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I What role did Hitler play in
decision-making?
2 What were the results of the

absence of formal decision-making?
3 What different reasons are given in

Sources | 1.7 and 11.9 for Hitler's

unwillingness to take decisions?

WHERE DID POWER LIE IN THE THIRD REICH?

The Berghof, Hitler’s villa on the
Obersalzberg, was built with the profits

of Mein Kampf. After the Nazis came to
power, it was developed into an elaborate
complex, with twelve underground storeys
.a"d one above ground. Designed by Hitler,
it reflected his passion for huge rooms,
and was built by slave labour. It had five
-rings of fortifications, and was defended

by 20,000 troops.

Hitler preferred to live at the Berghof,
rather than the Chancellory in Berlin.
Important conferences were held there,
including his meeting with Chancellor
Schuschnigg of Austria in February 1938
(see pages 387-9) and with Neville
Chamberfain, the British Prime Minister, in
September 1938 (see page 391).

The Berghof was destroyed in an Allied
air raid in April 1945. The ruins were
levelled in 1952 and trees planted on the
site. Today, a lift cut into the rock face takes
visitors to Hitler's mountain-top retreat, the
‘Eagle’s Nest', which is now a teahouse

How were decisions taken in Nazi Germany?

A surp_ns:pg picture emerges when one examines how decisions were actualjy
mken“m Nazi Germany. Hitler acted as a kind of absolute monarch, surrony ad}
b\ officials competing with each other to implement the leader’s w;shes ]‘1]11 3
Hnlgr provided the overall vision, which was then interpreted and llIl"l"lf;d i Etls
detailed policies by those around him. Yet he was remarkably uninvolved in ’
actual decision-making and administrative matters. Most decisions in Na'/in
F]crmany were nol made by Hitler, even though it was his will that was héin
implemented. The Fithrer system meant that there was no need for a formal ¢
power or decision-making structure; Hitler’s will was law.

Hitler's own work style was haphazard, and reflected his unbureaucratic
approach. He often watched films well into the night, went to bed at 2.30 a.m
and got up late. He spent far more time making rambling mono]ogucs_ o
(spf:eches) to his entourage (attendants/followers) than in discussing detailed
p911f33" Furthermore, he was often away from the capital Berlin, a city he
disliked. He preferred his mountain retreat, the Berghof, rvhere!he had lived
?‘mrll 1928 l_)nwards. From 1938 he withdrew even more, and concentrated on
]::liniinp;:lob];iai. After 1941, with few successes to announce, Hitler was seen far

The historian Peterson has provided a striking descripti i
. ’ t :
Reirh o e 4 iption of how the Third

SOURCE 11.6 Edward Peterson, The Limits of Hitler’s Power, 1969, Pp. 432, 446

This view of Hitler - the man who does not decide - would help explain the
e.'er'r‘mI confusion of the men warking for him, a literal anthill of aspiring and
fmrl'mg people trying to please the ‘great one’ or escape his wrath or to avoid
notice c_lllogelher, and never quite sure . .. what he wanted them to do after they
had said ‘Heil Hitler’ . .. The result was the division of domination into .
thousands of little empires of ambitious men, domains that were largely
unchecked by law [for this] had been replaced by Hitler’s will, which was
largely a mirage. : !

.!fa miqisler ordered something to happen it could just be on the basis of
Hitler’s will; it was thus obeyed. If, as often happened, there was disagreement
am(n.lgsl the people at the top, then whoever managed actually to get (01" to
convince the others that he had!) Hitler’s direct approval won. Many of Hitler’s
decisions amounted to a quick grunt of approval to a summary recommendation
from State Secretary Hans Lammers who then conveyed the decision back to
those involved. Much of this was done orally rather than on paper.
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The Chancellery in Berlin illustrates much about how the Third Reich

