How much opposition was
there to the Nazi regime?

CHAPTER OVERVIEW SOURCE I7.1 Sophie Scholl, a student at Munich
university and one of the leaders of the White Rose
group

‘What we have written and said is in the minds
of all of you, but you lack the courage to say it
aloud.’ Thus spoke the brave Sophie Scholl
during her trial before a People’s Courtin
1943, She was executed for distributing anti-
government pamphlets. Her statement raises a
number of issues about the German people's
attitude ta Nazism and in particular:

« Were most Germans privately critical of the
Nazi regime or did public acceptance reflect
genuine support!

« .Was the limited amount of opposition a
refiection of a lack of courage or of the
problems potential opponents faced?

In this chapter we examine the difficult and sensitive issue of how much
opposition there was in Nazi Germany. The general impression is of little
opposition and there is much evidence of Hitler's genuine popuiarity.
Furthermore, the Third Reich was overthrown not by the German people but by
the massive military might of the Soviet Union, the United States of America and
their allies. Such internal opposition as there was had little effect on the course of
"events. This has led some historians to follow Sophie Scholl's criticism of the
Germans as lacking courage. We must, however, be cautious.

We have already seen that many Germans gained greatly from Hitler's domestic
policies, and so had good reason not to oppose the regime. Hitler's undoubted
foreign policy successes until 194! (see Chapters 20 and 21} reinforced this
support. (It was not until 1943 that many Germans wavered in their loyalty to the
regime.) Furthermore, there was a fierce repressive machinery, reinforced by
widespread denunciations (see Chapter 1), that made open criticism of the
regime a brave, and perhaps foolhardy, act. Opposition could cost you your job,
freedom or life. The dilemma was particularly acute for civil servants. Many.
welcomed the new regime but others had to decide whether to continue to work
for the government while trying to limit its harm, or té dissociate themselves
totally from the regime. This could be a hard decision, as the comments in
Sources | 7.2-5 illustrate. We might like to think that if we had lived in Nazi
Germany we would have opposed Nazism, but careful reflection might lead to a
different conclusion. We shall try to assess how many Germans, like Sophie Scholl,
tried to oppose the regime in the following subsections:

A What opposition was there to the Nazi regime! (pp. 318-25)

B How can the historian judge the degree of opposition and support in Nazi
Germany? (pp. 326-9)

€. Humour as resistance {pp. 329-30}

B Review: How much opposition was there to the Nazi regime! (pp. 331-3)




Why is: the questfon of the degree of
German: opposition to Naz:sm a:
sensstwe one? :

SOURCE 17.2 Foreign Minister State
Secretary Bilow who stayed on in his job
after 1933

One cannot leave one’s country in the
lurch becawse it has a bad government,

SQURCE 17.3 General Werner von
Fritsch, Commander-in-Chief of the army,
19348

We cannot change politics; we must do
our duly silently.

SOURCE 17.4 Ewaid von Kleist-
Schmenzin, a conservative Prussian
landowner

Do you think that when you board an
express train, the driver of which is
deranged, you can somehow take over
the controls?

SOURCE I7.5 Ambassador Prittwitz on.
resigning in 1933

One must only put oneselfat the
disposal of a government for which
eertain basic values of humanity are
sacred. Coming to terms with inhuman
principles in order to avold something
allegedly worse leads to disaster.

ACTIVI”I”Y

List five groups of people who m|ght have been opposed to the MNazi regime.

List the various forms that opposition might take.

Consider the tables below of factors favouring opposition to a government and
those making opposition difficult. {The factors encouraging opposition caver both
reasons why people might be discontented with a regime and possible
oppertunities for them to organise opposition activities.)

a) Write down those factors that applied during the Third Reich.

b} What conclusions do you draw?

