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Honor the Memory
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She faced death
Sans Peur
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After half a century, no biographer or historian has put together an adequate interpretation of Adolf Hitler. Since Hitler can be acknowledged to have been the most significant figure of the twentieth century, how is such a situation possible? The answer may be that the hunt for Hitler has been for the wrong man in the wrong historical background. The hunt has been for a political animal in the guise of a wicked man who engaged in evil deeds. But the intellectual expeditions both great and small to capture Hitler have been seeking the wrong quarry in the wrong landscape. Hitler was neither a politician nor engaged in politics. And he cannot be considered to have believed that he was a wicked man perpetrating evil deeds. Hitler had the intense psychological makeup of a prophetically styled messiah—one whose office he believed was to reveal a message of salvation to the Germans and to become the savior-hero himself. The landscape through which he moved was that of a Germany defeated in war and a European continent dominated by France. To think of Hitler as a German politician engaged in national politics would be like thinking of the quintessential Prophet Muhammad as an Arab politician engaged in similar political endeavors. Both must be comprehended as intense visionaries with their feet planted firmly several feet above the ground, in their own worlds of self-inspired revelation. Both achieved astonishing political results, but neither can be understood as a political ideologue.


Hitler brought more to the great messianic dance of the interwar period than the conventional wisdom has seen fit to accept. Underestimated by competitor and enemy contemporaneously and by biographers and historians since, he possessed traits unlike those of any other significant political figure of the era. Along with the intensity, seriousness, and earnestness that underpinned him as a self-professed messiah, he brought artistic qualities of brilliance in architecture, competence in painting, and the interest of a cognoscente in classical music. Based partly on this artistic makeup, he was characterized by extraordinary imagination and a lack of sense of proportion that would not allow him to embrace half-solutions to challenges. Thrown into this unlikely mix of traits and talents was a kind of lazy indolence that has confounded his biographers and baffled his contemporaries. In photographs that exist from World War I, he appears as dreamy visionary and fanatic adversary, pale and wrapped within an emaciated frame. Perhaps most interesting is that, in some of his photographs, his right eye seems to stare at something out of the picture and in another universe.

Writers throughout the world have put together a vast body of literature on Hitler and have used an even larger body of primary source material to buttress it. Against such a background, this book uses the following structure to extract a fresh interpretation of Hitler the person. First, because it is unlikely that any significant new primary source material will be found, this book does not search for it. Second, because another descriptive biography of Hitler would be an exercise in dullness, this book concentrates on interpretation. Overlying the literature on Hitler, there exists the great biographies that pull together most things on him that, because of their quality, comprehensiveness, and availability, dominate the worldview. The great biographers include, at least, Alan Bullock (1953), Werner Maser (1973), Joachim Fest (1974), John Toland (1976), and Ian Kershaw (1998), and their works hold the conventional wisdom on Hitler.1 Because I have weighed the great biographies on the scales of historical reality and found them wanting, the book that follows will present a counterbalancing portrait of Hitler and a contrasting view of his times.

Virtually every literary piece written about Adolf Hitler in the more than half century since 1945 has been based on antipathy. In a seemingly boundless corpus of writing, every work from the mighty to the insignificant is fundamentally similar in its common revulsion for the man and his national movement. In the most recent great biography, Professor Ian Kershaw begins and ends with detestation. His work is skilled and often brilliant, but he fails to inform the reader of certain characteristics indispensable for true comprehension of the man, and he underestimates the importance of the postwar conditions inflicted by the Allies on Germany, which contributed to Hitler's rise. Bullock, Fest, and Kershaw ascribe criminal features to Hitler's foreign policy from 1933 through 1939, but they fail to correlate it realistically with the Allied imposition of the Versailles Treaty—the ultimate manifestation of German defeat and Allied victory following World War I. The biographers then create, during the period 1939 through 1945, an interpretation of the course of World War II and Hitler's conduct of it that fails to correspond with the German leader's actual intentions and the realistic possibilities for German victory

In the present situation, the reading public has been served only half a portrait of the great tyrant of the twentieth century The situation is an extraordinary one in which Hitler, as an object of biography, is portrayed as base and depraved, and the chain of foreign policy events of the 1930s leading into World War II is presented as largely the result of the machinations of this evil man. With Hitler, the perceived danger is that biography demands, or at least suggests, some empathy with its subject and a resulting understanding—and even admiration.2 The writers on the subject of Hitler have taken the view that rehabilitation is unthinkable, and in such a situation, they have presented verbal portraits that are either half empty or but lightly sketched-in. In the former case, we glimpse the antipathetic half of the verbal canvas with the remaining half empty. In the latter, we observe the entire face but see an image with half the clarifying lines missing.

Just what do we have, therefore, with half a biographical portrait and, more specifically, the damning half? Kershaw suggests that there is no other half and that Hitler as an individual human being was base and wicked, and that most acts attributed to him were grounded in evil. A middle ground would be that half a portrait of Hitler is better than none at all, with the sense that the remaining half would little change the picture. One thesis of this book, however, is that half a portrait of Hitler tells us little about the man as a human being and presents a distorted and incredible interpretation of his actions as creator of National Socialism and leader of Germany

One fundamental disparagement laid by biographers of Hitler is that he was an “unperson.” Kershaw, for example, asks his readers: “How do we explain how someone with so few intellectual gifts and social attributes, someone no more than an empty vessel outside of his political life…could make the entire world hold its breath?”3 He continues in an unequivocal judgment that “[Hitler] was as has been frequently said, tantamount to an ‘unperson!’”4 Biographers seem to be telling readers what Hitler ought to have been in the style of politicians in the experienced, parliamentary-styled, victorious Allied states—especially France and Britain.

Notably, however, the writers in these established democracies and others like the United States denigrate Hitler for his lack of formal education, his rude family environment, and his exaggerated dreams of success. Ironically, these characteristics read like the semi-mythical “American dream” wherein the young man with limited formal education, rude background, and dreams of success triumphs. But Hitler is noted as being an unperson because of these same characteristics, which allegedly made him incapable of embracing substantial interests beyond political propaganda and robbed him of a realistic and healthy sense of proportion. Writers on the subject of Hitler and National Socialism develop a theme that, as the most common of Germans, he resonated effectively in the hearts and minds of the German masses. This equation—Hitler's commonness equals natural empathy with the equally common German voting masses—is an enticing one. The biographers, starting with antipathy for Hitler, can scarcely be expected to search out evidence that reduces the preconceptions of commonness, evil, and neurosis. Biographers succumb to the temptation to present a mélange of denigration and demand that we accept it for a man of obvious talent in politics both domestic and foreign, talent in various fine arts and special capabilities as a frontline soldier in World War I. The denigration, which is contrived at worst and strained at best, tells much about the Hitler biographers. It shows that they have chosen to place a cloak of selective invisibility over interests and talents that conflict with their denigrating portrait. But how can one take such an interpretation seriously when, for example, in a first-hand repentance for his association with Hitler and National Socialism, the erstwhile young architect Albert Speer could comment:

In conferring with me over plans, Hitler perpetually drew sketches of his own. They were casually tossed off but accurate in perspective; he drew outlines, cross sections, and renderings to scale. An architect could not have done better.5

and

Hitler declared again and again: “How I wish I had been an architect:”…I sometimes ask myself whether Hitler would have forsaken his political career if in the early twenties he had met a wealthy client willing to employ him as an architect. But at bottom, I think, his sense of political mission and his passion for architecture were always inseparable.6

Speer's words carry great weight. Stemming from their mutual enthusiasm for architecture, not only did Speer get as close to Hitler as any man, but he was also a formally educated professional of imagination and taste, a superb organizer of grand projects, and a winner of prestigious architectural awards including, for example, a Grand Prix at the 1937 Paris World's Fair for his model of a Nuremberg Party Day rally site. As Speer's “client,” Hitler had had the taste to approve the plans for the Paris project two years earlier. His consuming passion for architecture is illustrated by the following scene recounted by Speer on the day of the approval of the plans: “That evening Adjutant Brueckner telephoned me. ‘You and your goddammed plans! Couldn't they keep? The Fuehrer didn't close an eye last night, he was so excited. Next time have the goodness to ask me first?’”7 The above picture does not sit comfortably with the opinio communis that alleges Hitler to have been a crude, empty vessel.

Through some similar incalculable process involving some combination of genetics and environment, he would develop an intense affinity for music—especially nineteenth century grand opera in the manner of Richard Wagner. With astonishing intensity, the young Hitler would pursue musical performances in the period 1905–1914 and during those times when he was on leave during World War I. In the interwar period he would be introduced into the Wagner household and associated with the great Bayreuth opera festivals. Hitler would also earn a modest living through landscape and cityscape painting in the period 1910-1914, carry his paints and brushes with him in a frontline infantry regiment during the Great War, and reveal an extraordinary interest in painting and sculpture after his seizure of power in 1933. He would also dictate official German taste in painting in the late 1930s.

Hitler's biographers have also broadened his historical shoulders to unrealistically large proportions. This broadening has taken place in a pattern that has prevented effective interpretation of the more important foreign policy events of the 1930s and the outbreak and course of World War II. A historical entity, “the German people,” has been indicted accurately and plausibly for its role in the rise of Hitler. Another historical entity, “the German generals,” has been accused by writers of having deflected blame for the loss of World War II away from itself and onto Hitler. Most important, however, yet another historical entity, “the Allies,” has rendered itself historically invisible, escaping with little blame for the approach and outbreak of World War II except for the standard picture of naïveté and patient endurance of diplomatic aggression. As a noted British historian has described: “It was Hitler's war, he wanted it, planned it, and he started it.”8 This remarkable statement has lain unchallenged for decades even though it must be evident that “it was France's victorious peace, France wanted it, France planned it to dominate continental Europe and it led directly into World War II.”9

The Germans themselves must shoulder the responsibility for the loss of World War I, and the French must acknowledge that through some combination of skill and luck, they managed to come out on the winning side in a coalition of Allies in which Britain was indispensable, Russia absorbed casualties, and the United States was responsible, in the final analysis, for tipping the balance toward victory. The point for a Hitler biography is that the loss of World War I by Germany, more than anything else, constituted the times necessary for the rise to power of a Hitler-like figure. The Allies had full freedom of political maneuver at the end of the war to bring about a stable Europe based on their military victory They had the opportunity, initiative, and armed power to negotiate or impose a peace that would have reduced German revanchism to manageable proportions in the postwar era. But France and its allies, Britain and the United States, set no such peace in place. Instead, they inflicted one on Europe that led through its self-serving excesses to the outbreak of World War II. A recipe for disaster was drawn up, dominated by three ingredients: France, the outcome of World War I, and Hitler.

The most recent great biography of Hitler has been acclaimed by reviewers as the classic Hitler biography of our time and one of its greatest scholarly and biographical achievements.10 It has pulled together everything preceding it and can claim to be definitive in its description. The main caveat to the latest biography's astounding descriptive breadth and depth lies in caution about the interpretive thesis that drives the work. Kershaw opens his “cool, judicious, factually reliable, and intelligently argued”11 two-thousand-page work with an all-encompassing positioning of Hitler in world history, gracefully expressed as reflecting on Hitler the person. The reflections, however, do not place Hitler anywhere because the author posits that “the issue of ‘greatness’” should be avoided altogether and holds forth that “it is a red herring,” misconstrued, pointless, irrelevant, and potentially apologetic.12 The author demands that we turn our attention to another question, one he claims to be of far greater importance. The question he poses is how an “unperson” such as Hitler made the entire world gasp. Kershaw's answer is comprehensive to the point of being definitive but, in the final analysis, lacking.

For Kershaw, the task of the Hitler biographer is to focus not on the personality of the man but on the character and the derivation of his power. The author elaborates with profound insight that Hitler's “entire being came to be subsumed within the role he played to perfection: the role of the Fuehrer.”13 Finally, Kershaw draws his arguments together by postulating that Hitler derived power from what he saw as his historic mission to save Germany In Kershaw's view, such power depended upon the readiness of others to see heroic qualities in Hitler.14 On the verge of developing those qualities of personality that defined Hitler and made the world hold its breath, the author perseveres unfortunately in his earlier announced intention to concentrate on the integration of the actions of Hitler “into the political structure and social forces which conditioned his acquisition and exercise of power.”15 The author, in effect, ends his reflections on Hitler by informing us that he is really going to produce an understanding of the phenomenon of Nazism, accomplish this by concentrating on the dictatorship rather than on the dictator, and also do justice to “the Hitler factor.”16

As convoluted as this approach is to a work that has Hitler as the operative word in the title, the author nevertheless produces a magnificent portrait with special emphasis on the way in which Hitler wielded power. But why the extraordinary convolution? The answer to this question draws together the great biographies because they share antipathy for Hitler and an exaggerated fear of apologia. The great biographers take excessive liberties in denigrating his person, and, in doing so, they make it difficult to comprehend him. The common bias—contempt for the subject of the biography and a kind of arrogant fear of presenting any interpretation that might lead to greater comprehension but could also be construed as apologia—invites an analogy between biography and war fighting. The most notable soldier of the last half of the nineteenth century, Count Helmut von Moltke the Elder (1800-1891), commented that in war an error in the initial disposition of forces can never be made good. The Hitler biographers dispose of their interpretive intellectual forces with a bias that can never be made good. The result: thanks, ironically, to the historical greatness of the subject, powerful minds gripped by a preconceived picture of evil have produced brilliant biographies…and every single one falls short of producing an adequate understanding of Hitler as a historical person. To this point in time, the biographers have lost the biographical war.