operated. In 1938 Hitler's massive new building was completed, symb?l!smg
power and order. Yel inside there was chaos. At one stage there ‘V\ere 1ﬁe "
Chancellery offices (Reich Chancellery undc_r Hans Lammers; (,hagfle ery
the Fﬁhrer-under Philipp Bouhler; Presidential Chancf]ler}’ undf:rk 0. el
Meissner; Office of Hitler's personal adjutant under ‘.w".ﬂ_hclm Briic m:{,H.uer
the Fithrer's Deputy under Martin Bormann},l all clmmmg 0 rglnlll"es(;en Hi Lhe.
Hitler was generally preoccupied with foreign afffjlf.'s, especially during
war, or with building projects, and left his_fel]ow mn.usters and s
PLENIPOTENTIARIES to make decisions. The nvalr'y of different gr'(‘]up?, “]1 out
formal controls, trying to implement l—l_‘lLler’s v‘wl} ledtoa $ru'mng awlessnes
and brutality. This radicalisation r:uln?maled in the HHLU(.A'US’:I‘.d e
In his book Hitler 1889-1936. Hubris (pp- 529—59), Kershaw .?Scn f. : éof
development of the ‘System’ between 1934 and 1958 as _follc)’w;.. nef eaturt
this process was the fragmentation o? government_ as H}il_er s o;mﬂt;k:d i
personalised rule distorted the machinery of ﬂdﬂlll}lSU‘dUOIl an dc e
being a panoply [array] of Gvcrlappin‘g and fompaung agtetllmesmepc;i'i.l e
differing ways upon the “will of the Fithrer”. At 'fhc saP;e ur‘n'el,. he r”l ;n il
expansionist goals at the heart of Hiﬂgr’s [;wp :\' ?tzazsiﬁgﬁzz(hvefo i i as \
arly y '/ to come more sharply into i ¥ no 1 :
E’i}:g‘f::;:egc;?:rl::él;f Hitler’s own actions.” Chart 11B on page 188 tries to show

i i encies’ in diagrammatic form.
these ‘overlapping and compeling agencies’ in diagrar

SOURCE 11.7 From Twelve Years with Hitler, the memoirs of Otto Dietrich, Hitler’s

Press Chief, published in 1955 A
; i i jon in
In the twelve years of his rule in Germany Hitler pmdwe_d th-e'bzgge‘st confusion
gvernment that has ever existed in a civilised state. During his per_wd of .
gm‘emmen-l he removed from the organisation of the state all clarity of Jmfiir.s ip
in& produced a completely opaque network of competences. It was m?t afld iness
or an excessive degree of tolerance which led the otherwise so energetic an .
Jforceful Hitler to tolerate this real witch’s cauldron of stmgg{es fo'rz' pDSI,:mn r:rca "
I intentional. With this technigue he systemaiicati]
icts over competence. It was inlen ‘ que ‘
ffzsnr{:gum‘sed the upper echelons [levels] of the Reich leadership in _ora‘er to develop
and further the authority af his own will until it became a despotic tyranny.
SOURCE 11.8 Waerner Willikens, State Secretary in the Food Ministry, in 2 speech in
February 1934 - l
FEveryone who has the opportun ity to observe it knows that the Fiihrer can hardly
c;ictrgle from above everything he intends to realise sooner or laz;r. On .!.';: et
i { ith a post in the new Germany has worke
contrary, up lill now everyone wi i . as .
when he has, so to speak, worked towards the Fiihrer .. in Jact, it zsl ﬂt'he _d;:u of
everybody to try to work towards the Fiihrer along the lines he would wish.
y wakes mi il notice it soon enough.
nvone who makes mistakes will no . o
! gu{ anvone who really works towards the Fiihrer along his lines and Iowam',sd
his goatsvwill certainly both now and in rhefuturg one day have the finest rewar
in the form of the sudden legal confirmation of his work.
1.9 Fritz Wiedemann, one of Hitler's adjutants in Der Mann, der Feldherr
oldier wanted to be), 1964, p. 69

rtly before lunch, quickly read through Reich Press
and then went into lunch. So it became more and
maore difficult for Lammers and Meissner to get him to make decisions which h.e
alone could make as head of state ... He disliked the study of documents. I have
sometimes secured decisions from him, even ores about important matlers,

i i i levan
without his ever asking to see the rel : .
sorted themselves out on their own if one did nol interfere.

SOURCE |
Werden Wollte (The man the s

Hitler normally appeared_sho
Chief Dietrich’s press cuttings,

=]

WHERE DID POWER LIE IN THE THIRD REICH? ;

1 files. He took the view that many things
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