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whether Hitler would have become a national political figure without the
severity of that economic downturn. However, his mixture of racist, nationalist
and anti-democratic ideas was readily received by a broad spectrum of German
people, and especially by the disgruntled middle classes.

Yet, other extreme right-wing groups with similar ideas and conditions

did not enjoy similar success- This is partially explained by the impressive
manner in which the Nazi message was communicated: the use of modern
propaganda techniques, the violent exploitation of scapegoats — especially Jews
and communists — and the well-organised structure of the party apparatus.
All these factors undoubtedly helped but, in terms of electoral appeal, it is
impossible to ignore the powerful impact of Hitler as a charismatic leader with
a cult following. Furthermore, he exhibited extraordinary political acumen and
ruthlessness when he was involved in the detail of political infighting.

Nevertheless, the huge popular following of the Nazis, which helped to
undermine the continued operation of democracy, was insufficient on its own to
give Hitler power. In the final analysis, it was the mutual recognition by Hitler
and the representatives of the traditional leaders of the army, the landowners
and industry that they needed each other, which led to Hitler’s appointment as
chancellor of a coalition government on 30 January 1933.

Ever since September 1930 every government had been forced to resort almost
continuously to the use of presidential emergency decrees because they lacked
a popular mandate. In the chaos of 1932 the only other realistic alternative to
including the Nazis in the government was some kind of military regime —a
presidential dictatorship backed by the army, perhaps. However, that, too, would
have faced similar difficulties. Indeed, by failing to satisfy the extreme left and
the extreme right there would have been a very real possibility of civil war.

A coalition with Hitler’s Nazis, therefore, provided the conservative elites with
both mass support and some alluring promises: a vigorous attack on Germany’s
political left wing; and rearmament as a precursor to economic and political
expansion abroad. For Hitler, the inclusion of Papen and Hugenberg gave his

cabinet an air of conservative respectability.

In the end, Hitler became chancellor because the political forces of the left and
centre were too divided and too weak, and because the conservative right wing
was prepared to accept him as a partner in government in the mistaken belief
that he could be tamed. With hindsight, it can be seen that 30 January 1933 was
decisive. The dictatorship did not start technically until the completion of the
“legal revolution” in February-March 1933 (see pages 134-40), but Hitler was
already entrenched in power and, as one historian has claimed, now he ‘could
only be removed by an earthquake’.