In emphasizing Hitler as a man bent on aggrandizement of power rather than concentrating on the vision that drove his accumulation of power, the biographers steer us away from historical analogy as a tool for comprehending him. How can we make a potentially useful analogy between another historical figure such as a Gaius Julius Caesar and a Hitler, for example, if we expect to be scolded by writers for not emphasizing how the latter wielded power even though we might have attempted to compare them usefully in terms of similarly great achievements? In one “of the maybe half dozen books on Caesar that are worth reading,”17 the author posits that Caesar, although an outsider to late republican Roman politics, through astounding personal achievement: added all of Gaul to Rome; seized power in the capital; defeated his opponents in a great civil war; and consolidated Roman power in a vastly extended area. Hitler was also an outsider, as an Austrian alien in Germany, and, similar to Caesar, would “seize power,” add immensely to German territory from 1933 through 1942, and wield power as Fuehrer similar to the way Caesar wielded it as de facto emperor by 44 BCE. The two historical figures were also favored by social and political upheaval after World War I in Europe and in Rome during the twilight of the republic. The conditions for both men furnished opportunity for the exercise of personality.

It is difficult to imagine a Caesar or a Hitler without their surrounding heroically proportioned crises. In comparing the two for the specific purpose of comprehending the latter, we see Otto Seel in his “Essay on Caesar” remark about “the interplay between the compulsively fascinating and the disturbing, between the charisma with the daemonia that must have emanated from [Caesar], whom hardly anyone could resist.”18 We are compelled to see similar elements of charisma and daemonia—the presence of extraordinary genius—in Hitler and can be advised that another compelling historical figure has been branded similarly Such observations about a historical figure with notable impact on world history are useful for comprehending Hitler, and it is evident that his achievements invite comparison.

Caesar, of course, stands as the more attractive man in terms of his family antecedents, classical learning, and towering intellect—and yet Caesar also seems to escape the shadow of mass murder that envelops Hitler. Even here, however, Caesar stands as one of the harder men in history to study, and virtually every biographer has been troubled by Caesar's ferocious determination to conquer and pacify the enormous area of Gaul and “Germany” to the Rhine River. Caesar is said to have defeated, in the ten years of the Gallic Wars, three million armed men—a third of whom were killed while another third were sold into slavery Among the civilians—the women, the children, and the aged—casualties are estimated at one million human beings sold into slavery or killed. Although personally more attractive and accomplished than Hitler, Caesar comfortably holds his own in the balance of horror associated with the achievements of the great military and political leaders of history. Similar to Hitler, Caesar seems to have been driven by something in his personality that demanded greater achievement and higher stakes. It is blindness that destroys men, and it is stated that “there is in them an instinct, favored by their nature and strengthened by custom, which they do not resist, and which drives them on while they have any strength left.”19 Both Caesar and Hitler had a similar lack of sense of proportion. Both were afflicted by boundless ambition, revered the grandiose, defeated everyone, and yet shared endings in defeat—the one by assassination, the other by suicide in the midst of a crushing military loss.

But trying to get at Hitler by placing him alongside an allegedly similar great man has almost inherent drawbacks. How can we compare Hitler with a man who is credited with affecting a rebirth of Rome and Hellenism “by preventing the Germans from overrunning Rome and winning time for Greek culture to permeate the western half of the Mediterranean?”20 The man who achieved this has claim to be the complete man, combining creativity and intellect with enough breadth to reconcile the Roman and Greek accomplishments within himself and communicate them to a wider world.21 He has been called “perhaps the most gifted of mortals. Compared with him all others who have been called great were one-sided.”22 We see unparalleled human greatness in Caesar and must find it difficult even to attempt to place Hitler alongside such greatness. The lack of human or personal greatness in Hitler is deepened by the hyperbole used by his biographers in describing the “emptiness of the private person He was tantamount to an ‘unperson’…the vulgar, uneducated upstart lacking a rounded personality, the outsider with half-baked opinions on everything under the sun, the uncultured adjudicator on culture.”23 These words are at least mildly exaggerated because they do not take account of Hitler's consuming interest and skill in the fine arts, but they picture a considerable distance between Hitler and Caesar in private, personal qualities.

We must face the reality, nevertheless, that Hitler had more impact on the course of the twentieth century than any other man. “He is one of the few individuals of whom it can be said with certainty: without him, the course of world history would have been different.”24 Faced with these interpretive truths, writers who are about to die in the arena of Hitler biography had better be prepared to come up with an adequate explanation of his greatness. Reality in the comprehending of Hitler demands that writers overcome the fear of being branded as “an apologist.” Comprehension also demands that writers extricate themselves from the style of excessive disparagement to arrive at a more realistic view. Perhaps more than any other biographical vehicle, the concept of historical greatness—not personal greatness, attractiveness, and so on—permits us to sort out Hitler as a historical personage. When we see Hitler as great based on his historical achievements and their impact on the world, we can compare and contrast him with the right running mates in history for comprehension rather than criticism.

One biographer contrasts him disparagingly with such twentieth century denizens as Roosevelt, Churchill, Kennedy, and Mandela—specifically noting that these other figures symbolize the “positive values” of the century It could be noted, though, from the perspective of historical greatness, that there must be some combination of unhistorical bias and presumption to place a Kennedy and a Mandela alongside of a Hitler, Roosevelt, or Churchill—notwithstanding the personal attractiveness of the former and the je ne sais quoi of the latter.25 The whole business becomes even more intriguing when the great biographers state unequivocally that Hitler was a man of inconsequential paltriness and had no life outside of politics in the period from 1919 through 1945. The biographers do not grant a hint of personal greatness for Hitler, and we are left to discover in “politics” any claim that he may have to historical greatness. And to compound the intrigue, the biographers note that the only thing he did really well in politics was to propagandize through the spoken word.26 We are left, as a result, with an unperson devoid of a life outside of politics. To compound this emptiness, the biographers inform us that politics for him was propaganda and not the vast field of action suggested by his words—namely, the art of the possible.27


How can we compare a man with talent largely only in political propaganda with figures such as Caesar and Napoleon with their comprehensive achievements in Rome and Europe? Hitler's historical achievements and impact remain at the level of such men, but his personality traits, dominated by seriousness, earnestness, and accompanying remoteness from all other human beings and pulled together in a distant vision of a perfect Reich, do not add up to the practice of politics. Contemporaries of Hitler in the initial stages of the movement noted behavior traits of asceticism, dysfunctional intensity, total disregard for matters of practical politics such as administration and organization, utter consistency in demands for personal control over actions and events, wildly “bohemian” work habits, the ability to inspire mass audiences with the spoken word, and so on, which do not support a view of Hitler in politics. Others around him in Germany and later in Europe were engaged in politics, but Hitler must be acknowledged, with his inimitable reserve and divorcement from the reality of others, to have been performing in the parallel universe of a prophet.

