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ONLY TWENTY YEARS AFTER the Treaty of Versailles, Euro-
peans were again at war. And yet in the 1920s, many people

assumed that Europe and the world were about to enter a new era of
international peace, economic growth, and political democracy. In all of
these areas, the optimistic hopes of the 1920s failed to be realized. After
1919, most people wanted peace but were unsure how to maintain it.
The League of Nations, conceived as a new instrument to provide for
collective security, failed to work well. New treaties that renounced the
use of war looked good on paper but had no means of enforcement.
Then, too, virtually everyone favored disarmament, but few could agree
on how to achieve it. 
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At home, Europe was faced with severe economic
problems after World War I. The European economy
did not begin to recover from the war until 1922, and
even then it was beset by financial problems left over
from the war and, most devastating of all, the Great
Depression that began at the end of 1929. The Great
Depression brought untold misery to millions of people.
Begging for food on the streets became widespread,
especially when soup kitchens were unable to keep up
with the demand. Larger and larger numbers of people
were homeless and moved from place to place looking
for work and shelter. In the United States, the homeless
set up shantytowns they named “Hoovervilles” after the
American president, Herbert Hoover. In their misery,
some people saw but one solution; as one unemployed
person expressed it: “Today, when I am experiencing
this for the first time, I think that I should prefer to do
away with myself, to take gas, to jump into the river, or
leap from some high place. . . . would I really come to
such a decision? I do not know. Animals die, plants
wither, but men always go on living.” Social unrest
spread rapidly, and some unemployed staged hunger
marches to get attention. In democratic countries, more
and more people began to listen to and vote for radical
voices calling for extreme measures. 

According to Woodrow Wilson, World War I had
been fought to make the world safe for democracy, and
for a while after 1919, political democracy seemed well
established. But the hopes for democracy, too, soon
faded as authoritarian regimes spread into Italy and
Germany and across eastern Europe. 

◆ An Uncertain Peace: The
Search for Security 

The peace settlement at the end of World War I had tried
to fulfill the nineteenth-century dream of nationalism by
redrawing boundaries and creating new states. From its
inception, however, this peace settlement had left nations
unhappy. Conflicts over disputed border regions between
Germany and Poland, Poland and Lithuania, Poland and
Czechoslovakia, Austria and Hungary, and Italy and
Yugoslavia poisoned mutual relations in eastern Europe
for years. Many Germans viewed the Peace of Versailles
as a dictated peace and vowed to seek its revision. 

The American president Woodrow Wilson had rec-
ognized that the peace treaties contained unwise provi-
sions that could serve as new causes for conflicts and had
placed many of his hopes for the future in the League of
Nations. The league, however, was not particularly effec-
tive in maintaining the peace. The failure of the United
States to join the league and the subsequent American

determination to be less involved in European affairs
undermined the effectiveness of the league from its begin-
ning. Moreover, the league could only use economic sanc-
tions to halt aggression. The French attempt to strengthen
the league’s effectiveness as an instrument of collective
security by creating some kind of international army was
rejected by nations that feared giving up any of their
sovereignty to a larger international body. 

The weakness of the League of Nations and the fail-
ure of both the United States and Great Britain to honor
their promises to form defensive military alliances with
France left France embittered and alone. Before World
War I, France’s alliance with Russia had served to threaten
Germany with the possibility of a two-front war. But Com-
munist Russia was now a hostile power. To compensate,
France built a network of alliances in eastern Europe with
Poland and the members of the so-called Little Entente
(Czechoslovakia, Romania, Yugoslavia). Although these
alliances looked good on paper as a way to contain Ger-
many and maintain the new status quo, they overlooked
the fundamental military weaknesses of those nations.
Poland and the Little Entente states were no real substi-
tutes for Russia. 

l The French Policy of Coercion
(1919–1924) 

France’s search for security between 1919 and 1924 was
founded primarily upon a strict enforcement of the Treaty
of Versailles. This tough policy toward Germany began
with the issue of reparations, or the payments that the Ger-
mans were supposed to make to compensate for the “dam-
age done to the civilian population of the Allied and
Associated Powers and to their property,” as the treaty
asserted. In April 1921, the Allied Reparations Commis-
sion settled on a sum of 132 billion marks ($33 billion) for
German reparations, payable in annual installments of 2.5
billion (gold) marks. Allied threats to occupy the Ruhr val-
ley, Germany’s chief industrial and mining center, led the
new German republic to accept the reparations settlement
and make its first payment in 1921. By the following year,
however, faced with rising inflation, domestic turmoil, and
lack of revenues due to low tax rates, the German gov-
ernment announced that it was unable to pay more. Out-
raged by what they considered to be Germany’s violation
of one aspect of the peace settlement, the French govern-
ment sent troops to occupy the Ruhr valley. Since the Ger-
mans would not pay reparations, the French would collect
reparations in kind by operating and using the Ruhr mines
and factories. 

Both Germany and France suffered from the French
occupation of the Ruhr. The German government adopted
a policy of passive resistance that was largely financed by
printing more paper money, but this only intensified the
inflationary pressures that had already appeared in Ger-
many by the end of the war. The German mark soon
became worthless. In 1914, 4.2 marks equaled one dollar;
by November 1, 1923, the ratio had reached 130 billion to
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one; by the end of November, it had increased to an
incredible 4.2 trillion. Economic disaster fueled political
upheavals as Communists staged uprisings in October
1923, and Adolf Hitler’s band of Nazis attempted to seize
power in Munich in November (see Hitler and Nazi Ger-
many later in this chapter). But the French were hardly vic-
torious. The cost of the French occupation was not offset
by the gains. Meanwhile, pressure from the United States
and Great Britain against the French policy forced the
French to agree to a new conference of experts to reassess
the reparations problem. By the time the conference did
its work in 1924, both France and Germany were opting
to pursue a more conciliatory approach toward each other. 

l The Hopeful Years (1924–1929) 

The formation of liberal-socialist governments in both
Great Britain and France opened the door to conciliatory
approaches to Germany and the reparations problem. At
the same time, a new German government led by Gustav
Stresemann (1878–1929) ended the policy of passive resis-

tance and committed Germany to carry out most of the
provisions of the Treaty of Versailles while seeking a new
settlement of the reparations question. 

In August 1924, an international commission pro-
duced a new plan for reparations. Named the Dawes Plan
after the American banker who chaired the commission, it
reduced reparations and stabilized Germany’s payments
on the basis of its ability to pay. The Dawes Plan also
granted an initial $200 million loan for German recovery,
which opened the door to heavy American investments in
Europe that helped create a new era of European pros-
perity between 1924 and 1929. 

A new era of European diplomacy accompanied the
new economic stability. A spirit of international coopera-
tion was fostered by the foreign ministers of Germany 
and France, Gustav Stresemann and Aristide Briand
(1862–1932), who concluded the Treaty of Locarno in
1925. This guaranteed Germany’s new western borders
with France and Belgium. Although Germany’s new east-
ern borders with Poland were conspicuously absent from
the agreement, a clear indication that Germany did not
accept those borders as permanent, the Locarno pact was
viewed by many as the beginning of a new era of European
peace. On the day after the pact was concluded, the head-
line in the New York Times ran “France and Germany Ban
War Forever,” while the London Times declared, “Peace
at Last.”1

Germany’s entry into the League of Nations in
March 1926 soon reinforced the new spirit of concilia-
tion engendered at Locarno. Two years later, similar opti-
mistic attitudes prevailed in the Kellogg-Briand pact,
drafted by the American secretary of state Frank B. Kel-
logg and the French foreign minister Aristide Briand. Sixty-
three nations eventually agreed to the pact, in which they
pledged “to renounce war as an instrument of national pol-
icy.” Nothing was said, however, about what would be
done if anyone violated the treaty. 

The spirit of Locarno was based on little real sub-
stance. Germany lacked the military power to alter its
western borders even if it wanted to. Pious promises to
renounce war without mechanisms to enforce them were
virtually worthless. And the issue of disarmament soon
proved that even the spirit of Locarno could not induce
nations to cut back on their weapons. The League of
Nations Covenant had suggested the “reduction of
national armaments to the lowest point consistent with
national safety.” Germany, of course, had been disarmed
with the expectation that other states would do likewise.
Numerous disarmament conferences, however, failed to
achieve anything substantial as states proved unwilling to
trust their security to anyone but their own military forces.
When a World Disarmament Conference finally met in
Geneva in 1932, the issue was already dead. 

One other hopeful sign in the years between 1924
and 1929 was the new coexistence of the West with Soviet
Russia. By the beginning of 1924, Soviet hopes for com-
munist revolutions in Western states had largely dissi-
pated. In turn, these states had realized by then that the

THE EFFECTS OF INFLATION. Germany experienced a
number of serious economic problems after World War I.
The inflationary pressures that had begun in Germany at
the end of the war intensified during the French occupa-
tion of the Ruhr. By the early 1920s, the value of the
German mark had fallen precipitously. This photograph
shows a German housewife using the worthless 
currency to light a fire in her cooking stove. 
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Bolshevik regime could not be ousted. By 1924, Germany,
Britain, France, and Italy, as well as several smaller Euro-
pean countries, had established full diplomatic relations
with Soviet Russia. Nevertheless, Western powers
remained highly suspicious of Soviet intentions, especially
when the Soviet Union continued to support the propa-
ganda activities of the Comintern, or Communist Inter-
national, a worldwide organization of pro-Soviet Marxist
parties originally formed in 1919 by Lenin to foster world
revolution. 

l The Great Depression 

After World War I, most European states hoped to return
to the liberal ideal of a market economy based on private
enterprise and largely free of state intervention. But the
war had vastly strengthened business cartels and labor
unions, making some government regulation of these pow-
erful organizations appear necessary. At the same time,
reparations and war debts had severely damaged the post-
war international economy, making the prosperity that did
occur between 1924 and 1929 at best a fragile one and the
dream of returning to the liberal ideal of a self-regulating
market economy merely an illusion. What destroyed the
dream altogether was the Great Depression. 

Two factors played an important role in the coming
of the Great Depression: a downturn in domestic econ-

omies and an international financial crisis created by the
collapse of the American stock market in 1929. Already in
the mid-1920s, prices for agricultural goods were begin-
ning to decline rapidly due to overproduction of basic com-
modities, such as wheat. In 1925, states in central and
eastern Europe began to impose tariffs to close their mar-
kets to other countries’ goods. An increase in the use of oil
and hydroelectricity led to a slump in the coal industry
even before 1929. 

In addition to these domestic economic troubles,
much of the European prosperity between 1924 and 1929
had been built upon American bank loans to Germany.
Twenty-three billion marks had been invested in German
municipal bonds and German industries since 1924.
Already in 1928 and 1929, American investors had begun
to pull money out of Germany in order to invest in the
booming New York stock market. The crash of the Amer-
ican stock market in October 1929 led panicky American
investors to withdraw even more of their funds from Ger-
many and other European markets. The withdrawal of
funds seriously weakened the banks of Germany and other
central European states. The Credit-Anstalt, Vienna’s most
prestigious bank, collapsed on May 31, 1931. By that time,
trade was slowing down, industrialists were cutting back
production, and unemployment was increasing as the rip-
ple effects of international bank failures had a devastating
impact on domestic economies. 

THE GREAT DEPRESSION: BREAD LINES IN PARIS. The
Great Depression devastated the European economy and
had serious political repercussions. Because of its more
balanced economy, France did not feel the effects of the
depression as quickly as other European countries. By
1931, however, even France was experiencing lines of
unemployed people at free-food centers. 
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Economic depression was by no means a new phe-
nomenon in European history. But the depth of the eco-
nomic downturn after 1929 fully justifies the label Great
Depression. During 1932, the worst year of the depression,
one British worker in four was unemployed, and six mil-
lion or 40 percent of the German labor force were out of
work. Between 1929 and 1932, industrial production
plummeted almost 50 percent in the United States and

over 40 percent in Germany. The unemployed and home-
less filled the streets of the cities throughout the advanced
industrial countries (see the box above). 

The economic crisis also had unexpected social
repercussions. Women were often able to secure low-
paying jobs as servants, housecleaners, or laundresses
while many men remained unemployed, either begging on
the streets or staying at home to do household tasks. Many

In 1932, Germany had six million unemployed workers,
many of them wandering aimlessly through the country,
begging for food and seeking shelter in city lodging houses
for the homeless. The Great Depression was an important
factor in the rise to power of Adolf Hitler and the Nazis.
This selection presents a description of unemployed home-
less in 1932.

l Heinrich Hauser,
“With Germany’s Unemployed”

An almost unbroken chain of homeless men extends 
the whole length of the great Hamburg-Berlin highway.
. . . All the highways in Germany over which I have
traveled this year presented the same aspect. . . .

Most of the hikers paid no attention to me. They
walked separately or in small groups, with their eyes on
the ground. And they had the queer, stumbling gait of
barefooted people, for their shoes were slung over their
shoulders. Some of them were guild members,—
carpenters . . . milkmen . . . and bricklayers . . . but they
were in a minority. Far more numerous were those whom
one could assign to no special profession or craft—
unskilled young people, for the most part, who had been
unable to find a place for themselves in any city or town
in Germany, and who had never had a job and never
expected to have one. There was something else that had
never been seen before—whole families that had piled all
their goods into baby carriages and wheelbarrows that
they were pushing along as they plodded forward in
dumb despair. It was a whole nation on the march.

I saw them—and this was the strongest impression
that the year 1932 left with me—I saw them, gathered
into groups of fifty or a hundred men, attacking fields of
potatoes. I saw them digging up the potatoes and throw-
ing them into sacks while the farmer who owned the
field watched them in despair and the local policeman
looked on gloomily from the distance. I saw them stag-
gering toward the lights of the city as night fell, with
their sacks on their backs. What did it remind me of? Of
the War, of the worst periods of starvation in 1917 and
1918, but even then people paid for the potatoes. . . .

I saw that the individual can know what is happening
only by personal experience. I know what it is to be a
tramp. I know what cold and hunger are. . . . But there
are two things that I have only recently experienced—
begging and spending the night in a municipal lodging
house.

I entered the huge Berlin municipal lodging house in
a northern quarter of the city. . . .

Distribution of spoons, distribution of enameled-ware
bowls with the words “Property of the City of Berlin”
written on their sides. Then the meal itself. A big kettle is
carried. Men with yellow smocks have brought it in and
men with yellow smocks ladle out the food. These men,
too, are homeless and they have been expressly picked
by the establishment and given free food and lodging
and a little pocket money in exchange for their work
about the house.

Where have I seen this kind of food distribution
before? In a prison that I once helped to guard in the
winter of 1919 during the German civil war. There was
the same hunger then, the same trembling, anxious
expectation of rations. Now the men are standing in a
long row, dressed in their plain nightshirts that reach to
the ground, and the noise of their shuffling feet is like
the noise of big wild animals walking up and down the
stone floor of their cages before feeding time. The men
lean far over the kettle so that the warm steam from the
food envelops them and they hold out their bowls as if
begging and whisper to the attendant, “Give me a real
helping. Give me a little more.” A piece of bread is
handed out with every bowl.

My next recollection is sitting at a table in another
room on a crowded bench that is like a seat in a fourth-
class railway carriage. Hundreds of hungry mouths
make an enormous noise eating their food. The men sit
bent over their food like animals who feel that someone
is going to take it away from them. They hold their bowl
with their left arm part way around it, so that nobody
can take it away, and they also protect it with their other
elbow and with their head and mouth, while they move
the spoon as fast as they can between their mouth and
the bowl.

