PAGE  
10


Student: 1117258
Stirling, 16th October 2004
Tutor: Prof. Peter Stachura


Course: 69B5: Modern European History, 1818-1945.
Essay question:

Question 2
Which social groups principally supported the Nazi Party before 1933, and why?
Which social groups principally supported the Nazi Party before 1933, and why?
‘Nie wieder Krieg!’ was the rallying cry of the leftist students in Germany in the 1970’s. They could not understand how their parents could have voted for someone like Hitler, who had led the German nation into a downward spiral of death and destruction. How could an educated body of people fall for such demagogy and populism, how could they vote for someone who promised to solve the ‘Jewish problem’ once and for all, and who did so by exterminating 6 million people? It is only in the 70’s that the social support for the NSDAP was coming under intensive scrutiny
, and many studies have been published since. Is it really enough to say that the NSDAP was a middle class phenomenon, and that people were so taken in by the propaganda that they were unable to vote for anyone other than the Nazis?
Firstly, one has to determine in what ways the public could support the NSDAP. The most widespread and obvious option was to give them one’s vote in one of the many different elections. In the early thirties, the Nazi party had candidates for all national, ‘Landes’ and local elections. This is the least binding option, as voters can swing from one candidate or party to another without difficulty. Support for one party one year did not mean that they could count on the same amount of votes for next elections. Then there is the option of joining the party, and actively working for it. Due to the heavy bureaucratic structures, there was a large demand for administrators and clerks to manage the different ‘Gaue’. The other alternative was to become a paid thug for the SA, the ‘Sturmabteilung’, the paramilitary arm of the NSDAP. Party membership also demonstrated more lasting support to its ideals than just giving them a vote, and the party benefited financially from the membership dues. The last option was to offer the party financial support, independently from joining them. Due to its vigorous campaigning, the NSDAP was often short of funds and went on fundraising trips, trying to get wealthy individuals to finance their electoral campaigns. 
Secondly, one has to determine the best point in time to analyze the support and the reasons for it. Arguably, the best moment is to start after the disastrous 1928 election, where the NSDAP polled at the dismally low figure of 2.6% and had only 12 representatives in the Reichstag
, the German parliament. The situation was quite dramatically reversed only two years later, in 1930, when 107 Nazi deputies joined the Reichstag
. There are two main reasons for this surge of support. The first was that the Nazis changed their tactics. They discontinued their ‘urban plan’, where they attempted to woo the urban masses and wanted to take control of the economic structures to attempt a Mussolini-like coup, and put a lot more emphasis on gaining support from the rural population. They proved to be quite receptive to the Nazi ideas, even though they were not directly targeted by the electoral campaign in 1928
. The second reason is that the German economy went into deep recession due to the worldwide economic crisis. This caused many people to give the Nazis their vote.
The main supporters of the Nazi party were undoubtedly the middle class and the lower middle class. This category included small shop owners, artisans, white-collar workers, farmers, housewives, and owners of small factories. One example of this are the party membership figures from Saxony. While they are not 100% representative for the whole of Germany, they give a good indication as to the support the party gets from this social class. In 1923, over 50%
 of the members came from a middle class background. The same figure is valid in 1925, and the middle class still make up slightly over half of the members between 1930 and 1933
. Many, if not most, party cadres came from a middle-class background. Noteworthy examples are: Joseph Goebbels, who was born to an accountant
, Goring was the son of a lawyer
. Hitler himself altered his image to conform to middle class values, presenting himself as being born into ‘a family of Austrian financial civil servants’. He also repeatedly emphasized the legality of the undertakings of his party to reassure his supporters
.

