations.  

Following the invasion of Poland Hitler announced he was going to invade France.  The French dug in behind the impregnable Maginot Line and waited.  Hitler’s invasion plans were put off and while the French waited in what was known as the “phony war” until the spring of 1940.  By the spring of 1940, Germans occupied Denmark, Norway, Holland, and invaded France.  Marshall Pétain of France accepted defeat and formed Vichy France.  If the allies had attacked Germany from the west as soon as Hitler had invaded Poland the war probably would have ended.  The allies had far more troops on the German border and Hitler’s successful dash had already caused him to fall short of troops and supplies.

 

By the end of 1940, only Britain remained free from German domination.   The United States and President Roosevelt, initially refusing to get involved in another European conflict promised and delivered aid to Britain.  Winston Churchill became the new prime minister in May 1940 and promised the British people would fight until the end.  Before Pearl Harbor America had been the ‘arsenal of democracy’.  Churchill asked the Americans for “the tools” and they responded with the Lend-Lease program in 1941.  

During the Battle of Britain Hitler continually bombed key locations in Britain.

In September the Luftwaffe started bombing cities to break morale, but they met stiff resistance from the Royal Air Force (RAF).  British morale and determination increased and with the help of radar Britain held out.

The logical approach would have been to cut off British oil supplies.

Germany turned her attention to the east and quickly took Greece and Yugoslavia.  By April 1941 Hungary, Rumania, and Bulgaria had joined the Germans.

Then in June 1941, Hitler made the same mistake Napoleon had made over a hundred years earlier; he attacked Russia.  Ignoring his Non-Aggression Pact with the Soviet Union and taking the Soviets completely by surprise Hitler sent 3 million men to the east.  By October 1941 Leningrad was surrounded, Moscow besieged, and most of Ukraine occupied.  The Soviets seemed on the verge of defeat as Stalin tried to find something to defend or somewhere to make a stand.  Just as the winter saved Russia from Napoleon, so the winter saved Stalin. To Russians the war became the “Great Patriotic War of the Fatherland”.  The Germans had not expected the severe weather or the stiff resistance from the Soviets.  The Germans were unable to take Moscow and Hitler took personal command of the army.  Hitler moved his men south to capture the oil reserves in the Caucasus.  

The Germans laid siege to Stalingrad in 1942, but it was too late.  The Soviets had given up land in exchange for time.  Now with her industries safe in the east the Soviet war machine went into full gear.  In November 1942, the Soviets counter-attacked trapping over 300,000 Germans.  By January 1943 only 123,000 were left to surrender. 

Fighting China since 1937, Japan came into conflict with American interests.

Japan occupied French-Indochina in 1941 in an attempt to ensure her natural  resources.  In response America cut off sales of oil, scrap iron, and rubber.  On

December 7, 1941 Japan, without warning, attacked Pearl Harbor and Hitler immediately declared war on America.

 

In Europe Hitler faced a war on two fronts but did not face defeat until 1942

Hitler’s New Order was based on racial imperialism with the Nordic people receiving preferential treatment.  Polish and Soviet prisoners were forced to work in Germany - 4 out of 5 died.  Jews, Gypsies, Jehovah Witnesses, and communists were ruthlessly exterminated. After the fall of Warsaw, Jews were shipped to Poland.

In 1941 Himmler’s S.S. began the ‘final solution of the Jewish question’ the murder of every Jew.  To prepare for the Holocaust the Germans built special camps.  In camps like Auschwitz-Birkenau 12,000 aliens were murdered every day.  By 1945, 6 million Jews had been killed.

 

The Grand Alliance

 

The British and the American leaders first met off the coast of Newfoundland in August 1941, to formalize a joint strategy for winning the war.  Over the next few years they met again at Casablanca (January 1943), Teharan (December 1943), Yalta (February 1945), and Potsdam (July 1945), tough political questions were often ignored as the allies tried to formulate a combined effort to end the war.  Making sure there would not be a repeat of the problems caused by the Treaty of Versailles, the Allies all demanded ‘unconditional surrender’ by Germany and Japan.

Communists throughout Europe took the lead with underground resistance

Anti-Nazi leaders formed governments-in-exile in London, like Charles de Gaulle of France.

 

Mussolini was eventually deposed by the war-weary Italians.  The Italian government surrendered September 1943.  German forces were forced to invade Italy to defend her south border.  On June 6, 1944, British and American forces under General Eisenhower landed at Normandy, to liberate Europe. German resistance began to crumble.

By 1944 the Soviets reached Warsaw.  In January 1945, Russians met Americans at the Elbe River.  March 1945 Americans crossed the Rhine and on May 7, 1945, Hitler committed suicide.

 