The Great Depression: Unemployed and Homeless in Germany

L
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unemployed men, resenting this reversal of traditional gen-
der roles, were open to the shrill cries of demagogues with
simple solutions to the economic crisis. High unemploy-
ment rates among young males often led them to join
gangs that gathered in parks or other public places, arous-
ing fear among local residents.

Governments seemed powerless to deal with the cri-
sis. The classical liberal remedy for depression, a defla-
tionary policy of balanced budgets, which involved cutting
costs by lowering wages and raising tariffs to exclude other
countries’ goods from home markets, only served to
worsen the economic crisis and create even greater mass
discontent. This, in turn, led to serious political reper-
cussions. Increased government activity in the economy
was one reaction, even in countries like the United States
that had a strong laissez-faire tradition. Another effect was
a renewed interest in Marxist doctrines since Marx had
predicted that capitalism would destroy itself through over-
production. Communism took on new popularity, espe-
cially with workers and intellectuals. Finally, the Great
Depression increased the attractiveness of simplistic dic-
tatorial solutions, especially from a new movement known
as  fascism. Everywhere in Europe, democracy seemed on
the defensive in the 1930s. We can best understand the
full impact of the depression on Europe by examining the
domestic scene in the Western states between the two
world wars. 

◆ The Democratic States 

According to Woodrow Wilson, World War I had been
fought to make the world safe for democracy. In 1919,
there seemed to be some justification for his claim. Four
major European states and a host of minor ones had func-
tioning political democracies. In a number of states, uni-
versal male suffrage had even been replaced by universal
suffrage as male politicians rewarded women for their con-
tributions to World War I by granting them the right to vote
(except in Italy, France, and Spain where women had to
wait until the end of World War II). Women also began to
enter political life as deputies to parliamentary bodies.
In the new German republic, for example, almost 10 per-
cent of the deputies elected to the Reichstag in 1919 were
women, although the number dropped to 6 percent by
1926. 

l Great Britain 

After World War I, Great Britain went through a period
of painful readjustment and serious economic difficulties.
During the war, Britain had lost many of its markets for
industrial products, especially to the United States and
Japan. The postwar decline of such staple industries as
coal, steel, and textiles led to a rise in unemployment,

which reached the two million mark in 1921. The Liberal
government of David Lloyd George proved unable either
to change this situation or to meet the demands of the
working class for better housing and an improved standard
of living. 

By 1923, British politics experienced a major trans-
formation when the Labour Party surged ahead of the Lib-
erals as the second most powerful party in Britain after the
Conservatives. In fact, after the elections of November
1923, a Labour-Liberal coalition enabled Ramsay Mac-
Donald (1866–1937) to become the first Labour prime
minister of Britain. Dependent on Liberal support, Mac-
Donald rejected any extreme social or economic experi-
mentation. His government lasted only ten months,
however, as the Conservative Party’s charge that his
administration was friendly toward communism proved to
be a highly successful campaign tactic. 

Under the direction of Stanley Baldwin (1867–1947)
as prime minister, the Conservatives guided Britain during
an era of renewed prosperity from 1925 to 1929. This
prosperity, however, was relatively superficial. British
exports in the 1920s never compensated for the overseas
investments lost during the war, and even in these so-
called prosperous years, unemployment remained at a
startling 10 percent level. Coal miners were especially
affected by the decline of the antiquated and inefficient
British coal mines, which also suffered from a world glut
of coal. Attempts by mine owners to lower coal miners’
wages only led to a national strike (the General Strike of
1926) by miners and sympathetic trade unions. A com-
promise settled the strike, but many miners refused to
accept the settlement and were eventually forced back to
work at lower wages for longer hours. 

In 1929, just as the Great Depression was beginning,
a second Labour government came into power, but its fail-
ure to solve the nation’s economic problems caused it to
fall in 1931. A National Government (a coalition of all
three parties) claimed credit for bringing Britain out of the
worst stages of the depression, primarily by using the tra-
ditional policies of balanced budgets and protective tar-
iffs. By 1936, unemployment had dropped to 1.6 million
after reaching a depression high of 3 million in 1932 (see
the box on p. 787). 

British politicians largely ignored the new ideas 
of a Cambridge economist, John Maynard Keynes 
(1883–1946). In 1936, Keynes published his General 
Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money. Contrary to
the traditional view that depressions should be left to work
themselves out through the self-regulatory mechanisms of
a free economy, Keynes argued that unemployment
stemmed not from overproduction but from a decline in
demand, and that demand could be increased by public
works, financed, if necessary, through deficit spending to
stimulate production. These policies, however, could only
be accomplished by government intervention in the econ-
omy, and Britain’s political leaders were unwilling to go
that far in the 1930s. 
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l France 

After the defeat of Germany and the demobilization of the
German army, France had become the strongest power on
the European continent. Its biggest problem involved the
reconstruction of the devastated areas of northern and
eastern France. The conservative National Bloc govern-
ment, led by Raymond Poincaré (1860–1934), sought to
use German reparations for this purpose. Tying French
economic stability to German reparations resulted in
Poincaré’s hard-line policy toward Germany and the Ruhr
invasion. When Poincaré’s conservative government was
forced to raise taxes in 1924 to pay for the cost of the Ruhr
fiasco, his National Bloc was voted out of power and
replaced by the so-called Cartel of the Left. 

The Cartel of the Left was a coalition government
formed by two French parties of the left, the Radicals and
Socialists. These two leftist parties shared beliefs in
antimilitarism, anticlericalism, and the importance of edu-
cation. But despite their name, the Radicals were a dem-
ocratic party of small property owners whereas the
Socialists were nominally committed to Marxist socialism.
Although they cooperated to win elections, their differ-
ences on economic and financial issues made their efforts

to solve France’s financial problems between 1924 and
1926 largely futile. The failure of the Cartel of the Left led
to the return of Raymond Poincaré, whose government
from 1926 to 1929 stabilized the French economy during
a period of relative prosperity. 

France did not feel the effects of the depression as
soon as other countries because of its more balanced
economy. The French population was almost evenly
divided between urban and agricultural pursuits, and a
slight majority of industrial plants were small enterprises
employing five workers or less. Even large industrialists
tended to be conservative and invested little in foreign
goods. Not until 1932 did France begin to feel the full
effects of the Great Depression, but then economic insta-
bility soon had political repercussions. During a nineteen-
month period in 1932 and 1933, six different cabinets were
formed as France faced political chaos. During the same
time, French Fascist groups, adhering to far-right policies
similar to those of the Fascists in Italy and the Nazis in
Germany (see Fascist Italy and Hitler and Nazi Germany
later in this chapter), marched through French streets in a
number of demonstrations. The February riots of 1934,
caused by a number of French Fascist leagues, frightened
many into believing that the Fascists intended to seize

During the 1920s and 1930s, Britain struggled with the
problems of economic depression. Unemployment was
widespread, especially after the onset of the Great Depres-
sion. Even after Britain began to recover in the late 1930s,
many Britons still lived in wretched conditions. These
selections reflect Britain’s economic and social problems. 

l Men without Work: A Report Made to the
Pilgrim Trust, 1938 

A week’s notice may end half a lifetime’s service, with no
prospects, if he is elderly, but the dole, followed by a still
further reduction in his means of livelihood when the
old age pension comes. We take as an example a shoe
laster from Leicester, who had worked thirty-seven years
with one firm. “When I heard the new manager going
through and saying: ‘The whole of this side of this room,
this room, and this room is to be stopped, I knew it
would be uphill work to get something.’” He went on to
describe to us how he had not been able to bring himself
to tell his wife the bad news when he got home, how she
had noticed that something was wrong, how confident
she had been that he would get work elsewhere, but
how he had known that the chances were heavily
against him. For months and indeed often for years such
men go on looking for work, and the same is true of
many casual laborers. There were in the sample old men

who have not a remote chance of working again but yet
make it a practice to stand every morning at six o’clock
at the works gates in the hope that perhaps they may
catch the foreman’s eye. 

l George Orwell, “A Woman in the Slums” from
The Road to Wigan Pier, 1937

As we moved slowly through the outskirts of the town
we passed row after row of little grey slum houses. . . .
At the back of one of the houses a young woman was
kneeling on the stones, poking a stick up the leaden
wastepipe which ran from the sink inside, and which I
suppose was blocked. . . . She had a round pale face,
the usual exhausted face of the slum girl who is twenty-
five and looks forty, thanks to miscarriages and
drudgery; and it wore, for the second in which I saw it,
the most desolate, hopeless expression I have ever seen.
It struck me then that we are mistaken when we say that
“It isn’t the same for them as it would be for us,” and
that people bred in the slums can imagine nothing but
the slums. For what I saw in her face was not the igno-
rant suffering of an animal. She knew well enough what
was happening to her—understood as well as I did how
dreadful a destiny it was to be kneeling there in the
bitter cold, on the slimy stones of a slum backyard,
poking a stick up a foul drain-pipe.

The Struggles of a Democracy: Unemployment and Slums in Great Britain

L
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power. These fears began to drive the leftist parties together
despite their other differences and led in 1936 to the for-
mation of the Popular Front. 

The first Popular Front government was formed in
June 1936 and was a coalition of the Communists, Social-
ists, and Radicals. The Socialist leader, Léon Blum
(1872–1950), served as prime minister. The Popular Front
succeeded in initiating a program for workers that some
have called the French New Deal. It established the right
of collective bargaining, a forty-hour work week, two-week
paid vacations, and minimum wages. The Popular Front’s
policies failed to solve the problems of the depression,
however. In 1938, French industrial production was still
below the levels of 1929. Although the Popular Front sur-
vived in name until 1938, it was for all intents and pur-
poses dead before then. By 1938, the French were
experiencing a serious decline of confidence in their polit-
ical system that left them unprepared to deal with their
aggressive Nazi enemy to the east. 

l The Scandinavian Example 

The Scandinavian states were particularly successful in
coping with the Great Depression. Socialist parties had
grown steadily in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries and between the wars came to head the gov-
ernments of Sweden, Denmark, Norway, and Finland.
These Social Democratic governments encouraged the
development of rural and industrial cooperative enter-
prises. Ninety percent of the Danish milk industry, for
example, was organized on a cooperative basis by 1933.
Privately owned and managed, Scandinavian cooperatives

seemed to avoid the pitfalls of either communist or purely
capitalist economic systems. 

Social Democratic governments also greatly ex-
panded social services. Not only did Scandinavian gov-
ernments increase old age pensions and unemployment
insurance, but they also provided such novel forms of
assistance as subsidized housing, free prenatal care,
maternity allowances, and annual paid vacations for work-
ers. To achieve their social welfare states, the Scandi-
navian governments required high taxes and large
bureaucracies, but these did not prevent both private and
cooperative enterprises from prospering. Indeed, between
1900 and 1939, Sweden experienced a greater rise in real
wages than any other European country. 

l The United States 

After Germany, no Western nation was more affected by
the Great Depression than the United States. Industrial
production began to decline in the summer of 1929, but
after the stock market crash in October, it plummeted.
Between 1929 and the end of 1932, industrial produc-
tion fell almost 50 percent. By 1933, there were 15 million
unemployed. With no national unemployment payments
or system of poor relief, state and local communities were
overwhelmed by the needs of the dramatically increas-
ing numbers of poor and homeless. When the adminis-
tration of President Herbert Hoover seemed unable to halt
the economic downswing, the Democrat Franklin Delano
Roosevelt (1882–1945) won the 1932 presidential election
by an electoral landslide. 

During his first 100 days in office, the new president
pushed for the rapid enactment of major new legislation
to combat the worst effects of the depression. This policy
of active government intervention in the economy came to
be known as the New Deal. The first New Deal created a
variety of new agencies designed to bring relief, recovery,
and reform. To support the nation’s banks, the Federal
Deposit Insurance Corporation was established; it insured
the safety of bank deposits up to $5,000. The Securities
and Exchange Commission was created to provide closer
supervision of the stock market. The Federal Emergency
Relief Administration provided funds to help states and
local communities meet the needs of the destitute and
homeless. The Civilian Conservation Corps employed over
two million people on reforestation projects. To deal with
industrial problems, Roosevelt had Congress establish the
National Recovery Administration (NRA), which was
intended to provide an element of government planning in
industrial output. The NRA was ineffective and accom-
plished little; in any case, the Supreme Court declared it
unconstitutional in 1935. 

By that time it was becoming apparent that the ini-
tial efforts of Roosevelt’s administration had produced only
a slow recovery at best. As his policies came under more
and more criticism by people who advocated more radical
change, Roosevelt inaugurated new efforts that collectively
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became known as the Second New Deal. These included
a stepped-up program of public works, such as the Works
Progress Administration (WPA) established in 1935. This
government organization employed between two and three
million people who worked at building bridges, roads, post
offices, and airports. The Roosevelt administration was
also responsible for social legislation that launched the
American welfare state. In 1935, the Social Security Act
created a system of old age pensions and unemployment
insurance. Moreover, the National Labor Relations Act
of 1935 encouraged the rapid growth of labor unions. 

No doubt, the New Deal provided some social
reform measures that perhaps averted the possibility of
social revolution in the United States. It did not, however,
solve the unemployment problems of the Great Depres-
sion. During the winter of 1937–1938, the economy expe-
rienced another downturn after the partial recovery
between 1933 and 1937. In May 1937, American unem-
ployment still stood at 7 million; by the following year, it
had increased to 11 million. Only World War II and the
subsequent growth of armaments industries brought Amer-
ican workers back to full employment. 

◆ The Retreat from Democracy:
The Authoritarian and
Totalitarian States 

The apparent triumph of liberal democracy in 1919 proved
extremely short-lived. By 1939, only two major states,
France and Great Britain, and a host of minor ones, the
Low Countries, the Scandinavian states, Switzerland, and
Czechoslovakia, remained democratic. Italy and Germany
had succumbed to the political movement called fascism,
and Soviet Russia under Stalin moved toward a repressive
totalitarian state. A host of other European states, espe-
cially in eastern Europe, adopted authoritarian structures
of various kinds. The crisis of European civilization, inau-
gurated in the total war of World War I, seemed only to be
worsening with new assaults on individual liberties. 

The dictatorial regimes between the wars assumed
both old and new forms. Dictatorship was by no means
a new phenomenon, but the modern totalitarian state was.
The totalitarian regimes, whose best examples can be
found in Stalinist Russia and Nazi Germany, extended the
functions and power of the central state far beyond what
they had been in the past. The immediate origins of total-
itarianism can be found in the total warfare of World War
I when governments, even in the democratic states, exer-
cised controls over economic, political, and personal free-
dom in order to achieve victory. 

The modern totalitarian state might have begun as
an old-fashioned political dictatorship, but it soon moved
beyond the ideal of passive obedience expected in a tra-

ditional dictatorship or authoritarian monarchy. The new
“total states” expected the active loyalty and commitment
of citizens to the regime’s goals. They used modern mass
propaganda techniques and high-speed modern commu-
nications to conquer the minds and hearts of their sub-
jects. The total state aimed to control not only the
economic, political, and social aspects of life, but the intel-
lectual and cultural as well. But that control also had a
purpose: the active involvement of the masses in the
achievement of the regime’s goals, whether they be war,
a socialist state, or a 1,000 year Reich. 

The modern totalitarian state was to be led by a single
leader and a single party. It ruthlessly rejected the liberal
ideal of limited government power and constitutional guar-
antees of individual freedoms. Indeed, individual freedom
was to be subordinated to the collective will of the masses,
organized and determined for them by a leader or leaders.
Modern technology also gave total states unprecedented
police controls to enforce their wishes on their subjects. 