But what are the characteristics of a prophet, and do they in fact more comfortably and credibly pull together a picture of Hitler? Few can doubt that the great Arab, Muhammad “the praised,” was a prophet—an inspired proclaimer of revelation—and his similarity to Hitler in style and achievement suggest that the latter was similarly driven. In Muhammad's lifetime, the people of the vast desert region of Arabia most frequently called him “the Messenger of God.” The title “Prophet” came into general use after his death in 632. In those critical formative years of childhood and youth in which the indelible qualities of a man are set, observers noted the identical overriding qualities of seriousness, earnestness, and intensity. The great biographers present Hitler as incapable of calm and casual social conversation and observe that he preferred to engage in tirade and pontification with everyone from government minister and sophisticated host to his base personal entourage. The biographers elaborate that this single-minded intensity ultimately developed into unapproachable isolation and dismiss the observed behavior as egomania. The primary sources associated with the life of Muhammad are God speaking in the Quran, the revelations, and the hadith or table talk of the Prophet, and because of their nature they scarcely describe Muhammad as an egomaniac. It is difficult to imagine, however, that Muhammad suffered much interruption of his comments on faith and morals after the consolidation of his converts following the victories over the Quraish tribe in 622 and 623.

The great biographers of Hitler disparage him as chaste and prudish when young, use the phrase “sexual repression” to describe his lack of sexual experience, and put together a picture of unsavory oddness in the young man. In the case of Muhammad, it is pointed out that “in later life he claimed that he had never been guilty of sexual immorality in his youth.”28 The phrase “guilty of sexual immorality” is somewhat vague, but suggests reasonably that the Prophet, as a “quiet, pensive youth”29 was at a loss about sex. Any intriguing similarity ends here, however, because, Hitler, concerned about his image as a distant, heroic leader, maintained a public image of celibacy while Muhammad had thirteen wives in the period 595 through 629.

Interpreting Hitler as a hate-filled egomaniac, the biographers underestimate the man, misjudge the disruption of the times, and prove incapable of overcoming elemental hatred for the subject of their biographies all in the presence of a man with the temperament of a modern-styled prophet. It is difficult to imagine that he would have had an assistant German messiah or felt bound by any council or counsel in interpreting his vision of new Germans and a Third Reich. The biographers do not display the self-discipline necessary to overcome their hatred of Hitler, and they adopt a morally superior position of acknowledging their fascination with the man and granting “the need of a certain shuddering admiration.”30

Hitler himself noted in a passage in Mein Kampf that he “had a holy conviction of the mission and the future of his movement.”31 He elaborated that “only a storm of hot passion can turn the destinies of peoples and he alone who bears it within himself can arouse passion. [The storm] alone gives the chosen one the words which like hammer blows can open the gates to the heart of a people.”32 The biographers see in such words excessive self-adulation and, not surprisingly, call it egomania. Yet, we can take the same words that characterize the same man and see in them the description of an inspired revealer, one whose office it is to broadcast a message, and call these the words of a prophet.

The word is an emotive one, however, that can suggest different things to different people. A prophet, for example, can be seen as one who speaks in ecstasy from another world under the influence of noxious vapors, as in the case of the frantic priestess of the Pythia in ancient Greece, or in the case of Muhammad, as one who utters a God-given message. Neither noxious chemical vapors nor God seems to qualify Hitler as prophet, but his consuming earnestness, artistic and heroic sensibilities, experience of the social horror of Vienna, and stunning, unlikely survival through four years in the monastery with walls of fire, present a picture of an acolyte from an adequate preparatory school. The latest great biographer who enunciates that Hitler's entire being came to be subsumed within the role he played as Fuehrer, probably could have added with additional comprehension of the man that the Fuehrer's essential quality was that of infallible prophet rather than being a cynically adroit egomaniac good at impressing the naïve and the gullible.

Long before Hitler began to wear the trappings of power associated with the chancellorship, he had attracted around Munich the variable likes of Dietrich Eckart, Rudolf Hess, Hermann Goering, Ernst Hanfstaengl, Kurt Ludecke, et al., none particularly gullible yet all won over by Hitler's messianic-styled oratory. To comprehend Hitler and National Socialism, we must understand what attracted such men early in the movement. Ludecke agonized that he “was looking for the German soul, or rather the leader who would know how to reanimate it, and…was resolved not to desert [Germany] again.”33 In August 1922, in a mass meeting on the Koenigsplatz in Munich, Ludecke, as emissary of Bund Bayern und Reich (the Bavarian and Imperial League), stood close to Hitler and recorded the following remarkable effects: “slight, pale man…threatening and beseeching…flaming, steel-blue eyes…the look of a fanatic…holding the masses and me with them under a hypnotic spell by the sheer force of his conviction…voice rising to passionate climaxes…then two words like the sting of a lash: Deutschland Erwache!’ Awake Germany…the intense will of the man, the passion of his sincerity seemed to flow into me. I experienced an exaltation that could be likened only to religious conversion.”34 Seen through Ludecke's eyes, Hitler had the appearance of a prophet, spoke the inspired words of a prophet, overwhelmed the senses as would a prophet.

The biographers have pulled together extensive documented descriptions of Hitler's life graced by sound analysis and clear prose, but we continue to face an interpretive barrier beyond which no historian or writer has been able to penetrate. The writer of a recent interpretive account of Hitler has worded the subtitle of the book as “the search for the origins of his evil,” and we are left to suspect that he has selectively put together the same antipathetic half of the picture of Hitler presented by the biographers.35 The author is searching for the origins of Hitler's evil and must reject even the conception that Hitler can be explained otherwise. He carries the reader through insight which nevertheless slips into the same morass of contempt and loathing and a nonnegotiable thesis of the dominating presence of evil. The journalist in a marvelously informative dialogue with the first great biographer, Alan Bullock, has him exclaim on the question of whether or not Hitler was consciously “evil”: “If he isn't evil, who is? That's all I mean: if not he, then who?”36 Even with Bullock we see the unarguable intonation of Hitler as evil, and the writers continue to wrestle with the frustration that somehow, someday, the key will be found to unlock the how and the why of the assumed evil resident in Hitler.

When it has become necessary at various points in most accounts of Hitler to reflect stunning achievement—successful action in the face of heavy odds—the same writers disparage the achievement and suggest that “a convincing study of Hitler” may just not be attainable at all.37 But if it were it would almost certainly be linked with overcoming the significantly flawed assumption of pure evil that has driven Hitler biography for more than half a century after his death. We do not have to begin with a premise that Hitler was not wicked, but we do have to begin elsewhere than a premise that demands forcing everything in Hitler's life toward preconceived wickedness. The Hitler phenomenon comes into focus when its expansiveness is acknowledged rather than rendered invisible because of the notion that any unorthodoxy could lead to rehabilitation.