Another large group of supporters came from a working class background. However, most of them were blue-collar workers that were mostly still in safe employment. Many other workers and unemployed preferred to join the Socialist party, the SPD, or even the KPD, the communists. The NSDAP had a lot of trouble trying to lure industrial workers away from those parties
, and they were the only ones that retained many of their voters throughout the elections.
Members of the other social classes occasionally supported the party, but they were not very numerous and did not have a large impact on the electoral successes of the NSDAP after 1930. The party did get financial support from leading industrialists, but it was not the exclusive recipient of such funding. The industrial elites preferred to finance all parties
 so that they could exert some influence over the winner after the elections.
The next question is: What were their motives? Why did people suddenly flock to vote for an anti-Semitic party that was threatened with extinction only two years before, when they had only 12 deputies in parliament? Again, the answer is not straightforward, different people had different reasons for voting for the NSDAP, but one can present a rough outline of their motives. 
For one, many voters were becoming annoyed with the other parties, which seemed ineffectual and very limited in scope. A lot of them were merely interest group parties, with only limited appeal to the broader masses
. The NSDAP, on the other hand, presented itself as a ‘Volkspartei’, a people’s party, claiming to represent the entirety of the German population rather than discriminating against different groups that did not match their interest. The party could point to its membership that covered many areas, from blue-collar workers, to clerks, factory owners, officers, farmers, etc… Thus, voters were more likely to abandon specific interest groups and vote for a party that represented all of them and had more chances of achieving its objectives. One example for this are the results from the 1930 and 1932 provincial elections in Lippe
, where the middle parties lost 10.000 votes in just two years. Most of these went to the NSDAP.
Another reason to vote for the NSDAP was out of fear of the economic decline of the Depression. Germans remembered the last economic crisis in their country all too well, with its crippling hyperinflation that devaluated the currency in such a way that people had to pay for small items with bricks of banknotes. The economy was still fragile and did not have enough time to recuperate during the mid 20s, and the worldwide Depression sent it into deep recession. Unemployment rose, and many middle class people feared for the future. They still had jobs and companies, but they were often on the brink of bankruptcy, and the next downsizing might rid them of their job. It was not so much that they were directly hit by the crisis; many just feared that their future was going to look very bleak. The Weimar government and the traditional parties did not offer any feasible alternatives, and they seemed to be incapable of preventing or combating the economic crisis. The NSDAP was still untested, and its policies sounded like they were workable.
Another factor, which united many people behind the NSDAP, was their fear of ‘Marxism’. Due to the steady flow of anti-Marxist propaganda, many people no longer differentiated between the socialist, democratic, SPD (Sozialistische Partei Deutschlands) and the revolutionary, communist KPD (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands). The SPD was not a threat to democracy, it was willing and eager to participate in the daily workings of parliament and just wanted to create a more socially oriented government that protected the worker’s rights, while the communists were threatening to overthrow democracy and create a dictatorship of the proletariat, as in Russia (at least in theory). Private property was threatened, and this of course was a grave threat to the upper and middle classes, which stood to lose everything if the communists were ever successful. Again, the NSDAP was offering a working alternative. It was rabidly anti-Marxist, with many speeches mentioning the ‘Marxist threat’, and it was actively fighting the red enemy. SA units were often engaged in street battles with Marxist sympathizers, and the presence of uniformed troops lead credibility and strenght to the NSDAP’s claim of fighting against communism.
Another argument is that the Nazi’s propaganda machine was so elaborate and powerful that it was capable of persuading many voters that the NSDAP was the best choice during the elections. This however was not entirely true. The Nazi propaganda machine was impressive. Areas where they felt that they could persuade many more people to vote for them were saturated with propaganda. Many speeches by members of the higher echelons of the party were held, rallies with the SA were organized, poster campaigns and leaflets were liberally distributed, and the party even organized film projectors and showed campaigning movies
. Before the 1930 elections in Upper Franconia, the Nazis held 1000 meetings, and a similar amount in Middle Franconia
. This was not always effective. During the elections in 1930, a massive propaganda campaign, even including a speech by Hitler did not have the desired effect.
 However, one must admit that the propaganda campaign did have an effect on the outcome of the election. The other parties were unable to create such a presence on the street, and the Nazis were able to dominate the ‘information war’. Hitler’s speeches did have an effect on people, with many being completely electrified by the vigor and the energy of this man. Feedback such as: ‘After this [a speech by Hitler], there was only one thing for me, either to win with Adolf Hitler or to die for him. The personality of the Fuehrer had me totally in his spell.’
 was not entirely uncommon.
Another important aspect to consider was the policies of the Nazis. The question is whether the party’s policies were capable of swaying many voters into favoring them during the elections. Did the rabid anti-Semitism of Hitler really sway that many people? It is more likely that a vote for the NSDAP was a vote against another party. The Nazis were a protest party, so people did were less likely to vote what they were for, but because of what they stood against. The membership figures seem to point to this, as they fluctuate wildly after electoral successes. In many instances, people would join the party, pay their dues for a while and then lose interest if the NSDAP did not manage to come up with a solution to their problems
. In some cases, there were more people leaving the party in different Laender, than there were new applications
. This would point towards the idea that the supporters did not have a very close ideological affiliation with the NSDAP, but simply saw them as a means to an end, the punishment of the wavering ineffectual old parties that had run Weimar for so long.
One last thing that made the Nazis so attractive was nationalism. The Nazis could truly claim that they were actively fighting towards creating a rejuvenated Germany that had some influence in international relations, rather than the crippled shell of its former glory that the Versailles Treaty created. The Nazis always opposed the Versailles treaty, and never ceased to see the German capitulation as a ‘stab in the back’ by its enemies from within. They were also opposed to the repatriations regime that the French enforced. The Young plan was a deal brokered by a US banker, and its aim was to reduce the repatriations payments that Germany had to make. It did reduce the figure to $26,350 million to be paid within 58.5 years, but the prospect of having to pay a large annual sum up to 1988 did not appeal to the German population. The NSDAP was one of the nationalist parties that swore to oppose it. Their opposition and the extent of their propaganda actions helped fortify their position as a leading nationalist party. Of course there was a lot of competition for nationalist credentials, and many different parties with nationalist content sprung up. However, the Nazi’s emphasis on unity above class struggle, becoming a real people’s party gave it more credibility than their fractionalized opponents
. 
While the middle class provided the mainstay of support for the NSDAP, it would be overly simplistic to state that the Nazi party was a middle class phenomenon. It is equally true that it was not a pure worker’s party either. As to the reasons, there is again no short answer available. The impressive amount of propaganda was not the sole reason why large numbers of people flocked to the Nazis, again it was an interplay of different reasons, ranging from anti-Marxism to nationalism that swayed popular opinion.
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