Totalitarianism is an abstract term, and no state fol-
lowed all its theoretical implications. The fascist states—
Italy and Nazi Germany—as well as Stalin’s Communist
Russia have all been labeled totalitarian, although their
regimes exhibited significant differences and met with
varying degrees of success. Totalitarianism transcended
traditional political labels. Fascism in Italy and Nazism in
Germany grew out of extreme rightist preoccupations with
nationalism and, in the case of Germany, with racism.
Communism in Soviet Russia emerged out of Marxian
socialism, a radical leftist program. Thus, totalitarianism
could and did exist in what were perceived as extreme
right-wing and left-wing regimes. This fact helped bring
about a new concept of the political spectrum in which the
extremes were no longer seen as opposites on a linear
scale, but came to be viewed as being similar to each other
in at least some respects. 

l Fascist Italy 

In the early 1920s, in the wake of economic turmoil, polit-
ical disorder, and the general insecurity and fear stemming
from World War I, Benito Mussolini burst upon the Ital-
ian scene with a movement that he called the Fascio di
Combattimento (League of Combat). It was the beginning
of the first fascist movement in Europe. 

/ THE BIRTH OF FASCISM 

As a new European state after 1870, Italy faced a num-
ber of serious problems that were only magnified when it
became a belligerent in World War I. The war’s cost in
lives and money was enormous. An estimated 700,000
Italian soldiers died, and the treasury reckoned the cost of
the war at 148 billion lire, twice the sum of all government
expenditures between 1861 and 1913. Italy did gain some
territory, namely, Trieste, and a new northern border that
included the formerly Austrian South Tyrol area. Italy’s
demands for Fiume and Dalmatia on the Adriatic coast



790 C H A P T E R 2 6

were rejected, however, which gave rise to the myth that
Italy had been cheated of its just rewards by the other vic-
tors. The war created untold domestic confusion. Inflation
undermined middle-class security. Demobilization of the
troops created high unemployment and huge groups of dis-
satisfied veterans. The government, which continued to be
characterized by parliamentary paralysis due to the politi-
cians’ reliance on tactical and often unprincipled maneu-
vering to maintain their grip on power, was unable to deal
effectively with these problems. 

Benito Mussolini (1883–1945) was an unruly and
rebellious child who ultimately received a diploma as an
elementary school teacher. After an unsuccessful stint as
a teacher, Mussolini became a socialist and gradually
became well known in Italian socialist circles. In 1912, he
obtained the important position of editor of Avanti (For-
ward), the official socialist daily newspaper. After editori-
ally switching his position from ardent neutrality, the
socialist position, to intervention in World War I, he was
expelled from the socialist party. 

In 1919, Mussolini laid the foundations for a new
political movement that came to be called fascism after the
name of his group, the Fascio di Combattimento. Mus-
solini’s small group received little attention and were them-
selves unclear about their beliefs. In elections held in
November 1919, the Fascists won no delegates, and Mus-
solini reflected bitterly that fascism had “come to a dead
end.” But political stalemate in Italy’s parliamentary sys-
tem and strong nationalist sentiment saved Mussolini and
the Fascists. 

The new parliament elected in November quickly
proved to be incapable of governing Italy. Three major par-
ties, the socialists, liberals, and popolari (or Christian
Democrats, a new Catholic party formed in January 1919),
and numerous small ones were unable to form an effective
governmental coalition. The socialists, who had now
become the largest party, spoke theoretically of the need
for revolution, which alarmed conservatives who quickly
associated them with Bolsheviks or Communists. The 
success of the Communists in Russia had frightened the
propertied classes, who were concerned about what a Com-
munist takeover would mean. Thousands of industrial and
agricultural strikes in 1919 and 1920 created a climate of
class warfare and continual violence. Mussolini realized
the advantages of capitalizing on the fear aroused by these
conditions and shifted quickly from leftist to rightist poli-
tics. The rewards were immediate as Mussolini’s Fascist
movement began to gain support from middle-class indus-
trialists fearful of working-class agitation and large
landowners who objected to the agricultural strikes. Mus-
solini also perceived that Italians were angry over Italy’s
failure to receive more fruits of victory in the form of terri-
torial acquisitions after World War I. He realized then that
anticommunism, antistrike activity, and nationalist rhetoric
combined with the use of brute force might help him obtain
what he had been unable to achieve in free elections. 

In 1920 and 1921, bands of armed Fascists called
squadristi were formed and turned loose in attacks on

socialist offices and newspapers. Strikes by trade union-
ists and socialist workers and peasant leagues were bro-
ken up by force. At the same time, Mussolini entered into
a political alliance with the liberals under then Prime Min-
ister Giovanni Giolitti. No doubt, Giolitti and the liberals
believed that the Fascists could be used to crush social-
ism temporarily and then be dropped. In this game of
mutual deceit, Mussolini soon proved to be the more skill-
ful player. By allying with the government coalition, he
gained respectability and a free hand for his squadristi vio-
lence. Mussolini’s efforts were rewarded when the Fascists
won thirty-five parliamentary seats, or 7 percent of the
total, in the election of May 1921. Mussolini’s Fascist
movement had gained a new lease on life. 

Crucial to Mussolini’s plans was the use of violence.
By 1921, the black-shirted Fascist squads numbered
200,000 and had become a regular feature of Italian life.
World War I veterans and students were especially attracted
to the squadristi and relished the opportunity to use unre-
strained violence. Administering large doses of castor oil
to unwilling victims became one of their favorite tactics. 

Mussolini and the Fascists believed that these ter-
rorist tactics would eventually achieve political victory.
They deliberately created conditions of disorder knowing
that fascism would flourish in such an environment. Fas-
cists construed themselves as the party of order and drew
the bulk of their support from the middle and upper
classes; white-collar workers, professionals and civil ser-
vants, landowners, merchants and artisans, and students
made up almost 60 percent of the membership of the Fas-
cist Party. The middle-class fear of socialism, communist
revolution, and disorder made the Fascists attractive. 

With the further deterioration of the Italian politi-
cal situation, Mussolini and the Fascists were emboldened
to plan a march on Rome in order to seize power. In a
speech in Naples to Fascist blackshirts on October 24,
1922, Mussolini exclaimed: “Either we are allowed to gov-
ern, or we will seize power by marching on Rome” to “take
by the throat the miserable political class that governs
us.”2 Bold words, but in truth the planned march on Rome
was really a calculated bluff to frighten the government
into giving them power. The bluff worked, and the gov-
ernment capitulated even before the march occurred. On
October 29, 1922, King Victor Emmanuel III (1900–1946)
made Mussolini prime minister of Italy. Twenty-four hours
later, the Fascist blackshirts were allowed to march into
Rome in order to create the “myth” that they had gained
power by an armed insurrection after a civil war. 

/ MUSSOLINI AND THE ITALIAN FASCIST STATE 

Since the Fascists constituted but a small minority in par-
liament, the new prime minister was forced to move slowly.
Mussolini also had to balance two conflicting interests.
The rural Fascists were eager to assume complete power,
but the traditional institutions, such as the industrialists,
the landowners, the Catholic church, and the military,
wanted a period of domestic tranquillity. In the summer of
1923, Mussolini began to prepare for a national election
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that would consolidate the power of his Fascist govern-
ment and give him a more secure base from which to gov-
ern. In July 1923, parliament enacted the Acerbo Law,
which stipulated that any party winning at least 25 per-
cent of the votes in the next national election would auto-
matically be allotted two-thirds of the seats in parliament.
The national elections that were subsequently held on
April 6, 1924, resulted in an enormous victory for the Fas-
cists. They won 65 percent of the votes and garnered 374
seats out of a total of 535 in parliament. Although the elec-
tions were conducted in an atmosphere of Fascist fraud,
force, and intimidation, the size of the victory indicated
the growing popularity of Mussolini and his Fascists. 

With this victory, Mussolini moved faster to consol-
idate his power. A campaign of intimidation of opposition
deputies reached its high point with the assassination of
the socialist deputy Giacomo Matteotti in June of 1924.
Mussolini was severely challenged for his assumed com-
plicity in the murder of Matteotti. The public outcry even
caused numerous Italian political leaders to predict in
December 1924 that Mussolini would have to resign. At the
beginning of 1925, yielding to extremists within his own
Fascist Party who demanded decisive action and a “sec-
ond wave” of Fascist change, Mussolini counterattacked.

To save himself, Mussolini now pushed to establish a full
dictatorship. This may have been his ultimate intention
anyway, but the Matteotti crisis forced him to make his
move at this time. In a speech to parliament on January
3, Mussolini accepted responsibility for all Fascist violence
and vowed to establish a new order: “Italy wants peace,
tranquility, calm in which to work; we will give it to her,
by means of love if possible, by force if necessary.” 

By 1926, Mussolini had established the institutional
framework for his Fascist dictatorship. Press laws gave the
government the right to suspend any publications that fos-
tered disrespect for the Catholic church, monarchy, or the
state. The prime minister was made “Head of Govern-
ment” with the power to legislate by decree. A police law
empowered the police to arrest and confine anybody for
both nonpolitical and political crimes without due process
of law. The government was given the power to dissolve
political and cultural associations. In 1926, all anti-
Fascist parties were outlawed. A secret police, known as
the OVRA, was also established. By the end of 1926, Mus-
solini ruled Italy as Il Duce, the leader. 

Mussolini conceived of the Fascist state as totali-
tarian: “Fascism is totalitarian, and the Fascist State, the
synthesis and unity of all values, interprets, develops and

MUSSOLINI—THE IRON DUCE. One of Mussolini’s favorite images of
himself was that of the iron Duce—the strong leader who is always right.
Consequently, he was often seen in military-style uniforms and military
poses. This photograph shows Mussolini in one of his numerous
uniforms with his Black Shirt bodyguards giving the Fascist salute.
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gives strength to the whole life of the people”3 (see the box
above). Mussolini did try to create a totalitarian appara-
tus for police surveillance and for controlling mass com-
munications, but this machinery was not all that effective.
Police activities in Italy were never as repressive, efficient,
or savage as those of Nazi Germany. Likewise, the Ital-
ian Fascists’ attempt to exercise control over all forms of
mass media, including newspapers, radio, and cinema, in
order to use propaganda as an instrument to integrate the
masses into the state failed to achieve its major goals. Most
commonly, Fascist propaganda was disseminated through
simple slogans, such as “Mussolini is always right,” plas-
tered on walls all over Italy. 

Mussolini and the Fascists also attempted to mold
Italians into a single-minded community by pursuing a
Fascist educational policy and developing Fascist orga-

nizations. In 1939, Giuseppe Bottai, minister of education,
proposed a new School Charter whose basic aim was “the
will to substitute, both in principle and practice, for the
bourgeois schools a people’s school, which will really be
for everyone and which will really meet the needs of every-
one, that is the needs of the State.”4 Bottai hoped to make
the educational system an instrument to create the “new
Fascist man,” but his reforms were never implemented,
primarily because the middle class resisted any alterations
in the traditional paths of upward mobility. 

Since the secondary schools maintained consider-
able freedom from Fascist control, the regime relied more
and more on the activities of Fascist youth organizations,
known as the Young Fascists, to indoctrinate the young
people of the nation in Fascist ideals. By 1939, about 6.8
million children, teenagers, and young adults of both

In 1932, an article on fascism appeared in the Italian
Encyclopedia. Supposedly authored by Mussolini, it was
largely written by the philosopher Giovanni Gentile.
Mussolini had always argued that fascism was based only
on the need for action, not on doctrines, but after its
success he felt the need to summarize the basic political
and social ideas of fascism. These excerpts are taken from
Mussolini’s article.

l Benito Mussolini, The Political and Social
Doctrine of Fascism

Above all, Fascism . . . believes neither in the possibility
nor the utility of perpetual peace. It thus repudiates the
doctrine of Pacifism—born of a renunciation of struggle
and an act of cowardice in the face of sacrifice. War
alone brings up to its highest tension all human energy
and puts the stamp of nobility upon the peoples who
have the courage to meet it. All other trials are substi-
tutes, which never really put men into the position
where they have to make the great decision—the alter-
native of life or death. Thus a doctrine which is founded
upon this harmful postulate of peace is hostile to Fas-
cism. . . . Thus the Fascist accepts life and loves it,
knowing nothing of and despising suicide: he rather
conceives of life as duty and struggle and conquest. . . .

Fascism is the complete opposite of Marxian social-
ism, the materialist conception of history; according to
which the history of human civilization can be explained
simply through the conflict of interests among the vari-
ous social groups and by the change and development 
in the means and instruments of production. That the
changes in the economic field have their importance no
one can deny; but that these factors are sufficient to
explain the history of humanity excluding all others is an

absurd delusion. Fascism, now and always, believes in
holiness and in heroism; that is to say, in actions influ-
enced by no economic motive, direct or indirect. . . .

After Socialism, Fascism combats the whole complex
system of democratic ideology, and repudiates it,
whether in its theoretical premises or in its practical
application. Fascism denies that the majority, by the
simple fact that it is a majority, can direct human soci-
ety; it denies that numbers alone can govern by means
of a periodical consultation, and it affirms the
immutable, beneficial, and fruitful inequality of
mankind, which can never be permanently leveled
through the mere operation of a mechanical process
such as universal suffrage.

The foundation of Fascism is the conception of the
State, its character, its duty and its aim. Fascism con-
ceives of the State as an absolute, in comparison with
which all individuals or groups are relative, only to be
conceived of in their relation to the State. . . . The Fascist
state organizes the nation, but leaves a sufficient margin
of liberty to the individual; the latter is deprived of all
useless and possibly harmful freedom, but retains what
is essential; the deciding power in the question cannot
be the individual, but the State alone. . . .

For Fascism, the growth of empire, that is to say the
expansion of the nation, is an essential manifestation of
vitality, and its opposite a sign of decadence. Peoples
which are rising, or rising again after a period of deca-
dence, are always imperialist; any renunciation is a sign
of decay and of death. Fascism is the doctrine best
adapted to represent the tendencies and the aspirations
of a people, like the people of Italy, who are rising again
after many centuries of abasement and foreign servi-
tude. But Empire demands discipline, the coordination
of all forces and a deeply felt sense of duty and sacrifice.

The Voice of Italian Fascism

L
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sexes, or 66 percent of the population between eight and
eighteen, were enrolled in some kind of Fascist youth
group. Activities for these groups included unpopular Sat-
urday afternoon marching drills and calisthenics, seaside
and mountain summer camps, and youth contests. An
underlying motif for all of these activities was the Fascist
insistence on militarization. Beginning in the 1930s, all
male groups were given some kind of premilitary exercises
to develop discipline and provide training for war. Results
were mixed. Italian teenagers, who liked neither military
training nor routine discipline of any kind, simply refused
to attend Fascist youth meetings on a regular basis. 

The Fascist organizations hoped to create a new Ital-
ian, who would be hard-working, physically fit, disciplined,
intellectually sharp, and martially inclined; this ideal was
symbolized by the phrase, “book and musket—the perfect
Fascist.” In practice, the Fascists largely reinforced tradi-
tional social attitudes in Italy, as is evident in their poli-
cies regarding women. The Fascists portrayed the family
as the pillar of the state and women as the basic founda-
tion of the family. “Woman into the home” became the
Fascist slogan. Women were to be homemakers and baby
producers, “their natural and fundamental mission in life,”
according to Mussolini, who viewed population growth as
an indicator of national strength. To Mussolini, female
emancipation was “unfascist.” Employment outside the
home was an impediment distracting women from con-
ception. “It forms an independence and consequent phys-
ical and moral habits contrary to child bearing.”5 A
practical consideration also underlay the Fascist attitude
toward women. Working women would compete with
males for jobs in the depression economy of the 1930s.
Eliminating women from the market reduced male unem-
ployment figures. 