Hitler's fierce nationalism—which was the obvious counterbalance to his anti-Semitism, and which should be exemplified by his military service in World War I—tends to disappear from consideration as important. Instead of looking for answers to the intensity of his German nationalism and anti-Semitism, writers have claimed seriously that he welcomed the war largely as a chance to escape from a life of hopeless artistic mediocrity. No writer mentions the possibility that it may have occurred to Hitler and others in similar plights that remaining a live mediocrity would be better than becoming a dead frontline soldier. Particularly as the war developed into the grinding horror that it had become by the winter of 1915, Hitler can be seen as having steeled himself to the presence of death in the highest intensity battles of the twentieth century only through his determination to carry out his duty for the survival of the Germans. Hitler would comment that “the young regiments had not gone to their death in Flanders crying ‘Long live universal suffrage and the secret ballot,’ but crying Deutschland ueber Alles in der Welt…’”38 We could generalize that Hitler did not enter the war crying, “lift me from artistic mediocrity” but rather “test me in the sincerity of my conviction of Germany foremost.”39

Thomas Mann, with his acute insight into Hitler in the 1930s, could pronounce that “here is a man possessed of a bottomless resentment and festering desire for revenge” and one who “rouses the populace with images of his own insulted grandeur.”40 In such words Mann expresses the view that Hitler was driven by some kind of reprehensible frustration over a prior life of failure. Here we see both the biographers and a literary giant like Mann in agreement on a thesis of Hitler's base, hate-filled being. We must wonder thereby if any man has comprehended the connection between Hitler and his experience of the defeat of the Germans. Hitler could pronounce for all to read: “And so it had all been in vain…the hours in which, with mortal fear clutching at our hearts, we nevertheless did our duty; and in vain the death of two millions…Would not the graves of all the hundreds of thousands open…and send the silent mud-and blood-covered heroes back as spirits of vengeance to the homeland which had cheated them…of the highest sacrifice which a man can make to his people in this world.”41 Hitler reveals a combination of indignation and fury in these words, the rare combination of controlled moral condemnation and heroic rage. The words cannot begin to be understood in terms of personal frustration and instead support a view that an already ultraintense adolescent had been transformed by the war into a man so earnest and serious that he had risen above nationalism as commonly associated with politics and had become something more.

Hitler used history to highlight the tragic grandeur of what had happened. He called upon the example of the Aryan Dorians, Hitler's Western man at his elite and pure best, in pointing out that “Verily these heroes deserved a headstone: ‘Thou Wanderer who comest to Germany, tell those at home that we lie here, true to the fatherland and obedient to duty.’”42 Such allusion is powerful rhetoric and does not fit a picture of whining and hate over an unsuccessful career choice. And in a succinct follow-on, he presents historical context by questioning, “was it only our own sacrifice that we had to weigh in the balance? Was the Germany of the past less precious? Was there no obligation toward our own history? Were we worthy to relate the glory of the past to ourselves. And how could this deed [of revolutionary villainy] be justified to future generations?”43 With these rhetorically styled, repetitive questions that relate the German past with the present, Hitler cannot be seen as overly concerned about his own personal lot. Yet it may be that like Wagner, “His problems are always to be the world's problems, his needs the world's needs.”44 The perceived “problems” of Wagner's operas are indeed generally those of his own personality and circumstances. The similarity ends here, however, because the problem for Hitler of the salvation of the Germans was a more difficult challenge than that of combining voice, orchestra, libretto, and stage setting into musical drama.

As concerns the question of the psychological engine that drove Hitler, the conventional interpretation of lusting after power is, in final analysis, the refuge of lack of comprehension. And it is no more credible to claim that Hitler decided to save the Germans because of personal frustration than to claim that he decided to expand German space into an impregnable Reich fortress in order to satiate some lust for power, as it were, just for the evil of it. The essential qualities of Hitler's revelation include vastness, clarity, immutability, and finality that add up to the vision of a self-adjudged chosen one. The accounts from 1904 through 1908 add up to a picture of the young Hitler as consumed by interest in idealistic fantasy projects all with envisioned successful outcomes. We detect neither evil nor hate nor lust for power in these projects, and such elements should have been present even in adolescence for one interpreted as the personification of evil. Hitler instead reveals intensity and idealism. He does not introduce the word “hate” in any broad sense to his life until his ominous comment in mid-1908. It was then that he made reference to the Jews as the supreme enemy of the Germans, and that he had “gradually” begun to hate them. The operative adverb, gradually, provides insight because it demands that he neither hated nor was particularly concerned about Jews until after his arrival in Vienna. Then, as a result of his “objective” studies of authorities as variable as the gutter pamphlets, respected newspapers, books, and the programs of the Pan-Germans and the Christian Social Party, Hitler claims that the Jews became revealed as the enemy. He cannot be seen as developing over a long period as a result of environmental bombardment in the home, school, and around Linz into the usual religious and crudely propagandized anti-Semite of the era. In spite of the passion with which Hitler would pursue his anti-Semitism, it would be underpinned by an extraordinary combination of objectively styled study and inspired revelation of the Germans under attack by a master enemy

Hitler's inherent intensity and inquisitiveness and predisposition to convert his problems into those of all Germans would combine to produce his great revelation over a two-year period that centered on his nineteenth year. Hitler thereby treated the world to the unlikely picture of a nineteen-year-old who acquired a worldview that had the intensity and clarity of a prophetic vision and that developed into the political—philosophical phenomenon of the century He would opine in Mein Kampf that all creative ideas appear in our youth, during which we acquire our most original and productive thoughts, and after which we are no longer able to add anything significantly more original and are faced with executing those “unchanging principles.”45 Hitler presented the picture of a self-acknowledged Romantic genius who, through concentrated self study, achieved a worldview which we can most comprehendingly liken to a single immutable revelation.

Unbeknownst to the Germans, the messiah had already experienced revelation by late 1909. The mystery, then, is why he did not begin to stalk through the streets of Vienna, staff or whip in hand, warning idolaters or flagellating modern moneylenders. The answer is that he had neither opportunity nor motive at remotely high enough levels to enter politics—perhaps appropriately from stage right. Hitler himself would be part of the problem in this realization. Thomas Mann's thesis of “the difficulty, the laziness, the pathetic formlessness in youth, the round peg in the square hole, the ‘whatever do you want,’” would come into play for the next ten years within the framework (partly true, but significantly exaggerated) of a “lazy, vegetating existence in the depths of a moral and mental Bohemia” and an arrogance supported on a vague intuition of being reserved for something special.46 Most significantly though, Hitler would struggle to make a living in Vienna and Munich and then struggle to stay alive on the western front with neither opportunity nor motive great enough to activate the messiah. Remarkably, the man who could display such energy post-1919 would require the stimulus of World War I and the lengthy opportunity of the 1919 barracks days in Munich to step forward.

When the time came to finally do something, he would confound the writers by claiming to wrestle mightily over entering politics. Hitler showed remarkable restraint and humility in this set of circumstances from 1910 through 1919. It would take the deaths of nearly two million sworn to duty in a losing cause to press him forward. The National Socialist cenotaph—an empty bronze tomb in Munich symbolizing the bodies of two million buried elsewhere—brings into focus the recognition of danger to the Germans and the element of revenge that must be associated with Hitler.47 The conventional wisdom does not see such images and instead parades Hitler as a fanatic, a base self-seeker with the enlargement of his own power as his aphrodisiac; rather, he should be seen as a fanatic, base genius with the salvation of the Germans as his aphrodisiac.

