E) Why did people support the Nazis?
ACTIVITY 9
We will begin to investigate the reasons why some people voted for the Nazis by examining Nazi propaganda in the form of leaflets and posters.
1.

Draw and complete a table like the one below, using Sources 23-32.
Source

Group directed at

Their grievances

What the Nazis offered

2.

What overall conclusions can you reach from these sources?

3.

How valuable are these sources as evidence of why people voted for the Nazis?

4.

SUMMARY - List the range of reasons why people voted for the Nazis.

5.

SUMMARY - Which of these reasons do you consider the most important?

6.

SUMMARY - How have historians’ interpretations changed in recent years?

The years 1914-18 involved the
destruction of the German Reich’s
economic pre-eminence and thus the
freedom of German labour. November
1918 did not result in the deposition
[overthrow] of the feudal lords to the
benefit of the workers. Instead the 9th
November brought the defeat of
Germany as a state. But the German
worker paid the price.
His masters today are the irresponsible,
faceless, international big capitalists and
the Jews of the banking world… National
Socialism demands a transformation
from the utterly unscrupulous profitmotivated economy to an economy
geared to need.

→ Source 24 –
A leaflet from
July 1932

← Source 23
– Nazi
publication,
Der BetriebsSturmer,
1931

↓ Source 25 – A 1924 Nazi poster: ‘First bread! Then reparations’

→ Source 27 – A 1932 Nazi election poster showing
Marxism as the guardian angel of big business. The
angel has SPD on his helmet – the Nazis called the
moderate Socialists Marxists to discredit them.

→ Source 26 – An anti-Jewish poster. It says: ‘The
puppet master. Head and Hand vote Nazi.’

Other comments

← Source 28 – A 1929
leaflet

↑ Source 29 – ‘We’re for Adolf
Hitler!’

← Source 30 – A Nazi election
poster, 1932: ‘We want work and
bread!’

↓ Source 32 – A 1929 leaflet
↓ Source 31 – A 1932 Nazi poster: ‘Women! Millions of men without work.
Millions of children without a future. Save the German family. Vote for Adolf
Hitler!’

Historians’ assessments of Nazi support
Mood, manipulation or money: why did Germans vote Nazi?
Some historians have laid great stress on the emotional appeal of the Nazis, via a charismatic leader,
symbols and rallies, to the many people who felt alienated in Germany at the time. The petty bourgeoisie
was particularly attracted by this. It felt threatened by big business and by the powerful working
class. These atomised (divided up, isolated) individuals in a new, mass society were looking for security
and a sense of direction. The Nazis tapped this sense of unease and offered a bright future. The high
turnover of Nazi Party membership has also been taken to indicate how many joined for emotional
reasons, which could not be sustained on deeper reflection.
This stress on irrationalism (not based on reason) as the crucial factor in the Nazi appeal can also
be used to support more recent interpretations that put stress on the broad base of Nazi support,
that is a true Volkspartei. The prospect of firm action to take Germany out of the economic and
psychological depression made Nazism attractive to millions of worried Germans, regardless of class.
The Nazis were particularly successful with those Germans who had weak, unsupportive communities.
Many historians also stress the importance of propaganda organised to appeal to the emotions,
especially mass meetings and rallies. Here there was no political discussion. What mattered was being
there, surrounded by thousands of others, exhilarated by the carefully choreographed (designed)
display. ‘How could 20,000 be wrong?’ ‘Stop thinking, just believe!’ As Goebbels said in 1934: ‘Propaganda
was our sharpest weapon in conquering the state, and remains our sharpest weapon in maintaining and
building up the state.’
By stressing the power of Nazi propaganda it was possible to some extent to make excuses for
Germans. They were manipulated: it could happen to anyone.
However, the recent work of Noakes and others has introduced a corrective to what they see as an
excessive stress on propaganda. They argue that the Nazis had major electoral successes in some areas
where there was little propaganda, and vice versa. Therefore, propaganda was more successful in
reinforcing existing sympathies and feelings than in creating them.
An alternative view has recently come from other historians – notably Brustein – who have
challenged the stress on emotions as an explanation for Nazi success, and have instead argued that
Germans voted Nazi for rational economic reasons. Between 1930 and 1933 the Nazis put forwards a
series of economic policies, offering a third way between Marxist state planning and laissez-faire
capitalism. They said the economy should serve the needs of the state, not individuals. They advocated
public investment in industry to boost the economy; financial controls to protect those in debt;
economic autarky to put the interests of Germans above those of foreigners and the creation of a
continental economic zone dominated by Germany. They would support farmers through controls on
prices, imports and debt, and help some resettle on unused land in the east. This package of policies,
developed from 1928 to exploit the rising tide of protest in some farming areas, was reinforced by the
SA and others taking action to defend farmers’ interests, for example by disrupting auctions of
bankrupt farms.
Brustein also sees economic factors as the reason for working-class support for the Nazis. Bluecollar workers in depressed industries were particularly attracted to their interventionist economic
policies. Aspiring workers, those who had benefited from the social reforms of Weimar and were
looking for further advance beyond their working-class origins, might be attracted by a Nazi future.
One commonly held view that is no longer propounded by historians is that virulent
(poisonous/bitter) anti-semitism was a major contributor to Hitler’s mass support. It was indeed a
powerful attraction for many of the original Nazis and for some who joined the party, but not especially
for voters. Other parties, such as the DNVP, were also anti-semitic. Hitler was deeply anti-semitic but

played down Nazi anti-semitism as the prospects for power increased, instead stressing anticommunism which was much more attractive to the elite upon whom his chances might depend. Even the
American Jewish historian Goldhagen, who caused a storm in 1996 with his book Hitler’s Willing
Executioners where he argued that Germany alone developed a strong desire to eliminate Jews, accepts
that anti-semitism was not crucial in the Nazis’ electoral success.
Source 33 – In a survey of Nazi Party members, the following reasons were given as the main factor for joining
the Nazis:
Reasons for joining the Nazi Party
Anti-Marxism
National Community
Supernationalism
Hitler Cult
Anti-semitism

% of those surveyed
65
32
22
18
14

Source 34 – A. Bullock, Hitler and Stalin: Parallel Lives, 1992, p. 249
[Nazism was] a movement that was deliberately designed to highlight by every manipulative device – symbols,
language, ritual, hierarchy, parades, rallies… the supremacy of the dynamic, irrational forces in politics: struggle,
will, force, the sinking of individual identity in the collective emotions of the group, sacrifice, discipline.
Source 35 – W. Brustein, The Logic of Evil. Social Origins of the Nazi Party 1925-33, 1996, p. 184
The Nazi Party did not gain its phenomenal mass constituency because of its emphasis on xenophobia but rather
because the party designed a series of innovative programs that appealed to material interests of a broad
constituency overwhelmed by the Depression. Xenophobia along could not have brought the Nazis to power.
I must conclude that evil may have ordinary and rational origins. This applied to pre-1933 Germans as much as to
all other peoples.

ACTIVITY 10
Study Sources 34 and 35:
1. Explain the differences between Bullock’s and Brustein’s views.
2. Why do you think Brustein called his book The Logic of Evil?
3. ‘Complementary rather than competing.’ Using the sources and your own knowledge, explain
how far you agree with this comment on Brustein’s and Bullocks opinions on the reasons for
the Nazis’ support.