In the 1930s, the Fascists translated their attitude
toward women into law by a series of enactments that
aimed at encouraging larger families by offering supple-
mentary pay, loans, prizes, and subsidies for families with
many offspring. Gold medals were given to mothers of
many children. A national holiday of “the Mother and the
Child” was held on December 24 with prizes awarded for
fertility. Also in the 1930s, decrees were passed that set
quotas on the employment of women, but they were not
overly successful in accomplishing their goal. 

Despite the instruments of repression, the use of prop-
aganda, and the creation of numerous Fascist organiza-
tions, Mussolini failed to achieve the degree of totalitarian
control accomplished in Hitler’s Germany or Stalin’s Soviet
Union. Mussolini and the Fascist Party never really
destroyed the old power structure. Some institutions,
including the armed forces and monarchy, were never
absorbed into the Fascist state and mostly managed to
maintain their independence. Mussolini had boasted that
he would help workers and peasants, but instead he gen-
erally allied himself with the interests of the industrial-
ists and large landowners at the expense of the lower
classes. 

Even more indicative of Mussolini’s compromise
with the traditional institutions of Italy was his attempt
to gain the support of the Catholic church. In the Lateran
Accords of February 1929, Mussolini’s regime recognized
the sovereign independence of a small enclave of 109
acres within Rome, known as Vatican City, which had
remained in the church’s possession since the unifica-
tion of Italy in 1870; in return, the papacy recognized the
Italian state. The Lateran Accords also guaranteed the
church a large grant of money and recognized Catholicism
as the “sole religion of the state.” In return, the Catholic
church urged Italians to support the Fascist regime. 

In all areas of Italian life under Mussolini and the
Fascists, there was a noticeable dichotomy between Fas-
cist ideals and practice. The Italian Fascists promised
much but delivered considerably less, and they were soon
overshadowed by a much more powerful fascist movement
to the north. Adolf Hitler was a great admirer of Benito
Mussolini, but the German pupil soon proved to be far
more adept in the use of power than his Italian teacher. 

l Hitler and Nazi Germany 

In 1923, a small, south German rightist party, known as
the Nazis, led by an obscure Austrian rabble-rouser named
Adolf Hitler, created a stir when it tried to seize power in
southern Germany in conscious imitation of Mussolini’s
march on Rome in 1922. Although the attempt failed,
Adolf Hitler and the Nazis achieved sudden national
prominence. Within ten years, Hitler and the Nazis had
taken over complete power. 

/ WEIMAR GERMANY AND THE RISE OF THE NAZIS 

After the Imperial Germany of William II had come to an
end with Germany’s defeat in World War I, a German
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democratic state known as the Weimar Republic had been
established. From its beginnings, the Weimar Republic
was plagued by a series of problems. The Republic had no
truly outstanding political leaders. Even its more able lead-
ers, such as Friedrich Ebert, who served as president, and
Gustav Stresemann, the foreign minister and chancellor,
died in the 1920s. When Ebert died in 1925, Paul von Hin-
denburg, the World War I military hero, was elected pres-
ident. Hindenburg was a traditional military man,
monarchist in sentiment, who at heart was not in favor
of the Republic. The young Republic also suffered politi-
cally from attempted uprisings and attacks from both the
left and the right. 

Another of the Republic’s problems was its inabil-
ity to change the basic structure of Germany. The gov-
ernment never really controlled the army, which operated
as a state within a state. This independence was true of
other institutions as well. Hostile judges, teachers, and
bureaucrats remained in office and used their positions to
undermine democracy from within. At the same time,
important groups of landed aristocrats and leaders of pow-
erful business cartels refused to accept the overthrow of
the imperial regime and remained hostile to the Weimar
Republic. 

The Weimar Republic also faced serious economic
difficulties. Germany experienced runaway inflation 
in 1922 and 1923 with serious social effects. Widows,
orphans, the retired elderly, army officers, teachers, civil
servants, and others who lived on fixed incomes all
watched their monthly stipends become worthless or their
lifetime savings disappear. Their economic losses increas-
ingly pushed the middle class to the rightist parties that
were hostile to the Republic. To make matters worse, after
a period of prosperity from 1924 to 1929, Germany faced
the Great Depression. Unemployment increased to 3 mil-
lion in March 1930 and 4.38 million by December of the
same year. The depression paved the way for social dis-
content, fear, and extremist parties. The political, eco-
nomic, and social problems of the Weimar Republic
provided an environment in which Adolf Hitler and the
Nazis were able to rise to power. 

Born on April 20, 1889, Adolf Hitler was the son of
an Austrian customs official. He was a total failure in sec-
ondary school and eventually made his way to Vienna
to become an artist. Rejected by the Vienna Academy of
Fine Arts and supported by an inheritance and orphan’s
pension, Hitler stayed on in Vienna to live the bohemian
lifestyle of an artist. In his autobiography, Mein Kampf,
Hitler characterized his years in Vienna from 1908 to 1913
as an important formative period in his life: “In this period
there took shape within me a world picture and a philos-
ophy which became the granite foundation of all my acts.
In addition to what I then created, I have had to learn
little, and I have had to alter nothing.”6

Hitler experienced four major influences in Vienna.
Georg von Schönerer, the leader of the Austrian Pan-
German movement, was an extreme German nationalist

who urged the union of all Germans in one national state.
Karl Lueger was mayor of Vienna and leader of the anti-
Semitic Christian Social Party. Hitler called him “the great-
est German mayor of all time” and especially admired
his demagogic methods and leadership of a mass party
that was formed with the aid of emotional slogans. Much
of Hitler’s early anti-Semitism was imbibed from an ex-
Catholic monk named Adolf Lanz who called himself Lanz
von Liebenfels. Hitler was an avid reader of Ostara, a peri-
odical published by Liebenfels in which he propagated his
racial beliefs that the German Aryans were exalted beings
destined to rule the earth. Liebenfels characterized the
Jews and other allegedly inferior races as “animal-men”
who must someday be eliminated by sterilization, depor-
tation, forced labor, and even “direct liquidation.” Finally,
Hitler was also strongly influenced by Richard Wagner’s
operas, which he attended frequently in Vienna. Hitler
absorbed Wagner’s ideal of the true artist as a social out-
cast from the bourgeois world who is subject to his own
rhythms. Wagner’s music also spoke of a boundless will
to power and a need to dominate. 

In Vienna, then, Hitler established the basic ideas of
an ideology from which he never deviated for the rest of
his life. At the core of Hitler’s ideas was racism, especially
anti-Semitism (see the box on p. 795). His hatred of the
Jews lasted to the very end of his life. Hitler had also
become an extreme German nationalist who had learned
from the mass politics of Vienna how political parties
could effectively use propaganda and terror. Finally, in his
Viennese years, Hitler also came to a firm belief in the
need for struggle, which he saw as the “granite foundation
of the world.” Hitler emphasized a crude Social Darwin-
ism (see Chapter 24); the world was a brutal place filled
with constant struggle in which only the fit survived. 

In 1913, Hitler moved to Munich, still without pur-
pose and with no real future in sight. World War I saved
him: “Overpowered by stormy enthusiasm, I fell down
on my knees and thanked Heaven from an overflowing
heart for granting me the good fortune of being permitted
to live at this time.”7 As a dispatch runner on the West-
ern Front, Hitler distinguished himself by his brave acts.
At the end of the war, finding again that his life had no pur-
pose or meaning, he returned to Munich and decided to
enter politics and found, at last, his true profession. 

As a Munich politician from 1919 to 1923, Hitler
accomplished a great deal. He joined the obscure German
Workers’ Party, one of a number of right-wing extreme
nationalist parties in Munich. By the summer of 1921,
Hitler had assumed total control over the party, which
he renamed the National Socialist German Workers’ Party
(NSDAP), or Nazi for short. His idea was that the party’s
name would distinguish the Nazis from the socialist par-
ties while gaining support from both working-class and
nationalist circles. Hitler worked assiduously to develop
the party into a mass political movement with flags, party
badges, uniforms, its own newspaper, and its own police
force or party militia known as the SA, the Sturmabteilung,
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or Storm Troops. The SA was used to defend the party in
meeting halls and to break up the meetings of other par-
ties. It added an element of force and terror to the growing
Nazi movement. Hitler’s own oratorical skills were largely
responsible for attracting an increasing number of follow-
ers. By 1923, the party had grown from its early hundreds
into a membership of 55,000 with 15,000 SA members. 

In its early years, the Nazi Party had been only one
of many radical right-wing political groups in southern
Germany. By 1923, it had become the strongest. When it
appeared that the Weimar Republic was on the verge of
collapse in the fall of 1923, the Nazis and other right-wing
leaders in the south German state of Bavaria decided to
march on Berlin to overthrow the Weimar government.
When his fellow conspirators reneged, Hitler and the
Nazis decided to act on their own by staging an armed
uprising in Munich on November 8. The so-called Beer
Hall Putsch was quickly crushed. Hitler was arrested, put
on trial for treason, and sentenced to prison for five years,
a lenient sentence indeed from sympathetic right-wing
judges. 

/ THE NAZI SEIZURE OF POWER 

The Beer Hall Putsch proved to be a major turning point
in Hitler’s career. Rather than discouraging him, his trial
and imprisonment reinforced his faith in himself and in his
mission. He now saw clearly the need for a change in tac-
tics. The Nazis could not overthrow the Weimar Repub-
lic by force, but would have to use constitutional means

to gain power. This implied the formation of a mass polit-
ical party that would actively compete for votes with the
other political parties. 

Hitler occupied himself in prison with the writing
of Mein Kampf (My Struggle), an autobiographical account
of his movement and its underlying ideology. Extreme
German nationalism, virulent anti-Semitism, and vicious
anticommunism are linked together by a Social Darwinian
theory of struggle that stresses the right of superior nations
to Lebensraum (living space) through expansion and the
right of superior individuals to secure authoritarian lead-
ership over the masses. The only originality in Mein
Kampf, as historians have pointed out, is in Hitler’s anal-
ysis of mass propaganda, mass psychology, and the mass
organization of peoples. What is perhaps most remarkable
about Mein Kampf is its elaboration of a series of ideas that
directed Hitler’s actions once he took power. That others
refused to take Hitler and his ideas seriously was one of
his greatest advantages. 

When Hitler was released, the Nazi Party was in
shambles, and he set about to reestablish his sole con-
trol over the party and organize it for the lawful takeover
of power. Hitler’s position on leadership in the party was
quite clear. There was to be no discussion of ideas in the
party, and the party was to follow the Führerprinzip, the
leadership principle, which entailed nothing less than a
single-minded party under one leader. As Hitler expressed
it: “A good National Socialist is one who would let himself
be killed for his Führer at any time.”8

A believer in Aryan racial supremacy, Adolf Hitler viewed
the Jews as the archenemies of the Aryans. He believed
that the first task of a true Aryan state would be the elimi-
nation of the Jewish threat. This is why Hitler’s political
career both began and ended with a warning against the
Jews. In this excerpt from his autobiography, Mein
Kampf, Hitler describes how he came to be an anti-Semite
when he lived in Vienna in his early twenties. 

l Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf 

My views with regard to anti-Semitism thus succumbed
to the passage of time, and this was my greatest trans-
formation of all. . . .

Once, as I was strolling through the Inner City [of
Vienna], I suddenly encountered an apparition in a
black caftan and black hair locks. Is this a Jew? was my
first thought. 

For, to be sure, they had not looked like that in Linz. I
observed the man furtively and cautiously, but the longer
I stared at this foreign face, scrutinizing feature for fea-
ture, the more my first question assumed a new form: 

Is this a German? 
As always in such cases, I now began to try to relieve

my doubts by books. For a few pennies I bought the first
anti-Semitic pamphlets of my life. . . . 

Yet I could no longer very well doubt that the objects
of my study were not Germans of a special religion, but
a people in themselves; for since I had begun to concern
myself with this question and to take cognizance of the
Jews, Vienna appeared to me in a different light than
before. Wherever I went, I began to see Jews, and the
more I saw, the more sharply they became distinguished
in my eyes from the rest of humanity. . . . 

In a short time I was made more thoughtful than ever
by my slowly rising insight into the type of activity car-
ried on by the Jews in certain fields. 

Was there any form of filth or profligacy, particularly
in cultural life, without at least one Jew involved in it? . . .

Sometimes I stood there thunderstruck. 
I didn’t know what to be more amazed at: the agility

of their tongues or their virtuosity at lying. 
Gradually I began to hate them. 

Adolf Hitler’s Hatred of the Jews

L
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The late 1920s were a period of building and wait-
ing. These were years of relative prosperity for Germany,
and, as Hitler perceived, they were not conducive to the
growth of extremist parties. He declared, however, that the
prosperity would not last and that his time would come.
In the meantime, Hitler worked to establish a highly struc-
tured party that could compete in elections and attract new
recruits when another time of troubles arose. He reorga-
nized the Nazi Party on a regional basis and expanded it
to all parts of Germany. By 1929, the Nazi Party had a
national party organization. It also grew from 27,000 mem-
bers in 1925 to 178,000 by the end of 1929. Especially
noticeable was the youthfulness of the regional, district,
and branch leaders of the Nazi organization. Many were
between the ages of twenty-five and thirty and were fiercely
committed to Hitler because he gave them the kind of
active politics they sought. Rather than democratic debate,
they wanted brawls in beer halls, enthusiastic speeches,
and comradeship in the building of a new Germany. One
new, young Nazi member expressed his excitement about
the party: 

For me this was the start of a completely new life. There
was only one thing in the world for me and that was service
in the movement. All my thoughts were centered on the
movement. I could talk only politics. I was no longer aware
of anything else. At the time I was a promising athlete; I
was very keen on sport, and it was going to be my career.
But I had to give this up too. My only interest was agitation
and propaganda.9

Such youthful enthusiasm gave the Nazi movement an
aura of a “young man’s movement” and a sense of
dynamism that the other parties could not match. In 
1931, almost 40 percent of Nazi Party members were
under thirty. 

By 1929, the Nazi Party had also made a signifi-
cant shift in strategy. Between 1925 and 1927, Hitler and
the Nazis had pursued an urban strategy geared toward
winning workers from the Socialists and Communists. But
failure in the 1928 elections, when the Nazis gained only
2.6 percent of the vote and twelve seats in the Reichstag
or German parliament, convinced Hitler of the need for
a change. By 1929, the party began to pursue middle-class
and lower-middle-class votes in small towns and rural
areas, especially in northern, central, and eastern Ger-
many. By the end of 1929, the Nazis had successfully
made their shift to the new strategy. The end of 1929 was
the beginning of the depression and the beginning of
Hitler’s real success. 

Germany’s economic difficulties made possible the
Nazi rise to power. Unemployment rose dramatically, from
4.35 million in 1931 to 6 million by the winter of 1932. The
economic and psychological impact of the Great Depres-
sion made the extremist parties more attractive. Already
in the Reichstag elections of September 1930, the Nazis
polled 18 percent of the vote and gained 107 seats in 

the Reichstag, making the Nazi Party one of the largest
parties. 

By 1930, Chancellor Heinrich Brüning (1885–1970)
had found it impossible to form a working parliamentary
majority in the Reichstag and relied on the use of emer-
gency decrees by President Hindenburg to rule. In a real
sense, then, parliamentary democracy was already dying
in 1930, three years before Hitler destroyed it. 

Hitler’s quest for power from late 1930 to early 1933
depended on the political maneuvering around President
Hindenburg. Nevertheless, the elections from 1930
through 1932 were indirectly responsible for the Nazi rise
to power since they showed the importance of the Nazi
Party. The party itself grew dramatically during this period,
from 289,000 members in September 1930 to 800,000 by
1932. The SA also rose to 500,000 members. 