Characteristically, messiahs announce themselves. No committee marches in advance to announce their arrivals. Hitler would elaborate on this theme by claiming that “In world history the man who really arises above the broad average usually announces himself personally.”48 And in a continuing apolitical and impersonal style, he would reiterate the theme that “one man must step forward who, with apodictic force, will form granite principles from the idea-world of the broad masses and take up the struggle for their sole correctness” all directed “toward the raising of a brazen cliff of solid unity in faith and will.”49 Although Mann would see in such verbiage histrionics in the service of a demagogue, he would admit that Hitler was an impossibly successful hysteric. He would also admit that there was absolutely no limit to the extent that Hitler could project his unconscious self on reality.50

In the presence of a messiah as evidenced by the words above in only two sentence fragments—one man, apodictic force, granite principles, idea-world, sole correctness, brazen cliff of solid unity, faith and will—the best the brilliant literatus can manage is to point out that Hitler was a contemptible hysteric. The biographers, historians, and other writers, however, comprise a literary body homogenized by its expectation to be appalled. In such a situation it is not surprising that Mann could fail to discern Hitler's dark fury over the deaths of two million soldiers. The gifted writer of the nonplus ultra brief analysis of the Hitler phenomenon would instead elaborate on a Death in Venice and the challenge of the anti-intellectualism that was developing in turn-of-the-century Europe.51 Mann would even make an analogy between Hitler and Girolamo Savonarola (1452-1498) the fiery would-be Italian messiah. He would philosophize how, in intellectually laden Florence, the sway of beauty and culture was broken by the religious and social fanaticism of a monk, and, on the verge of conceptualizing Hitler as a similar prophetic figure, would veer away from the scent. How ironic that another inspiring German writer of the century would have made available for Mann the word picture of the western front as a monastery with walls of fire and out of which Hitler would appear as warrior-monk and aspiring savior in late 1919.52

All of this, of course, requires imagination on the part of the interpreter, but the utter determination, the crazy fearlessness, the fanatic yet inspired will to disseminate the word of salvation—how can we miss it: “Germany Awake”—cannot be assigned to the crafty unperson of the conventional wisdom. The biographers would see in the focused, repetitive propaganda and semimystical rituals of Nazism the presence of the half-digested ideas of a junior high school dropout rather than the brilliantly clear revelation of an artistically inclined, intense, and bookish adolescent. The messiah's message must be simplicity itself. The intellectually inclined biographers stray from the point that the message is directed through the spoken word at the broad masses and not in writing to an inbred, self-adoring intellectual elite. And although the message is always simple, it does not follow that the messenger is so. The messiah is either a great simplifier or he is not the messiah.

It is a unique circumstance in the interpretation of the Hitler phenomenon that, unlike any other similarly significant political figure of the last two centuries, he was a competent artist in water-color and oils, and the measure of his competence is illustrated by his candid comments in the interwar period that his paintings were not really very good. As concerns both his abilities and his interest, he would say in Munich, to an acquaintance criticizing his work, that he painted what people would buy. In contrast, his competence in architecture would increase and be formidable by the latter half of the 1930s. Hitler would reveal impressive insight into the qualities of classical Greek, but especially Roman, structures and become aware of the centering of those civilizations on the monumental buildings which represented state power and served to unify the entire population with a sense of common destiny. In the Greek city-states and Rome, the great families lived in substantial homes but rarely palaces, as palaces would compete with the great public structures open to all—the forums, the temples, the structures of the games, the triumphal arches, the libraries, the baths. If Hitler had triumphed over Soviet Russia in the summer of 1941 and won World War II, his Germany would have been dominated by the aesthetic of monumental public structures in its cities. It is difficult to accept the stricture that Hitler's vast architectural projects represented personal megalomania when he would repeatedly philosophize, as on the dedication in January 1939 of the new Reich Chancellery: “I stand here as representative of the German people. And whenever I receive anyone in the Chancellery, it is not the private individual Adolf Hitler who receives him, but the Leader of the German nation…For that reason I want these rooms to be in keeping with their high mission.”53 And in support of an interpretation of himself as distant messiah and artist, he could dilate that “this is the special and wonderful property of architecture: When the work has been done, a monument remains,”54 and “through the centuries will bear witness for all those who helped to create it.”55 Although characterized as uncultured and unread, Hitler comes off in his demands to create a monumental signature for a Greater Germany as historically and artistically gifted.

In his first significant success as the emerging dominant figure in the German Workers’ Party, Hitler would move with uncanny balance among messianic idealism, political realism, and artistic imagination. Hitler argued that in 1920, in Germany, a national meeting which addressed its appeal to the masses and publicly invited attendance was “simply impossible.”56 Within this context, Hitler described the trepidation of the party committee members in the face of the mass meeting in words such as “that's impossible,” “it won't work,” “we can't risk that,” “that's too dangerous,” and so on.57 Hitler demanded an action that was so unrealistic, idealistic, and frightening that the party chairman, Karl Harrer, resigned. Hitler faced the dangerous certainty that the Marxists would employ their street-fighting apparatus to break up the meeting and organized his “comrades” from the barracks of the Second Infantry Regiment as defensive squads to remove the agitators “with the one great thought of creating a free path for the holy mission of our movement.”58 Hitler also showed an artistic flair in the first mass meeting with the red color of the propaganda posters and the striking red banner with white disc and black swastika as the party flag, the most riveting political symbol of the century.

As such, Hitler would lead the tiny German Workers’ Party to its first mass meeting in stunning success, filling the Festsaal of the Hofbraeuhaus in Munich with two thousand people on February 24, 1920. He would successfully speak in the face of physical violence by Communist meeting-breakers. In February 1921, Hitler would dare to hold a meeting in the Zirkus Krone and attract an overflow audience of roughly 6,500 people and successfully defend the meeting from interruption. And to illustrate his compulsive emphasis on the spoken word in politics, Hitler would unrealistically demand another meeting for the following week and again fill the hall “to the bursting point.”59 When virtually all politicians around Hitler after 1919, domestic and foreign, engaged in politics as a rewarding career, he would emerge on a higher plane as a messenger of the revealed truth of early Vienna and as the revenging angel of World War I. When the extraordinary few like the redoubtable chancellor and foreign minister Gustav Stresemann and the foreign minister Walter Rathenau acted on a plane of enlightenment well above the game of politics, Hitler stood alone on yet another plane—a higher or lower one, depending upon the bias of the observer. The issue of hate and evil resident in Hitler must also take on new meaning with Hitler as messenger of German destiny.