The Nazis proved very effective in developing mod-
ern electioneering techniques. They crossed Germany in
whirlwind campaigns by car, train, and airplane. His
“Hitler Over Germany” campaign by airplane saw Hitler
speaking in fifty cities in fifteen days. The Nazis were suc-
cessful in presenting two fundamentally different
approaches to the German voters. In their election cam-
paigns, party members pitched their themes to the needs
and fears of different social groups. In working-class dis-
tricts, for example, the Nazis attacked international high
finance, but in middle-class neighborhoods, they exploited
fears of a Communist revolution and its threat to private
property. At the same time that the Nazis made blatant
appeals to class interests, they were denouncing conflicts
of interest and maintaining that they stood above classes
and parties. Hitler, in particular, claimed to stand above
all differences and promised to create a new Germany free
of class differences and party infighting. His appeal to
national pride, national honor, and traditional militarism
struck chords of emotion in his listeners. 

Elections, however, proved to have their limits. In
the elections of July 1932, the Nazis won 230 seats, mak-
ing them the largest party in the Reichstag. But four
months later, in November, they declined to 196 seats. It
became apparent to many Nazis that they would not gain
power simply by the ballot box. Hitler saw clearly, how-
ever, that the Reichstag after 1930 was not all that impor-
tant, since the government ruled by decree with the
support of President Hindenburg. Increasingly, the right-
wing elites of Germany, the industrial magnates, landed
aristocrats, military establishment, and higher bureau-
crats, came to see Hitler as the man who had the mass
support to establish a right-wing, authoritarian regime
that would save Germany and their privileged positions
from a Communist takeover. These people almost cer-
tainly thought that they could control Hitler and, like
many others, may well have underestimated his abilities.
Under pressure from these elites, President Hindenburg
agreed to allow Hitler to become chancellor (on January
30, 1933) and to form a new government, but with sup-
posed safeguards. There would be only three Nazis in 
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the cabinet, and Franz von Papen (1878–1969), who 
had served as chancellor and done so much to win over
Hindenburg to the arrangements, would serve as vice-
chancellor. When some reproached von Papen for giving
power to Hitler, he responded: “What do you want? I
have Hindenburg’s trust. Within two months, we will
have pushed Hitler so far into a corner that he will
squeak.”10

Within those two months, Hitler basically laid the
foundations for the Nazis’ complete control over Germany.
One of Hitler’s important cohorts, Hermann Göring
(1893–1946), had been made minister of the interior and
hence head of the police of the Prussian state, the largest
of the federal states in Germany. He used his power to
purge the police of non-Nazis and to establish an auxil-
iary police force composed of SA members. This action
legitimized Nazi terror. On the day after a fire broke out in
the Reichstag building (February 27), supposedly set by
the Communists, but possibly by the Nazis themselves,
Hitler was also able to convince President Hindenburg
to issue a decree that gave the government emergency
powers. It suspended all basic rights of citizens for the full
duration of the emergency, thus enabling the Nazis to

arrest and imprison anyone without redress. Although
Hitler promised to return to the “normal order of things”
when the Communist danger was past, in reality this
decree provided the legal basis for the creation of a 
police state. 

The crowning step of Hitler’s “legal seizure” of power
came after the Nazis had gained 288 Reichstag seats in the
elections of March 5, 1933. Since they still did not possess
an absolute majority, on March 23 the Nazis sought the
passage of an Enabling Act, which would empower the
government to dispense with constitutional forms for four
years while it issued laws that would deal with the coun-
try’s problems. Since the act was to be an amendment to
the Weimar constitution, the Nazis needed and obtained
a two-thirds vote to pass it. Only the Social Democrats had
the courage to oppose Hitler. The Enabling Act provided
the legal basis for Hitler’s subsequent acts. He no longer
needed either the Reichstag or President Hindenburg. In
effect, Hitler became a dictator appointed by the parlia-
mentary body itself. 

With their new source of power, the Nazis acted
quickly to enforce Gleichschaltung, or the coordination
of all institutions under Nazi control. The civil service was

HITLER AND THE BLOOD FLAG RITUAL. In developing his mass political
movement, Adolf Hitler used ritualistic ceremonies as a means of
binding party members to his own person. Hitler is shown here
touching the “blood flag,” which had supposedly been stained with the
blood of Nazis killed during the Beer Hall Putsch, to an SS banner
while the SS standard-bearer makes a “blood oath” of allegiance: “I
vow to remain true to my Führer, Adolf Hitler. I bind myself to carry out
all orders conscientiously and without reluctance. Standards and flags
shall be sacred to me.” 
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purged of Jews and democratic elements, concentration
camps were established for opponents of the new regime,
the autonomy of the federal states was eliminated, trade
unions were dissolved and swallowed up by a gigantic
Labor Front, and all political parties except the Nazis were
abolished. By the end of the summer of 1933, within seven
months of being appointed chancellor, Hitler and the
Nazis had established the foundations for a totali-
tarian state. 

Why had this seizure of power been so quick and
easy? The Nazis were not only ruthless in their use of
force, but had also been ready to seize power. The depres-
sion had weakened what little faith the Germans had in
their democratic state. But negative factors alone cannot
explain the Nazi success. To many Germans, the Nazis
offered a national awakening. “Germany Awake,” one of
the many Nazi slogans, had a powerful appeal to a peo-
ple psychologically crushed by their defeat in World War
I. The Nazis presented a strong image of a dynamic new
Germany that was above parties and above classes. 

By the end of 1933, there were only two sources of
potential danger to Hitler’s authority: the armed forces and
the SA within his own party. The SA, under the leadership
of Ernst Röhm, openly criticized Hitler and spoke of the
need for a “second revolution” and the replacement of the

regular army by the SA. Neither the army nor Hitler
favored such a possibility. Hitler solved both problems
simultaneously on June 30, 1934, by having Ernst Röhm
and a number of other SA leaders killed in return for the
army’s support in allowing Hitler to succeed Hindenburg
when the president died. When Hindenburg died on
August 2, 1934, the office of Reich president was abol-
ished, and Hitler became sole ruler of Germany. Public
officials and soldiers were all required to take a personal
oath of loyalty to Hitler as the “Führer of the German
Reich and people.” On August 19, 1934, Hitler held a
plebiscite in which 85 percent of the German people indi-
cated their approval of the new order. The Third Reich had
begun. 

/ THE NAZI STATE (1933–1939) 

Having smashed the parliamentary state, Hitler now felt
the real task was at hand: to develop the “total state.”
Hitler’s aims had not been simply power for power’s sake
or a tyranny based on personal power. He had larger ide-
ological goals. The development of an Aryan racial state
that would dominate Europe and possibly the world for
generations to come required a massive movement in
which the German people would be actively involved, not
passively cowed by force. Hitler stated: 

Propaganda and mass rallies were two of the chief instru-
ments that Hitler used to prepare the German people for
the tasks he set before them. In the first selection, taken
from Mein Kampf, Hitler explains the psychological
importance of mass meetings in creating support for a
political movement. In the second excerpt, taken from his
speech to a crowd at Nuremberg, he describes the kind of
mystical bond he hoped to create through his mass rallies. 

l Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf 

The mass meeting is also necessary for the reason that
in it the individual, who at first, while becoming a sup-
porter of a young movement, feels lonely and easily
succumbs to the fear of being alone, for the first time
gets the picture of a larger community, which in most
people has a strengthening, encouraging effect. . . .
When from his little workshop or big factory, in which
he feels very small, he steps for the first time into a mass
meeting and has thousands and thousands of people of
the same opinions around him, when, as a seeker, he is
swept away by three or four thousand others into the
mighty effect of suggestive intoxication and enthusiasm,
when the visible success and agreement of thousands
confirm to him the rightness of the new doctrine and for
the first time arouse doubt in the truth of his previous
conviction—then he himself has succumbed to the

magic influence of what we designate as “mass sug-
gestion.” The will, the longing, and also the power of
thousands are accumulated in every individual. The
man who enters such a meeting doubting and wavering
leaves it inwardly reinforced: he has become a link in
the community. 

l Adolf Hitler, Speech at the Nuremberg Party
Rally, 1936 

Do we not feel once again in this hour the miracle that
brought us together? Once you heard the voice of a
man, and it struck deep into your hearts; it awakened
you, and you followed this voice. Year after year you
went after it, though him who had spoken you never
even saw. You heard only a voice, and you followed it.
When we meet each other here, the wonder of our com-
ing together fills us all. Not everyone of you sees me,
and I do not see everyone of you. But I feel you, and
you feel me. It is the belief in our people that has made
us small men great, that has made us poor men rich,
that has made brave and courageous men out of us
wavering, spiritless, timid folk; this belief made us see
our road when we were astray; it joined us together into
one whole! . . . You come, that . . . you may, once in a
while, gain the feeling that now we are together; we are
with him and he with us, and we are now Germany! 

Propaganda and Mass Meetings in Nazi Germany

L
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We must develop organizations in which an individual’s
entire life can take place. Then every activity and every
need of every individual will be regulated by the collectivity
represented by the party. There is no longer any arbitrary
will, there are no longer any free realms in which the indi-
vidual belongs to himself. . . . The time of personal happi-
ness is over.11

The Nazis pursued the creation of this totalitarian state in
a variety of ways. 

Mass demonstrations and spectacles were employed
to integrate the German nation into a collective fellowship
and to mobilize it as an instrument for Hitler’s policies (see
the box on p. 798). These mass demonstrations, especially
the Nuremberg party rallies that were held every Septem-
ber and the Harvest Festivals celebrated at the Bücke-
berg near Hamelin every fall, combined the symbolism
of a religious service with the merriment of a popular
amusement. They had great appeal and usually evoked
mass enthusiasm and excitement. Even foreigners were
frequently affected by the passions aroused by these mass
demonstrations. 

Some features of the state apparatus of Hitler’s “total
state” seem contradictory. One usually thinks of Nazi Ger-
many as having an all-powerful government that main-
tained absolute control and order. In truth, Nazi Germany
was the scene of almost constant personal and institu-
tional conflict, which resulted in administrative chaos.

In matters such as foreign policy, education, and eco-
nomics, parallel government and party bureaucracies com-
peted with each other over spheres of influence. Incessant
struggle characterized relationships within the party,
within the state, and between party and state. Why this
“authoritarian anarchy,” as one observer called it, existed
is a source of much controversy. One group of historians
has assumed that Hitler’s aversion to making decisions
resulted in the chaos that subverted his own authority and
made him a “weak dictator.” Another group believes that
Hitler’s style of leadership led to his regime’s administra-
tive chaos, but maintains that Hitler deliberately created
this institutional confusion. By fostering rivalry within the
party and between party and state, he would be the final
decision maker and absolute ruler. 

In the economic sphere, Hitler and the Nazis also
established control, but industry was not nationalized as
the left wing of the Nazi Party wanted. Hitler felt that it
was irrelevant who owned the means of production so long
as the owners recognized their master. Although the regime
pursued the use of public works projects and “pump-
priming” grants to private construction firms to foster
employment and end the depression, there is little doubt
that rearmament was a far more important contributor to
solving the unemployment problem. Unemployment,
which had stood at 6 million in 1932, dropped to 2.6 mil-
lion in 1934 and less than 500,000 in 1937. The regime

THE NAZI MASS SPECTACLE. Hitler and the Nazis made clever 
use of mass spectacles to rally the German people behind the Nazi
regime. These mass demonstrations evoked intense enthusiasm, 
as is evident in this photograph of Hitler arriving at the Bückeberg
near Hamelin for the Harvest Festival in 1937. Almost one million
people were present for the celebration. 
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1, 1933, the new Nazi government initiated a two-day 
boycott of Jewish businesses. A series of laws soon fol-
lowed that excluded “non-Aryans” (defined as anyone
“descended from non-Aryans, especially Jewish parents or
grandparents”) from the legal profession, civil service,
judgeships, the medical profession, teaching positions, cul-
tural and entertainment enterprises, and the press. 

In 1935, the Nazis unleashed another stage of anti-
Jewish activity when new racial laws were announced in
September at the annual party rally in Nuremberg. These
“Nuremberg laws” excluded German Jews from German
citizenship and forbade marriages and extramarital rela-
tions between Jews and German citizens. The “Nuremberg
laws” essentially separated Jews from the Germans polit-
ically, socially, and legally and were the natural extension
of Hitler’s stress upon the creation of a pure Aryan race. 

Another, considerably more violent phase of anti-
Jewish activity took place in 1938 and 1939; it was initi-
ated on November 9–10, 1938, the infamous Kristallnacht,
or night of shattered glass. The assassination of a third sec-
retary in the German embassy in Paris by a young Polish
Jew became the occasion for a Nazi-led destructive ram-
page against the Jews in which synagogues were burned,
7,000 Jewish businesses were destroyed, and at least 100
Jews were killed. Moreover, 30,000 Jewish males were
rounded up and sent to concentration camps. Kristallnacht
also led to further drastic steps. Jews were barred from
all public buildings and prohibited from owning, manag-
ing, or working in any retail store. Finally, under the direc-
tion of the SS, Jews were encouraged to “emigrate from
Germany.” After the outbreak of World War II, the pol-
icy of emigration was replaced by a more gruesome one. 

The creation of the Nazi total state also had an
impact on women. The Nazi attitude toward women was
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claimed full credit for solving Germany’s economic woes,
and this was an important factor in leading many Germans
to accept the new regime, despite its excesses. 

The German Labor Front under Robert Ley regulated
the world of labor. The Labor Front was a single, state-
controlled union. To control all laborers, it used the work-
book. Every salaried worker had to have one in order to
hold a job. Only by submitting to the policies of the Nazi-
controlled Labor Front could a worker obtain and retain 
a workbook. The Labor Front also sponsored activities to
keep the workers happy (see Mass Leisure later in this
chapter). 

For those who needed coercion, the Nazi total state
had its instruments of terror and repression. Until 1934,
the SA had been most visible in terrorizing the people, but
after the June 30 purge, the SS took over that function in
a much more systematic fashion. Originally created as
Hitler’s personal bodyguard, the SS, under the direction of
Heinrich Himmler (1900–1945), came to control all of the
regular and secret police forces. Himmler and the SS func-
tioned on the basis of two principles: terror and ideology.
Terror included the instruments of repression and murder:
the secret police, criminal police, concentration camps,
and later the execution squads and death camps for the
extermination of the Jews (see Chapter 27). For Himm-
ler, the SS was a crusading order whose primary goal was
to further the Aryan master race. SS members, who con-
stituted a carefully chosen elite, were thoroughly indoc-
trinated in racial ideology. 

Other institutions, such as the Catholic and Protes-
tant churches, primary and secondary schools, and uni-
versities, were also brought under the control of the Nazi
totalitarian state. Nazi professional organizations and
leagues were formed for civil servants, teachers, women,
farmers, doctors, and lawyers. These groups were inspired
by a sound principle perverted to other ends. Common
flags, uniforms, meetings, and indoctrination gave indi-
viduals a sense of identity, a sense of belonging and
human warmth, but one that was cultivated to produce
inhuman brutality. 

Since the early indoctrination of the nation’s youth
would create the foundation for a strong totalitarian state
for the future, youth organizations, the Hitler Jugend (Hitler
Youth) and its female counterpart, the Bund deutscher
Mädel (League of German Maidens), were given special
attention. The oath required of Hitler Youth members
demonstrates the degree of dedication expected of youth
in the Nazi state: “In the presence of this blood banner,
which represents our Führer, I swear to devote all my ener-
gies and my strength to the savior of our country, Adolf
Hitler. I am willing and ready to give up my life for him, so
help me God.” 

The Nazi total state was intended to be an Aryan
racial state. From its beginning, the Nazi Party reflected
the strong anti-Semitic beliefs of Adolf Hitler. Once in
power, it did not take long for the Nazis to translate anti-
Semitic ideas into anti-Semitic policies. Already on April
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largely determined by ideological considerations. Women
played a crucial role in the Aryan racial state as bearers of
the children who would bring about the triumph of the
Aryan race. To the Nazis, the differences between men and
women were quite natural. Men were warriors and politi-
cal leaders whereas women were destined to be wives and
mothers. By maintaining this clear distinction, each could
best serve to “maintain the whole community.” 

Nazi ideas determined employment opportunities for
women. The Nazis hoped to drive women out of certain
areas of the labor market. These included heavy industry
or other jobs that might hinder women from bearing
healthy children, as well as certain professions, includ-
ing university teaching, medicine, and law, which were
considered inappropriate for women, especially married
women. The Nazis encouraged women to pursue profes-
sional occupations that had direct practical application,
such as social work and nursing. In addition to restric-
tive legislation against females, the Nazi regime pursued
its campaign against working women with such poster slo-
gans as “Get ahold of pots and pans and broom and you’ll
sooner find a groom!” Nazi policy toward female workers
remained inconsistent, however. Especially after the rear-
mament boom and increased conscription of males for mil-
itary service resulted in a labor shortage, the government

encouraged women to work, even in areas previously
dominated by males. 

l Soviet Russia 

Yet another example of totalitarianism was to be found
in Soviet Russia. The civil war in Russia had come to an
end by the beginning of 1921. It had taken an enormous
toll of life, but the Red Terror and the victories of the Red
Army had guaranteed the survival of the Communist
regime. During the civil war, Lenin had pursued a policy
of “war communism.” Under this policy of expedience, the
government had nationalized transportation and commu-
nication facilities as well as banks, mines, factories, and
businesses that employed more than ten workers. The gov-
ernment had also assumed the right to requisition the pro-
duce of peasants. War communism worked during the civil
war, but once the war was over, peasants began to sabo-
tage the program by hoarding food. Added to this problem
was drought, which caused a great famine between 1920
and 1922 that claimed as many as five million lives. Indus-
trial collapse paralleled the agricultural disaster. By 1921,
industrial output was only 20 percent of its 1913 levels.
Russia was exhausted. As Leon Trotsky said: “The collapse
of the productive forces surpassed anything of the kind

ANTI-SEMITISM IN NAZI GERMANY. At the core of Hitler’s
ideology was an intense anti-Semitism. Soon after
seizing power, Hitler and the Nazis began to translate
their anti-Semitic ideas into anti-Semitic policies. This
photograph shows one example of Nazi action against
the Jews. Two women clean up some of the debris the
morning after Kristallnacht, the night of shattered glass.
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that history had ever seen. The country, and the govern-
ment with it, were at the very edge of the abyss.”12

/ THE NEW ECONOMIC POLICY 

In March 1921, Lenin pulled Russia back from the abyss
by aborting war communism in favor of his New Economic
Policy (NEP). Lenin’s New Economic Policy was a modi-
fied version of the old capitalist system. Forced requisi-
tioning of food from the peasants was halted as peasants
were now allowed to sell their produce openly. Retail
stores as well as small industries that employed fewer than
twenty employees could now operate under private own-
ership, although heavy industry, banking, and mines
remained in the hands of the government. Already by
1922, a revived market and good harvest had brought an
end to famine; Soviet agriculture climbed to 75 percent
of its prewar level. Industry, especially state-owned heavy
industry, fared less well and continued to stagnate. Only
coal production had reached prewar levels by 1926. Over-
all, the NEP had saved Communist Russia from complete
economic disaster even though Lenin and other leading
Communists intended it to be only a temporary, tactical
retreat from the goals of communism. 

Between 1922 and 1924, Lenin suffered a series of
strokes that finally led to his death on January 21, 1924.
Although Communist Party rule theoretically rested on a
principle of collective leadership, in fact, Lenin had pro-
vided an example of one-man rule. His death inaugurated
a struggle for power among the members of the Politburo,
the institution that had become the leading organ of 
the party. 

In 1924, the Politburo of seven members was
severely divided over the future direction of Soviet Russia.
The Left, led by Leon Trotsky, wanted to end the NEP and
launch Russia on the path of rapid industrialization, pri-
marily at the expense of the peasantry. This same group
wanted to carry the revolution on, believing that the sur-
vival of the Russian Revolution ultimately depended on
the spread of communism abroad. Another group in the
Politburo, called the Right, rejected the cause of world rev-
olution and wanted instead to concentrate on construct-
ing a socialist state in Russia. Believing that too rapid
industrialization would worsen the living standards of the
Soviet peasantry, this group also favored a continuation
of Lenin’s NEP. 

These ideological divisions were underscored by an
intense personal rivalry between Leon Trotsky and Joseph
Stalin. Trotsky had been a key figure in the success of the
Bolshevik Revolution and the Red Army. In 1924, he held
the post of commissar of war and was the leading
spokesman for the Left in the Politburo. Joseph Stalin
(1879–1953) had joined the Bolsheviks in 1903 and had
come to Lenin’s attention after staging a daring bank rob-
bery to obtain funds for the Bolshevik cause. Stalin, who
was neither a dynamic speaker nor a forceful writer, was
content to hold the dull bureaucratic job of party general
secretary while other Politburo members held party posi-

tions that enabled them to display their brilliant oratorical
abilities. He was a good organizer (his fellow Bolsheviks
called him “Comrade Card-Index”), and the other mem-
bers of the Politburo soon found that the position of party
secretary was really the most important in the party hier-
archy. The general secretary appointed the regional, dis-
trict, city, and town party secretaries. In 1922, for example,
Stalin had made some 10,000 appointments, many of
them trusted followers whose holding of key positions
proved valuable in the struggle for power. Although Stalin
at first refused to support either the Left or Right in the
Politburo, he finally came to favor the goal of “socialism
in one country” rather than world revolution. 

Stalin used his post as party general secretary to gain
complete control of the Communist Party. Trotsky was
expelled from the party in 1927. Eventually, he made his
way to Mexico where he was murdered in 1940, no doubt
on Stalin’s orders. By 1929, Stalin had succeeded in elim-
inating the Old Bolsheviks of the revolutionary era from
the Politburo and establishing a dictatorship so power-
ful that the Russian tsars of old would have been 
envious. 

/ THE STALIN ERA (1929–1939) 

The Stalinist era marked the beginning of an economic,
social, and political revolution that was more sweeping in
its results than the revolutions of 1917. Stalin made a
significant shift in economic policy in 1928 when he
launched his first five-year plan. Its real goal was noth-
ing less than the transformation of Russia from an agri-
cultural country into an industrial state virtually overnight.
Instead of consumer goods, the first five-year plan empha-
sized maximum production of capital goods and arma-
ments and succeeded in quadrupling the production of
heavy machinery and doubling oil production. Europe’s
largest electrical power station was also built during this
period. Between 1928 and 1937, during the first two five-
year plans, steel production increased from 4 to 18 million
tons per year, and hard coal output went from 36 to 128
million tons. The annual growth rate of the Soviet Union
was between 14 and 20 percent a year, a phenomenal
accomplishment. At the same time, new industrial cities,
located near iron ore and coal deposits, sprang up
overnight in the Urals and Siberia. 

The social and political costs of industrialization
were enormous. Little provision was made for absorbing
the expanded labor force into the cities. Though the indus-
trial labor force increased by millions between 1932 and
1940, total investment in housing actually declined after
1929; as a result, millions of workers and their families
lived in pitiful conditions. Real wages in industry also
declined by 43 percent between 1928 and 1940, and strict
laws limited workers’ freedom of movement. To inspire and
pacify the workers, government propaganda stressed the
need for sacrifice to create the new socialist state. Soviet
labor policy stressed high levels of achievement, typified
by the Stakhanov cult. Alexei Stakhanov was a coal miner
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who mined 102 tons of coal in one shift, exceeding the
norm by 1,300 percent. He was held up as an example
to others. 

Rapid industrialization was accompanied by an
equally rapid collectivization of agriculture. Almost all of
the Bolsheviks had been appalled by one result of Lenin’s
New Economic Policy, the growth of a class of well-to-do
peasant proprietors known as kulaks who employed wage
labor. Of the 26 million peasant households in 1929, 2 mil-
lion were kulaks. It seemed an anomaly to have this cap-
italist group in the midst of a communist society. To rectify
this, Stalin inaugurated a policy of collectivization of agri-
culture even before he initiated the first five-year plan.
Its goal was to eliminate private farms and push people

into collective farms (see the box above). One of its major
aims was to stimulate industrial growth through profits
from the rural economy. 

Initially, Stalin planned to collectivize only the
wealthier kulaks, but strong resistance from peasants who
hoarded crops and killed livestock led him to step up the
program. By 1930, 10 million peasant households had
been collectivized; by 1934, Russia’s 26 million family
farms had been collectivized into 250,000 units. This was
done at tremendous cost, since the hoarding of food and
the slaughter of livestock produced widespread famine.
Stalin himself is supposed to have told Winston Churchill
during World War II that 10 million peasants died in the
artificially created famines of 1932 and 1933. The only

Accompanying the rapid industrialization of the Soviet
Union was the collectivization of agriculture, a feat that
involved nothing less than transforming Russia’s 26 mil-
lion family farms into 250,000 collective farms (kolkhozes).
This selection provides a firsthand account of how the
process worked.

l Max Belov, The History of a Collective Farm

General collectivization in our village was brought about
in the following manner: Two representatives of the
[Communist] Party arrived in the village. All the inhabi-
tants were summoned by the ringing of the church bell
to a meeting at which the policy of general collectiviza-
tion was announced. . . . The upshot was that although
the meeting lasted two days, from the viewpoint of the
Party representatives nothing was accomplished. 

After this setback the Party representatives divided
the village into two sections and worked each one sepa-
rately. Two more officials were sent to reinforce the first
two. A meeting of our section of the village was held in a
stable which had previously belonged to a kulak. The
meeting dragged on until dark. Suddenly someone threw
a brick at the lamp, and in the dark the peasants began
to beat the Party representatives who jumped out the
window and escaped from the village barely alive. The
following day seven people were arrested. The militia
was called in and stayed in the village until the peas-
ants, realizing their helplessness, calmed down. . . .

By the end of 1930 there were two kolkhozes in our
village. Though at first these collectives embraced at
most only 70 percent of the peasant households, in the
months that followed they gradually absorbed more 
and more of them. 

In these kolkhozes the great bulk of the land was
held and worked communally, but each peasant house-
hold owned a house of some sort, a small plot of ground

and perhaps some livestock. All the members of the
kolkhoz were required to work on the kolkhoz a certain
number of days each month; the rest of the time they
were allowed to work on their own holdings. They
derived their income partly from what they grew on their
garden strips and partly from their work in the kolkhoz. 

When the harvest was over, and after the farm had
met its obligations to the state and to various special
funds (for instance, seed, etc.) and had sold on the mar-
ket whatever undesignated produce was left, the remain-
ing produce and the farm’s monetary income were
divided among the kolkhoz members according to the
number of “labor days” each one had contributed to the
farm’s work. . . . It was in 1930 that the kolkhoz mem-
bers first received their portions out of the “communal
kettle.” After they had received their earnings, at the rate
of 1 kilogram of grain and 55 kopecks per labor day, one
of them remarked, “You will live, but you will be very,
very thin.” 

In the spring of 1931 a tractor worked the fields of the
kolkhoz for the first time. The tractor was “capable of
plowing every kind of hard soil and virgin soil,” as Party
representatives told us at the meeting in celebration of
its arrival. The peasants did not then know that these
“steel horses” would carry away a good part of the har-
vest in return for their work. . . .

By late 1932 more than 80 percent of the peasant
households . . . had been collectivized. . . . That year
the peasants harvested a good crop and had hopes that
the calculations would work out to their advantage and
would help strengthen them economically. These hopes
were in vain. The kolkhoz workers received only 200
grams of flour per labor day for the first half of the year;
the remaining grain, including the seed fund, was taken
by the government. The peasants were told that industri-
alization of the country, then in full swing, demanded
grain and sacrifices from them. 

The Formation of Collective Farms

L
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concession Stalin made to the peasants was to allow each
household to have one tiny, privately owned garden plot. 

Stalin’s program of rapid industrialization entailed
additional costs as well. To achieve his goals, Stalin
strengthened the party bureaucracy under his control.
Those who resisted were sent into forced labor camps in
Siberia. Stalin’s desire for sole control of decision making
also led to purges of the Old Bolsheviks. Between 1936
and 1938, the most prominent Old Bolsheviks were put on
trial and condemned to death. During this same time,
Stalin undertook a purge of army officers, diplomats, union
officials, party members, intellectuals, and numerous ordi-
nary citizens. Estimates are that eight million Russians
were arrested; millions were sent to Siberian forced labor
camps, from which they never returned. The Stalinist
blood bath made what some Western intellectuals had
hailed as the “New Civilization” much less attractive by
the late 1930s. 

Disturbed by a rapidly declining birthrate, Stalin also
reversed much of the permissive social legislation of the
early 1920s. Advocating complete equality of rights for
women, the Communists had made divorce and abortion
easy to obtain while also encouraging women to work 
outside the home and liberate themselves sexually. 
After Stalin came to power, the family was praised as a
miniature collective in which parents were responsible 
for inculcating values of duty, discipline, and hard work.
Abortion was outlawed, and divorced fathers who did not
support their children were fined heavily. The new divorce
law of June 1936 imposed fines for repeated divorces, and
homosexuality was declared a criminal activity. The regime
now praised motherhood and urged women to have large
families as a patriotic duty. But by this time many Soviet
women worked in factories and spent many additional
hours waiting in line to purchase increasingly scarce con-
sumer goods. There was no dramatic increase in the
birthrate. 

l Authoritarianism in Eastern Europe 

A number of other states in Europe were not totalitarian
but did possess conservative authoritarian governments.
These states adopted some of the trappings of totalitar-
ian states, especially wide police powers, but their great-
est concern was not the creation of a mass movement
aimed at the establishment of a new kind of society, but
rather the defense of the existing social order. Conse-
quently, the authoritarian states tended to limit the par-
ticipation of the masses and were content with passive
obedience rather than active involvement in the goals of
the regime. A number of states in eastern Europe adopted
this kind of authoritarian government. 

STALIN SIGNS A DEATH WARRANT.
Terror played an important role in
the authoritarian system created
by Joseph Stalin. Here, Stalin is
shown signing what is supposedly
a death warrant in 1933. As the
terror increased in the late 1930s,
Stalin signed such lists every day. 
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Nowhere had the map of Europe been more drasti-
cally altered by World War I than in eastern Europe. The
new states of Austria, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and
Yugoslavia (known as the kingdom of the Serbs, Croats,
and Slovenes until 1929) adopted parliamentary systems,
and the preexisting kingdoms of Romania and Bulgaria
gained new parliamentary constitutions in 1920. Greece
became a republic in 1924. Hungary’s government was
parliamentary in form, but controlled by its landed aris-
tocrats. At the beginning of the 1920s, political democracy
seemed well established, but almost everywhere in east-
ern Europe, parliamentary governments soon gave way to
authoritarian regimes. 

Several problems helped to create this situation.
Eastern European states had little tradition of liberalism
or parliamentary politics and no substantial middle class
to support them. Then, too, these states were largely rural
and agrarian in character. Not only were many of the peas-
ants largely illiterate, but much of the land was still dom-
inated by large landowners who feared the growth of
agrarian peasant parties with their schemes for land redis-
tribution. Ethnic conflicts also threatened to tear these
countries apart. Fearful of land reform, communist agrar-
ian upheaval, and ethnic conflict, powerful landowners,
the churches, and even some members of the small mid-
dle class looked to authoritarian governments to maintain
the old system. 