When Hitler entered “politics” in 1919, he had a clear goal in mind for the Germans. For a man utterly new to politics, he set a goal so optimistic and vast that it must be taken as divorced from reality both at that time and even for a distant future. To compound the implausibility of it all, he based his goal on the great revelation centered on only his nineteenth year. In the face of Hitler's achievements and his closeness to final triumph, the conventional wisdom revels in presenting a pathetic misfit who appeared from nowhere and, through some accident of history, some unlikely combinations of situation, luck, rhetorical skill, and the miraculously consistent disarray of his opponents, succeeded in everything. As far as the conventional wisdom will go, however, is perhaps summed up in the words of Kershaw: “For one thing, Hitler was certainly not unintelligent…” framed revealingly as a double negative.60 That wisdom cannot escape its preconception of Hitler as a base nonentity or overcome its self-imposed shibboleth of no hint of rehabilitation. It cannot force itself to say: for one thing, Hitler was certainly intelligent. And the same wisdom unendingly repeats a view based on innumerable causes and personifications claimed for Hitler that there is no single or simple answer to the phenomenon.


The biographers paint themselves into an interpretive corner of denigration of Hitler from which there is no escape and which demands the unsatisfying generalization that we may never fully understand him. Yet the biographers need only admit to themselves and the reading public that he was a willful genius with extraordinarily developed qualities that, when combined, allow for adequate comprehension. The paint strokes of denigration that dominate the present biographical portrait of Hitler must be counterbalanced by admission of that genius and its associated qualities that lie strewn about the historical landscape—on ground which every biographer and historian has feared to tread. Prudence demands that we take account of the ancient admonition that fools rush in where angels fear to tread, but the time has come for some hero to save the world of Hitler interpretation by attempting comprehension rather than reveling in denigration and alleging hopeless complexity in achieving interpretation of the phenomenon.

The Nazi revolution has been interpreted variously as a product of European power politics, outgrowth of German history, tool of crisis capitalism, product of the promise and failure of socialism, nemesis of Western mass democracy, and so on, with the widely varying interpretations each having reasonable merit.61 The writers on both Nazism and Hitler are constrained, in the face of multiple causes of Nazism, to see overwhelming complexity in relating Hitler even with what was unarguably his own revolution. Unlike a Lenin who was derived from a Marx, and a Muhammad who was derived from a vision of a monotheistic God, Hitler uniquely and single-handedly created his own revelation of the Germans in mortal danger from international Jewry and encircling French and Slavs. The situation remains muddled because writers refuse to acknowledge the existence of any superior or redeeming qualities in Hitler. How can we adequately interpret Hitler when we must wrestle with multiple causes for Nazism, which, in turn, are related with an implausibly contemptible and talentless person whose only outstanding quality was that of being evil? The only exception to this generalization is no exception at all because when the conventional wisdom acknowledges that Hitler was a propaganda genius, it undermines its own judgment by characterizing the propaganda as that of hate and evil.

Hitler can be seen as essentially amoral in his approach to any action perceived as necessary to succeed in his mission as savior of the chosen Aryans and destroyer of their archenemy—the other, self-appointed chosen people. In such a revision, the question of good and evil takes on a different character because instead of considering it with relation to the worn-out picture of a frustrated and hate-filled nonentity, we find ourselves in the presence of a prophet spreading a word of revealed danger and salvation. In such a picture, the equally tired thesis of Hitler as an unperson without a life outside of politics takes on a more credible glow and astonishing fullness. Being a messiah is a full-time job; as such, Hitler was not supposed to have had a life outside of politics. He was not only a chaste ascetic, as must be desirable for a messiah, but also possessed of an artistic talent virtually unheard of for either a practicing messiah or a professional politician. After 1945, Thomas Mann could exclaim unfettered by the straightjacket of fear of Hitler: “Alas, the artist…For must I not, however much it hurts, regard the man as an artist phenomenon? Mortifyingly it is all there.”62 Mann would unerringly discern the characteristic Bohemianism in Hitler, although he would not point out his talents in the fine arts were ignored and disparaged by the later conventional wisdom.

To comprehend the Hitler of 1919 is to comprehend the Hitler of the entire period from 1919 through 1945. Every personal characteristic and quality was in place, and nothing changed. The venues would be different and the stakes would be higher. But even the seemingly increased personal danger from assassination or incidental deadly violence in the meeting brawls, street battles, and road journeys would be less than that of the front lines of the western front. Hitler has been perceptively compared with Charles XII of Sweden, declared at age fifteen to be an adolescent genius of similar towering achievement and lack of sense of proportion, but who would be struck down by a chance shot in a no-account siege at age thirty-six.63 Hitler would not be carried off by such a shot but would arrive in history as an adolescent prodigy with a lack of sense of proportion strikingly similar to that of “the Alexander of the North.”

We should be able to approach the issue of the evil resident in Hitler and his associated anti-Semitism with more clarity and, perhaps, finality in terms of the man of 1919. For one who has come to personify evil in the twentieth century, he revealed little in the entire period of 1889 through September 1919. His friend August Kubizek and numerous acquaintances and observers present no details that support criminal or antisocial behavior or psychological instability The associates and acquaintances of the great men's home in Vienna come up with a mixture of intensity, reserve, indolence, and a noteworthy sympathy for the lot of those less fortunate in the home. The landlords, furniture art dealers, and acquaintances of prewar Munich present a similar picture of Hitler—polite, intense, reserved, intelligent. He gave practically no evidence of anti-Semitism, with virtually no anti-Semitic conversation recounted, and polite, reserved, and functional interaction with every Jewish art and furniture dealer of the prewar period. It defies reasonable probability that the most determined anti-Semite in history could have shown such a pattern of behavior. There must have been some decisive quality in Hitler's evil and anti-Semitism which has eluded writers now into the twenty-first century

On the question of sadism and cruelty or what might be called “advanced evil,” Hitler cannot be said to have shown any during the entire period. How is it possible that Hitler gave so little evidence of such qualities in the inescapable formative years of his life or those stress-filled years up to his thirtieth year? Even a cursory reading of Hitler's account of the revelation of his worldview in Vienna shows that he had arrived at his anti-Semitism with trepidation, haltingly and through objective study He noted that he was appalled at the exaggerated “unscientific” arguments of the religious anti-Semites and only slowly arrived at a self-revealed worldview of the Jewish menace based on ice-cold logic. Notwithstanding his messianic-style conviction in the cause of the salvation of the Germans, it seems more probable that his anti-Semitism was less emotional and more objective than has been assumed to the present.

As concerns Hitler's penchant for evil in the entire period from 1919 through 1939, we are also presented with the relatively restrained picture associated with the elimination of the upper levels of the Sturmabteilung (SA or storm detachment) leadership in 1934, the concentration camps of the 1930s, and the harassment of the German Jews during the same time. Not until World War II can Hitler be associated with sadism and cruelty—and then specifically in the incredible disappearance of the 3.1 million Russian prisoners of war taken in the brief period from late June through mid-October 1941 and the better-known deliberate killing of probably no fewer than 4.5 million European Jews.