Already in the 1920s, some eastern European states
began to move away from political democracy toward
authoritarian structures. Poland established an authori-
tarian regime in 1926 when Marshal Joseph Pilsudski cre-
ated a military dictatorship. King Alexander I (1921–1934)
abolished the constitution and imposed a royal dictator-
ship on Yugoslavia in 1929. King Boris III (1918–1943)
established an authoritarian regime in Bulgaria in 1923.

During the 1930s, all of the remaining parliamentary
regimes (except Czechoslovakia) succumbed to authori-
tarianism. No doubt, the Great Depression was a crucial
factor in this development. The collapse of farm prices
worldwide in the late 1920s adversely affected a region so
agrarian as eastern Europe. Eastern European states were
increasingly attracted to the authoritarian examples of Fas-
cist Italy and Nazi Germany. 

Although Admiral Miklós Horthy had ruled Hun-
gary as “regent” since 1919, the appointment of Julius
Gömbös as prime minister in 1932 brought Hungary even
closer to Italy and Germany. In Austria, the Christian
Socialist chancellor Engelbert Dollfuss used the armed
forces to crush the Social Democrats and create his own
brand of authoritarian state, a Christian Corporate State.
Romania witnessed the development of a strong fascist
movement led by Corneliu Codreanu. Known as the
Legion of the Archangel Michael, it possessed its own
paramilitary squad called the Iron Guard. As Codreanu’s
fascist movement grew and became Romania’s third
largest political party, King Carol II (1930–1940) re-
sponded in 1938 by ending parliamentary rule, crushing
the leadership of the legion, and imposing authoritarian

rule. At the beginning of World War II, General Ian
Antonescu seized power and established his own mili-
tary dictatorship in Romania. In Greece, General John
Metaxas imposed a dictatorship in 1936. The new Baltic
republics of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia also suc-
cumbed to dictatorial governments after brief experiments
with democracy. 

Only Czechoslovakia, with its substantial middle
class, liberal tradition, and strong industrial base, main-
tained its political democracy. Thomas Masaryk, an able
and fair leader who served as president from 1918 to 1935,
was able to maintain an uneasy but stable alliance of
reformist socialists, agrarians, and Catholics. 

l Dictatorship in the Iberian Peninsula 

Parliamentary regimes also failed to survive in both Spain
and Portugal. Both countries were largely agrarian, 
illiterate, and dominated by powerful landlords and
Catholic clergy. 

Spain’s parliamentary monarchy was unable to deal
with the social tensions generated by the industrial boom
and inflation that accompanied World War I. Supported
by King Alfonso XIII (1886–1931), General Miguel Primo
de Rivera led a successful military coup in September 1923
and created a personal dictatorship that lasted until 1930.
But a faltering economy because of the Great Depression
led to the collapse of Primo de Rivera’s regime in January
1930 as well as to a widespread lack of support for the
monarchy. King Alfonso XIII left Spain in 1931, and a new
Spanish Republic was instituted, governed by a coalition
of democrats and reformist socialists. Political turmoil
ensued as control of the government passed from leftists
to rightists until a Popular Front, an antifascist coalition
composed of democrats, socialists, and the revolution-
ary left, took over in 1936. The Popular Front was unac-
ceptable, however, to senior army officers. Led by General
Francisco Franco (1892–1975), Spanish military forces
revolted against the government and inaugurated a brutal
and bloody civil war that lasted three years. 

Foreign intervention complicated the Spanish Civil
War. The Popular Front was assisted by trucks, planes,
tanks, and military advisers from the Soviet Union and
40,000 volunteers from other countries; Franco’s forces
were aided by arms, money, and men from the fascist
regimes of Italy and Germany. Hitler used the Spanish
Civil War as an opportunity to test the new weaponry of
his revived air force. Gradually, Franco’s forces wore down
the Popular Front, and after the capture of Madrid on
March 28, 1939, the Spanish Civil War finally came to
an end. 

General Francisco Franco soon established a dic-
tatorship that lasted until his death in 1975. It was not a
fascist government, although it was unlikely to oppose the
Fascists in Italy or the Nazis in Germany. The fascist
movement in Spain, known as the Falange and led by José
Antonio Primo de Rivera, son of the former dictator, con-
tributed little to Franco’s success and played a minor role
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in the new regime. Franco’s government, which favored
large landowners, business, and the Catholic clergy, was
yet another example of a traditional, conservative, author-
itarian regime. 

In 1910, the Portuguese had overthrown their
monarchy and established a republic. Severe inflation after
World War I, however, undermined support for the repub-
lic and helped to intensify political instability. In 1926, a
group of army officers seized power, and by the early
1930s, the military junta’s finance minister, Antonio
Salazar (1889–1970), had become the strong man of the
regime. Salazar controlled the Portuguese government for
the next forty years. 

◆ The Expansion of Mass
Culture and Mass Leisure 

Technological innovations continued to have profound
effects upon European society. Nowhere is this more 
evident than in mass culture and mass leisure. The mass
distribution of commercialized popular forms of enter-
tainment had a profound effect on European society. 

l Radio and Movies 

A series of technological inventions in the late nineteenth
century had prepared the way for a revolution in mass
communications. Especially important was Marconi’s dis-
covery of “wireless” radio waves. But it was not until June

16, 1920, that a radio broadcast (of a concert by soprano
Nellie Melba from London) for a mass audience was
attempted. Permanent broadcasting facilities were then
constructed in the United States, Europe, and Japan dur-
ing 1921 and 1922, while mass production of radios
(receiving sets) also began. In 1926, when the British
Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) was made into a public
corporation, there were 2.2 million radios in Great Britain.
By the end of the 1930s, there were 9 million. Although
broadcasting networks in the United States were privately
owned and financed by advertising, those in Europe were
usually controlled by the government. 

The technical foundation for motion pictures had
already been developed in the 1890s when short moving
pictures were produced as novelties for music halls. Shortly
before World War I, full-length features, such as the Ital-
ian film Quo Vadis and the American film Birth of a Nation,
became available and made it apparent that cinema had
created a new form of mass entertainment. By 1939, about
40 percent of adults in the more advanced industrial coun-
tries were attending a movie once a week. That figure
increased to 60 percent by the end of World War II. 

Mass forms of communication and entertainment
were, of course, not new. But the increased size of audi-
ences and the ability of radio and cinema, unlike the
printed word, to provide an immediate mass experience
did add new dimensions to mass culture. Favorite film
actors and actresses became stars, whose lives then
became subject to public adoration and scrutiny. Sensu-
ous actresses such as Marlene Dietrich, whose appearance
in the early sound film The Blue Angel catapulted her to
fame, created new images of women’s sexuality.

Of course, radio and movies could also be used for
political purposes. Hitler had said that “without motor
cars, sound films, and wireless, no victory of National
Socialism.” Radio seemed to offer great opportunities for
reaching the masses, especially when it became appar-
ent that the emotional harangues of an Adolf Hitler had
just as much impact on people when heard on radio as
in person. The Nazi regime encouraged radio listening
by urging manufacturers to produce cheap radios that
could be bought on installment plans. The Nazis also
erected loudspeaker pillars in the streets to encourage
communal radio listening, especially to broadcasts of 
mass meetings. 

Film, too, had propaganda potential, a possibility not
lost on Joseph Goebbels (1897–1945), the propaganda
minister of Nazi Germany. Believing that film constituted
one of the “most modern and scientific means of influ-
encing the masses,” Goebbels created a special film sec-
tion in his Propaganda Ministry and encouraged the
production of both documentaries and popular feature
films that carried the Nazi message. The Triumph of the
Will, for example, was a documentary of the 1934 Nurem-
berg party rally that forcefully conveyed the power of
National Socialism to viewers. Both Fascist Italy and 
Nazi Germany controlled and exploited the content of
newsreels. 
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l Mass Leisure 

Mass leisure activities had developed at the turn of the
century, but new work patterns after World War I dra-
matically expanded the amount of free time available to
take advantage of them. By 1920, the eight-hour day had
become the norm for many office and factory workers in
northern and western Europe. 

Professional sporting events for mass audiences
became an especially important aspect of mass leisure.
Attendance at association football (soccer) games in-
creased dramatically, and the inauguration of the World
Cup contest in 1930 added to the nationalistic rivalries
that began to surround such mass sporting events.
Increased attendance also made the 1920s and 1930s a
great era of stadium building. For the 1936 Olympics, the
Germans built a stadium in Berlin that seated 140,000
people. Strahav Stadium in Prague held 240,000 specta-
tors for gymnastics and track meets. As the popularity of
mass spectator sports grew, so too did the amount of
money spent on betting. 

Travel opportunities also added new dimensions to
mass leisure activities. The military use of aircraft during

World War I helped to improve planes and make civilian
air travel a reality. The first regular international air mail
service began in 1919, and regular passenger service soon
followed. Although air travel remained the preserve of the
wealthy or the adventurous, trains, buses, and private cars
made excursions to beaches or holiday resorts more and
more popular and affordable. Beaches, such as the one at
Brighton in Great Britain, were increasingly mobbed by
crowds of people from all social classes. 

Mass leisure provided totalitarian regimes with new
ways to control their populations. Mussolini’s Italy created
the Dopolavoro (Afterwork) as a vast national recreation
agency. The Dopolavoro was responsible for establishing
clubhouses with libraries, radios, and athletic facilities
in virtually every town and village. In some places, they
included auditoriums for plays and films and travel agen-
cies that arranged tours, cruises, and resort vacations on
the Adriatic at reduced rates. Dopolavoro groups intro-
duced many Italians to various facets of mass culture and
mass leisure with activities such as band concerts, movies,
choral groups, roller skating, and ballroom dancing. Essen-
tially, the Dopolavoro enabled the Italian government to
provide recreational activities and supervise them as well.

NEW PATTERNS OF RECREATION: THE FORD MODEL T. Mass leisure
activities expanded between the wars as new work patterns increased
the free time available to members of the working class. For the middle
classes, mass-produced automobiles, such as the American Ford 
Model T, made possible a new freedom of movement. 
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By doing so, the state imposed new rules and regulations
on previously spontaneous activities, thus breaking down
old group solidarities and enabling these groups to be
guided by the goals of the state. 

The Nazi regime adopted a program similar to the
Dopolavoro in its Kraft durch Freude (Strength through
Joy). The purpose of the Kraft durch Freude was to coor-
dinate the free time of the working class by offering a vari-
ety of leisure time activities, including concerts, operas,
films, guided tours, and sporting events (see the box
above). Especially popular were the inexpensive vaca-
tions, essentially the modern package tour. This could be
a cruise to Scandinavia or the Mediterranean or, more
likely for workers, a shorter trip to various sites in Ger-
many. Only 130,000 workers took cruises in 1938, com-
pared with the seven million who took short trips. 

More and more, mass culture and mass leisure had
the effect of expanding the homogeneity of national pop-
ulations, a process that had begun in the nineteenth cen-
tury with the development of the national state. Local
popular culture was increasingly replaced by national and
even international culture as new forms of mass produc-
tion and consumption brought similar styles of clothing
and fashion to people throughout Europe. 

◆ Cultural and Intellectual
Trends in the Interwar Years 

The artistic and intellectual innovations of the pre-World
War I period, which had shocked many Europeans, had
been the preserve primarily of a small group of avant-garde
artists and intellectuals. In the 1920s and 1930s, they
became more widespread as artists and intellectuals con-
tinued to work out the implications of the ideas developed
before 1914. But what made the prewar avant-garde cul-
ture acceptable in the 1920s and the 1930s? Perhaps the
most important factor was the impact of World War I. 

The optimistic liberal-rationalist clichés that many
Europeans had taken for granted before 1914 seemed
hopelessly outdated in 1918. Four years of devastating war
left many Europeans with a profound sense of despair and
disillusionment. World War I indicated to many people that
something was dreadfully wrong with Western values. In
his Decline of the West, the German writer Oswald Speng-
ler (1880–1936) reflected the disillusionment when he
emphasized the decadence of Western civilization and
posited its collapse. To many people, the experiences of
World War I seemed to confirm the prewar avant-garde

In November 1933, the German Labor Front established
an organization called Kraft durch Freude (Strength
through Joy), whose purpose was to organize the leisure
time of workers in the interests of the Nazi regime. These
excerpts are taken from the reports of the Social Demo-
cratic Party’s contact men in Germany and give a fairly
accurate account of the attitudes of the German workers
toward the Kraft durch Freude (KdF) program.

The SOPADE [Social Democratic Party in
Exile] Reports 

l Central Germany, April 1939

While Beauty of Labor [another Labor Front organiza-
tion] makes no impressions whatsoever . . . Strength
through Joy is not without impact. However, workers’
wages are only barely sufficient for essentials and
nobody can afford a trip to Madeira, 150 Reichsmarks
per person—300 RM with the wife. Even the shorter trips
produce so many additional expenses that they often
double the cost. But some people like them nonetheless.
Anybody who has never made a trip in his life and sees
the sea for the first time is much impressed. The effect is:
“The Nazis have done some good things after all.” The
enthusiasm is, however, greater on the first trip. On the
second, many are put off by the crowds. 

l Berlin, February 1938 

Strength through Joy is very popular. The events appeal
to the yearning of the little man who wants an opportu-
nity to get out and about himself and to take part in the
pleasures of the “top people.” It is a clever appeal to the
petty bourgeois inclinations of the unpolitical workers.
For such a man it really means something to have been
on a trip to Scandinavia, or even if he only went to the
Black Forest or the Harz Mountains, he imagines that he
has thereby climbed up a rung on the social ladder. 

l Bavaria, April 1939 

On the group tours there is a sharp social differentiation.
The “top people” only go on big trips where there will be
a more select clientele. The big mass trips are for the
proletariat. People now look for places where there are
no KdF visitors. “Not visited by KdF” is now a particular
asset for summer vacations. A landlord in a mountain
village in Upper Bavaria wrote in his prospects: “Not
visited by KdF tourists.” The Labor Front, which was
sent the prospectus by someone, took the landlord to
court. He had to withdraw the prospectus and was not
allowed to receive summer guests. Nevertheless, infor-
mation about summer Pensions [boardinghouses] which
are not used by KdF is becoming more and more
widespread. 

Mass Leisure: Strength through Joy 

L
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belief that human beings were really violent and irrational
animals who were incapable of creating a sane and ra-
tional world. The Great Depression of the late 1920s and
early 1930s, as well as the growth of fascist movements
based on violence and the degradation of individual rights,
only added to the uncertainties generated by World War
I. The crisis of confidence in Western civilization indeed
ran deep and was well captured in the words of the French
poet Paul Valéry in the early 1920s: 

The storm has died away, and still we are restless, uneasy,
as if the storm were about to break. Almost all the affairs of
men remain in a terrible uncertainty. We think of what has
disappeared, and we are almost destroyed by what has
been destroyed; we do not know what will be born, and we
fear the future. . . . Doubt and disorder are in us and with
us. There is no thinking man, however shrewd or learned he
may be, who can hope to dominate this anxiety, to escape
from this impression of darkness.13 

Political and economic uncertainties were paralleled
by social insecurities. World War I had served to break
down many traditional middle-class attitudes, especially
toward sexuality. In the 1920s, women’s physical appear-
ance changed dramatically. Short skirts, short hair, the use
of cosmetics that were once thought to be the preserve of
prostitutes, and the new practice of sun tanning gave
women a new image. This change in physical appearance,
which stressed more exposure of a woman’s body, was also
accompanied by frank discussions of sexual matters. In
England in 1918, Marie Stopes published Married Love,
which emphasized sexual pleasure in marriage and soon
became a best-seller. In 1926, the Dutch physician
Theodore van de Velde published Ideal Marriage: Its Phys-
iology and Technique. Translated into a number of lan-
guages, it became an international best-seller. Van de
Velde described female and male anatomy, discussed birth
control techniques, and glorified sexual pleasure in mar-
riage. New ideas on sexuality and birth control were also
spread to the working classes by family planning clinics,
such as those of Margaret Sanger in the United States and
Marie Stopes in Britain.

l Nightmares and New Visions: 
Art and Music 

Uncertainty also pervaded the cultural and intellectual
achievements of the interwar years. Postwar artistic trends
were largely a working out of the implications of prewar
developments. Abstract Expressionism, for example,
became ever more popular as many pioneering artists of
the early twentieth century matured between the two world
wars. In addition, prewar fascination with the absurd and
the unconscious contents of the mind seemed even more
appropriate after the nightmare landscapes of World 
War I battlefronts. This gave rise to both the Dada move-
ment and Surrealism. 

Dadaism attempted to enshrine the purposelessness
of life. Tristan Tzara (1896–1945), a Romanian-French

poet and one of the founders of Dadaism, expressed the
Dadaist contempt for the Western tradition in a lecture on
Dada in 1922: “The acts of life have no beginning or end.
Everything happens in a completely idiotic way. . . . Like
everything in life, Dada is useless.” Revolted by the insan-
ity of life, the Dadaists tried to give it expression by cre-
ating anti-art. The 1918 Berlin Dada Manifesto maintained
that “Dada is the international expression of our times, the
great rebellion of artistic movements.” In the hands of
Hannah Höch (1889–1978), Dada became an instrument
to comment on women’s roles in the new mass culture.
Höch was the only female member of the Berlin Dada
Club, which featured the use of photomontage. Her work
was part of the first Dada show in Berlin in 1920. In Dada
Dance, she seemed to criticize the “new woman” by mak-
ing fun of the way women were inclined to follow new
fashion styles. In other works, however, she created pos-
itive images of the modern woman and expressed a keen
interest in new freedoms for women.  

HANNAH HÖCH, CUT WITH THE KITCHEN KNIFE DADA
THROUGH THE LAST WEIMAR BEER BELLY CULTURAL
EPOCH OF GERMANY. Hannah Höch, a prominent figure
in the postwar Dada movement, used photomontage to
create images that reflected on women’s issues. In Cut
with the Kitchen Knife, she combined pictures of German
political leaders with sports stars, Dada artists, and
scenes from urban life. One major theme emerged: the
confrontation between the anti-Dada world of German
political leaders and the Dada world of revolutionary
ideals. Höch associated women with Dada and the new
world.
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Perhaps more important as an artistic movement
was Surrealism, which sought a reality beyond the mate-
rial, sensible world and found it in the world of the uncon-
scious through the portrayal of fantasies, dreams, or
nightmares. Employing logic to portray the illogical, the
Surrealists created disturbing and evocative images. The
Spaniard Salvador Dali (1904–1989) became the high
priest of Surrealism and in his mature phase became a
master of representational Surrealism. In The Persistence
of Memory, Dali portrayed recognizable objects that have
nevertheless been divorced from their normal context.
By placing these objects into unrecognizable relationships,
Dali created a disturbing world in which the irrational had
become tangible. 

The move to functionalism in modern architecture
also became more widespread in the 1920s and 1930s.
First conceived near the end of the nineteenth century,
functionalism meant that buildings, like the products of
machines, should be “functional” or useful, fulfilling the
purpose for which they were constructed. Art and engi-
neering were to be unified, and all unnecessary ornamen-
tation was to be stripped away. 

The United States was a leader in these pioneering
architectural designs. Unprecedented urban growth and
the absence of restrictive architectural traditions allowed
for new building methods, especially in the relatively “new
city” of Chicago. The Chicago school of the 1890s, led
by Louis H. Sullivan (1856–1924), used reinforced con-
crete, steel frames, and electric elevators to build sky-
scrapers virtually free of external ornamentation. One of
Sullivan’s most successful pupils was Frank Lloyd Wright
(1869–1959), who became known for innovative designs
in domestic architecture. Wright’s private houses, built
chiefly for wealthy patrons, featured geometric structures

with long lines, overhanging roofs, and severe planes of
brick and stone. The interiors were open spaced and
included cathedral ceilings and built-in furniture and light-
ing fixtures. Wright pioneered the modern American
house. 

Especially important in the spread of functionalism
was the Bauhaus school of art, architecture, and design,
founded in 1919 at Weimar, Germany, by the Berlin archi-
tect Walter Gropius (1883–1969). The Bauhaus teaching
staff consisted of architects, artists, and designers who
worked together to blend the study of fine arts (painting
and sculpture) with the applied arts (printing, weaving,
and furniture making). Gropius urged his followers to fos-
ter a new union of arts and crafts to create the buildings
and objects of the future. Gropius’s own buildings were
often unornamented steel boxes with walls of windows,
reflecting his belief that the “sensibility of the artist must
be combined with the knowledge of the technician to cre-
ate new forms in architecture and design.” 

Important to the development of artistic expression
between the wars was the search for a new popular audi-
ence. To attract a wider audience, artists and musicians
began to involve themselves in the new mass culture. The
German Kurt Weill, for example, had been a struggling
composer of classical music before he turned to jazz
rhythms and other popular musical idioms for the music
for The Threepenny Opera. Some artists even regarded art
as a means to transform society and located their studios
in poor, working-class neighborhoods. Theater proved
especially attractive as postwar artists sought to make an
impact on popular audiences. The German director Erwin
Piscator began his directing career by offering plays to
workers on picket lines. Piscator hoped to reach workers
by experimental drama with political messages. Like many

SALVADOR DALI, THE PERSISTENCE
OF MEMORY (1931).  Surrealism 
was another important artistic
movement between the wars.
Influenced by the theories of
Freudian psychology, Surrealists
sought to reveal the world of the
unconscious, or the “greater
reality” that they believed existed
beyond the world of physical
appearances. As is evident in this
painting, Salvador Dali sought to
portray the world of dreams by
painting recognizable objects in
unrecognizable relationships. 
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other artists, however, he became frustrated by his fail-
ure to achieve a mass audience. 

The postwar acceptance of modern art forms was by
no means universal. Many traditionalists denounced what
they considered the degeneracy and decadence in the arts.
Nowhere was this more evident than in the totalitarian
states of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. 

In the 1920s, Weimar Germany was one of the chief
European centers for modern arts and sciences. Hitler and
the Nazis rejected modern art as “degenerate” or “Jewish”
art. In an address at the premiere of the Great German Art
Exhibition in the newly opened House of German Art in
July 1937, Hitler proclaimed: 

The people regarded this art [modern art] as the outcome of
an impudent and unashamed arrogance or of a simply
shocking lack of skill; it felt that . . . these achievements
which might have been produced by untalented children of
from eight to ten years old—could never be valued as an
expression of our own times or of the German future.14

Hitler and the Nazis believed that they had laid the foun-
dation for a new and genuine German art, which would
glorify the strong, the healthy, and the heroic—all sup-
posedly attributes of the Aryan race. The new German
art was actually the old nineteenth-century genre art with
its emphasis on realistic scenes of everyday life. 

So, too, was the art produced by the school of
“socialist realism” in the Soviet Union. After the bold
experimentalism of the 1920s, the Stalinist era imposed
a stifling uniformity on artistic creativity. Like German
painting, Soviet painting was expected to focus on a 
nineteenth-century pictorial style aimed at realistic pre-

sentation. Both the new German art and “socialist real-
ism” were intended to inculcate social values useful to the
ruling regimes. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, a revolu-
tion in music parallel to the revolution in art had begun
with the work of Igor Stravinsky (see Chapter 24). But
Stravinsky still wrote music in a definite key. The Viennese
composer Arnold Schönberg (1874–1951) began to exper-
iment with a radically new style by creating musical pieces
in which tonality is completely abandoned, a system that
he called atonal music. Since the use of traditional forms
was virtually impossible in atonal music, Schönberg cre-
ated a new system of composition—twelve-tone composi-
tion—in which he used a scale composed of twelve notes
independent of any tonal key. 

Schönberg’s atonal music, which grew out of a quar-
ter century of experimentation, was closely akin to abstract
painting. While the latter arranged colors and lines with-
out reference to concrete images, so atonal music orga-
nized sounds without making recognizable harmonies.
Resistance to modern music was even greater than to mod-
ern painting, and it did not begin to win favor until after
World War II. 

l The Search for the Unconscious 

The interest in the unconscious, evident in Surrealism,
was also apparent in the new literary techniques that
emerged in the 1920s. One of its most apparent mani-
festations was in the “stream of consciousness” technique
in which the writer presented an interior monologue, or a
report of the innermost thoughts of each character. One
example of this genre was written by the Irish exile James
Joyce (1882–1941). His Ulysses, published in 1922, told
the story of one day in the life of ordinary people in
Dublin by following the flow of their inner dialogue. 
Disconnected ramblings and veiled allusions pervade
Joyce’s work. 

Another famous writer who used her own “stream 
of consciousness” technique was Virginia Woolf 
(1882–1942). Woolf belonged to a group of intellectuals
and artists, known as the Bloomsbury circle, who sought
to create new artistic and literary forms. In her novels 
Mrs. Dalloway and Jacob’s Room, Woolf used the inner
monologues of her main characters to reveal their world
of existence. Woolf came to believe that for a woman to
be a writer she would need to have her own income to free
herself from the expected roles of wife and mother.

The German writer Hermann Hesse (1877–1962)
dealt with the unconscious in a considerably different
fashion. His novels reflected the influence of both Carl
Jung’s psychological theories and Eastern religions and
focused among other things on the spiritual loneliness of
modern human beings in a mechanized urban society.
Demian was a psychoanalytic study of incest, whereas
Steppenwolf mirrored the psychological confusion of mod-
ern existence. Hesse’s novels made a large impact on 

WALTER GROPIUS, THE BAUHAUS. Walter Gropius was
one of Europe’s pioneers in modern architecture. When
the Bauhaus moved to Dessau in 1925, Gropius designed
a building for its activities. His straightforward use of
steel, reinforced concrete, and rows of windows reflects
the move to functionalism in modern architecture. 
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German youth in the 1920s (see the box above). He won
the Nobel Prize for literature in 1946.

The growing concern with the unconscious also led
to greater popular interest in psychology. The full impact
of Sigmund Freud’s thought was not felt until after World
War I. The 1920s witnessed a worldwide acceptance of his
ideas. Freudian terms, such as unconscious, repression,
id, ego, and Oedipus complex, entered the popular vo-
cabulary. Popularization of Freud’s ideas led to the
widespread misconception that an uninhibited sex life was
necessary for a healthy mental life. Despite such miscon-
ceptions, psychoanalysis did develop into a major profes-
sion, especially in the United States. But Freud’s ideas did
not go unchallenged, even by his own pupils. One of the
most prominent challenges came from Carl Jung. 

A disciple of Freud, Carl Jung (1856–1961) came to
believe that Freud’s theories were too narrow and based
on Freud’s own personal biases. Jung’s study of dreams—
his own and others—led him to diverge sharply from
Freud. Whereas for Freud the unconscious was the seat of
repressed desires or appetites, for Jung, it was an open-
ing to deep spiritual needs and ever-greater vistas for
humans. 

Jung viewed the unconscious as twofold: a “personal
unconscious” and a “collective unconscious,” which
existed at a deeper level of the unconscious. The collec-
tive unconscious was the repository of memories that all
human beings share and consisted of archetypes, mental
forms or images that appear in dreams. The archetypes are
common to all people and have a special energy that cre-
ates myths, religions, and philosophies. To Jung, the
archetypes proved that mind was only in part personal
or individual because their origin was buried so far in the

past that they seemed to have no human source. Their
function was to bring the original mind of humans into a
new, higher state of consciousness. 

l The “Heroic Age of Physics” 

The prewar revolution in physics initiated by Max Planck
and Albert Einstein continued in the interwar period. In
fact, Ernest Rutherford (1871–1937), one of the physicists
responsible for demonstrating that the atom could be split,
dubbed the 1920s the “heroic age of physics.” By the early
1940s, seven subatomic particles had been distinguished,
and a sufficient understanding of the potential of the atom
had been achieved to lay the foundations for the devel-
opment of the atomic bomb. 

The new picture of the universe that was unfolding
continued to undermine the old scientific certainties of
classical physics. Classical physics had rested on the fun-
damental belief that all phenomena could be predicted if
they could be completely understood; thus, the weather
could be accurately predicted if we only knew everything
about the wind, sun, and water. In 1927, the German
physicist Werner Heisenberg (1901–1976) upset this belief
when he posited the “uncertainty principle.” In essence,
Heisenberg argued that no one could determine the path
of an electron because the very act of observing the elec-
tron with light affected the electron’s location. The “uncer-
tainty principle” was more than an explanation for the
path of an electron, however; it was a new worldview.
Heisenberg shattered confidence in predictability and
dared to propose that uncertainty was at the root of all
physical laws. 

The novels of Hermann Hesse made a strong impact on
young people, first in Germany in the 1920s and then in
the United States in the 1960s after they had been trans-
lated into English. Many of these young people shared
Hesse’s fascination with the unconscious and his dislike of
modern industrial civilization. This excerpt from Demian
spoke directly to many of them. 

l Hermann Hesse, Demian

The following spring I was to leave the preparatory
school and enter a university. I was still undecided,
however, as to where and what I was to study. I had
grown a thin mustache, I was a full-grown man, and yet
I was completely helpless and without a goal in life.
Only one thing was certain: the voice within me, the
dream image. I felt the duty to follow this voice blindly
wherever it might lead me. But it was difficult and each
day I rebelled against it anew. Perhaps I was mad, as I

thought at moments; perhaps I was not like other men?
But I was able to do the same things the others did; with
a little effort and industry I could read Plato, was able to
solve problems in trigonometry or follow a chemical
analysis. There was only one thing I could not do: wrest
the dark secret goal from myself and keep it before me
as others did who knew exactly what they wanted to
be—professors, lawyers, doctors, artists, however long
this would take them and whatever difficulties and
advantages this decision would bear in its wake. This I
could not do. Perhaps I would become something simi-
lar, but how was I to know? Perhaps I would have to
continue my search for years on end and would not
become anything, and would not reach a goal. Perhaps I
would reach this goal but it would turn out to be an evil,
dangerous, horrible one. 

I wanted only to try to live in accord with the prompt-
ings which came from my true self. Why was that so
very difficult?

Hesse and the Unconscious

L
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Conclusion LLLLLLLLLLLL

The devastation wrought by World War I destroyed the
liberal optimism of the prewar era. Yet many in the
1920s still hoped that the progress of Western civiliza-
tion, so seemingly evident before 1914, could somehow
be restored. These hopes proved largely unfounded as
plans for economic reconstruction gave way to inflation
and to an even more devastating Great Depression at
the end of the 1920s. Likewise, confidence in political
democracy was soon shattered by the rise of authoritar-
ian governments that not only restricted individual
freedoms but, in the cases of Italy, Germany, and the
Soviet Union, sought even greater control over the lives
of their subjects in order to manipulate and guide them
to achieve the goals of their totalitarian regimes. For
many people, despite the loss of personal freedom, these
mass movements at least offered some sense of security
in a world that seemed fraught with uncertainties. 

But the seeming security of these mass move-
ments gave rise to even greater uncertainties as Euro-
peans, after a brief twenty-year interlude of peace, once
again plunged into war, this time on a scale even more
horrendous than that of World War I. The twentieth-
century crisis, begun in 1914, seemed only to be 
worsening in 1939. 
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