The answer to the question of sadism and cruelty in Hitler can be linked with his one-time comment that he would be known as the hardest man in history. The comment was esoteric, secretive, and typical. With it, he seems to have momentarily broken the surface of studious private address to a project known only to him and to have begun to anticipate hard decisions. We can never know what decisions Hitler had begun to anticipate, but he did so with his detached solitude so similar to that which Kubizek characterized as fundamental in his makeup as an eighteen-year-old. The great question is, what was the relationship in Hitler's mind between the quality of hardness and the qualities of sadism and cruelty, which lie so closely together? This question for the ages is not unlike the one which has been asked for two millennia about the hardest men in history—the Romans. How is it possible that these impossibly serious, duty-driven, and immeasurably practical men could have been associated with the horrors of the “monstrous and inexplicable” and seemingly pointless games exemplified by the Colosseum?64 It is difficult to accept that the Romans saw themselves as sadistic and cruel, and it is at least mildly intriguing that Hitler did not use the words: I will be known as the most sadistic and cruel man in history.

The seemingly obvious sadism and cruelty and apparent point-lessness in the Roman games incites us to attribute the violence to cruelty in the Roman nature. The similar qualities in the destruction of the Russian prisoners and the European Jews incite a similar attribution to Hitler's nature. But objections can be made because neither Roman nor Hitler can seriously be supposed to have considered himself wicked. For the noble Roman and the farmer-soldier alike, the underlying quality in them which characterized their greatness, was the Roman gravitas—seriousness, earnestness, sternness, granting little to pleasure or extravagance. The Romans were the supreme utilitarians, realists, and practical political organizers of the ancient world. With such qualities they cannot be seen to have succumbed to vengeance, sadism, and cruelty as the motivations for the games. “Annihilation and pitiless massacre were only a last resort against an irreconcilable enemy,” as seen in the annihilation of several tribes in eastern Gaul by Julius Caesar because of their unstable, mercurial, and untrustworthy savagery, which made them irreconcilable, menacing, and useless either as allies or as slaves.65 The Roman thereby revealed harshness of almost incredible proportion, but he did so based on realism and prudence in the face of perceived danger—scarcely sadism and cruelty.

In the case of Hitler, we see similar elements of detachment from sadism, cruelty, and even hate in the notorious harsh actions taken by him. In his first great act of overt murderous violence, Hitler personally arrested Ernst Roehm and several higher officers of the SA and made the decision to have several of them executed. In this incident, Hitler had to be goaded into taking action by Roehm's competitors in the party and found it difficult to make the decision to have Roehm shot. Faced with the menacing intransigence of Roehm with regard to what organization in Germany would be the bearer of arms, Hitler made a necessary, practical, and realistic decision to maintain the stability of the regime through support of the army. We see Hitler faced with the dangerous intransigence of the leadership of a vast, uniformed, political street-fighting organization—formerly indispensable, but then extraneous and having become a danger to the movement. Uncharacteristically prodded into action by his lieutenants Goering, Goebbels, and Himmler, who expanded the action opportunistically to eliminate competitors and enemies past, Hitler also had to work himself up into a fury to execute his friend and dismiss the fearsome storm detachment which had been instrumental in the seizure of domestic power but become a mortal danger to the holding of that power. In this action Hitler instituted bloody violence but did so as a necessary, in-house, war-fighting type of action and showed virtually nothing that can be interpreted as sadism, cruelty, or ingrained hate as opposed to temporary fury in the carrying out of the action. As in the case of the Roman extermination of some Breton tribes in around 50 BCE, Hitler took the action of pitiless massacre as a last resort in the face of a perceived irreconcilable enemy

Hitler would comment extensively on the issue of the necessity for hard decisions. In volunteering such comments he would present two qualities ignored by the conventional wisdom, but ones that provide us with his vision of himself. Although the conventional wisdom has not taken these qualities seriously, Hitler can probably be considered an enlightening source of opinion on himself, and in the following view we could accept Hitler's authoritative comment rather than assume conscious evil. In a single sentence in late summer of 1942, he would offer the following self-analysis: “I am certainly not a brutal man and consequently it is cold reason which guides my actions.”66 This extemporaneous oral statement was made within the context of punishment for serious crimes, and he offered the following argument in support: “I say, therefore, that sentiment must play no part in these matters; we must apply a rule of iron and admit of no exceptions. This may often pain me personally, and it may lead to errors which one will later regretfully acknowledge. But any other course of action is out of the question…. The main thing is to be honest and logical with one's self.”67 Writing much earlier, in 1924, about his 1908 and 1909 revelation of the Jewish menace to the Germans and the impending necessity for them to fight for their survival, he would agonize over his struggle for objectivity. In his own words about “his greatest transformation of all” into an anti-Semite he would analyze that “it cost me the greatest inner soul struggle, and only after months of battle between my reason and my sentiments did my reason begin to emerge victorious.”68 He referred to the two-year period as a “bitter struggle between spiritual education and cold reason”69 and summed up his anti-Semitic transformation as “the time of the greatest spiritual upheaval I have ever had to go through.”70 These unvarnished and unparaphrased words show Hitler rejecting the baser emotions associated with brutality and cruelty and embracing “cold reason” as the basis for his revelation—while simultaneously presenting the whole business as a spiritual experience! In the words above, Hitler showed an extraordinary combination of revelation and logic. He also rejected half measures and compromise and affected a pitiless hardness directed toward the realization of a Reich impregnable not only in dimension but also in the German will to seize and defend it.

The present interpretation of Hitler as an evil and insatiable force for personal political power can be challenged also as grossly unrealistic, unbalanced, and emotionally vague. Politics for Hitler must be seen as a distant, prophetic vision to be fulfilled and not as an exercise in personal power. There was no political theory for Hitler and no necessity for adherence to any political programs. There was only tactical political flexibility in the service of the seizure of power and in the establishment of a Greater Germany in Europe. We see, in effect, Hitler and Nazism as forces directed toward the realization of a vision, and, to use Hitler's own words, “force must always have ideas to support it.”71 For the first time we can comprehend Hitler's amoral flexibility in the politics of 1919–1933 more effectively as the apolitical application of force in the service of what began as a vision so distant that any suggestion of its realization would have been greeted with Thomas Mann's “peals of laughter.” And for the first time, we can understand Hitler's amoral, tactical flexibility in international relations during the 1930s as the apolitical application of force in the realization of such a vision.

Hitler's storied comments—“hardest man in history,” “no man will ever know what I am really thinking,” “the Jews must disappear from Europe,” and so on—come into focus as those of an impossibly intense and serious figure located psychologically just beyond and outside of the remainder of humanity. To search for and assign evil to such a man is to chart a course through waters more dangerous than has been acknowledged by the conventional wisdom. How do we assign evil to a bona fide messiah who was dedicated to the defeat of perceived evil and the enthronement of perceived good?

At first glance, the question seems to be answered by arguing that even if we acknowledge that Hitler were a messiah dedicated to a vision of German salvation, he affected evil in the destruction of the Russian prisoners and the European Jews. The question of intent must be evaluated, however, and Hitler cannot be considered to have believed that he had perpetrated evil in his messianic-viewed destruction of the enemies of the Germans. The enormity of the killing of 7.6 million unarmed human beings, even within the framework
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