L o

! Factors encouraging opposition

Rising unemployment

Foad shortages

General perception that the countr;i; going downhiil

Foreign policy failures

Divided government
Weak leader

Free elections

Raugé of political parties

Potential opposition groups prepared to co-operate

Factors making effective opposition difficult

Powerful secret police

Arbitrary imprisonment

Government control of the media

One-party state

Tradition of respect for authority

Loyal army : i

No independent trade unions

i Networlk of government informers

4 Read Sources 17.2-7. What reasons are given why resistance was difficuit?

SOURCE 17.6 Dr Schuster, an anti-Nazi teacher, describes his various options

1 Emigrate.

2 Resign, write alternative books for the future.

3 Stay and publicly defy the headmaster, and be sent to prison.

4 [which he adopts] I am trying through the teaching of geography to do
everything in my power io give the boys knowledge and I hope later on,
judgement, so that when, as they grow older, the Nazi fever dies down and it
again becames possible to offer some opposition they may be prepared . .. There
are four or five masters who are non-Nazis left in our school now, and we alil
work on the same plan. [f we leqve, four Nazis will come in and there will be no
honest teaching in the whole school ... [f we went to America and left others o it,
would that be honest, or are the only honest people those in prison cells? If only
there could be some collective action among teachers. But we cannot meet in
conference, we cannot have o Rewspaper.

SQURCE 17.7 Emmi Bonhoffer, sister-in-law of Dietrich Bonhdffer, interviewed in the
1989 TV programme Fifirer

There was no resistance movement and there couldn’t be. Nowhere in the world
can develop a resistance movement when people feel better from day to day.
Resistance: we were stones in a torrent, and the water crashed over us,

17
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HOW MUCH OPPOSITION WAS THERE TO THE NAZ! REGIME?

Describe the main forms of
opposition to the Nazi regime,
Explain why there was l
comparatively little opposition,

What opposition was there to the
Nazi regime?

In what ways did people oppose the regime?

ACTIVITY

l As you read Source 17.8, identify the actions Linnert took and how he tried to

escape detection,

SOURCE 7.8 SPD member Ludwig Linnert tried to resist the regime from 1933 ungil
his arrest in 1938

Justice, freedom and culture - and yes socialism ~ foreed us to warn peaple and
arouse their consciences by distributing illegal leaflets, and wriling slogans on the
streets, in public squares and on walls . .

Unbl my imprisonment . .. fa small grocer’s] shop acted as a kind of resistance
centre . .. Political contacts made themselves known to us by asking for logf
sugar, which we didn’t keep and wasn’t really available at that time, Or, when
they bought other things, they would put their coins down on the counter in o
square pattern, with a fifth coin in the middle . . . '

We had also begun to make our own leaflets. We had a typetwriter with
movable typefaces, a copy machine and, mosi important, stacks of paper, which
were purchased cauiiously in small amounts from many different shops. We
posted the first leafiets, mainly in the letter boxes of flats in working-class districts
... Wewore rubber gloves when we made these legflets, so as not to leave behind
any fingerprinis . .. ' ‘

As late as 1937 we had made leaflets in the Slat and then scattered them just
before dawn from the back of our motorbike on the streeis leading lo the factories
in Sendling. We knew the dangers of what we were doing. There was no heroism;
we didn’t want to be martyrs. We wanted to survive to see the beiter future that
we hoped for.

During the 1980s and 1090s, many historians have made greal efforts to
discover the evidence provided by accounts such as that of Linnert in Source
17.8. They have shifted their focus from the decisions of people in government
to the activities of ordinary people that can be classified as popular opposition.

ACTIVITY

I Read the following list of seven possible reactions to the Nazi regime. Write
them out i a line, with the most hostile attitude towards the regime on the left,
moving towards the most positive on the right.

Nonconformity
Acceptance
Resistance
Participation
Enthusiasm
Protest
Commitment

2 The three furthest to the left have been classified as opposition activities. Study
Chart F7A which illustrates the various forms of opposition activities that have
been recorded in the Third Reich. Sefect two examples of each of the three
opposition categories above. (Remember that such classifications are more a
matter of degree than of distinct categories.)




@ 17A The variety of opposition in the Third Reich

l’/,'Organising a Coup

]

Listening to American jazz

Spontanecusly protesting in public

Underachieving in the workplace

i

Publicly riticising the regime E Mot giving the Hitler greeting

Actempting ta assassinate Hitler N
and other leaders

Distributing antd-Nazi leaflets

Spying for foreign governments T
Emigrating
Obstructive coflaboration {e.g, remainin;‘
as a judge but giving lenient punishments
o those ‘guilty’ of political offences)

[_ Deserting from the armed forces
!
( Hiding jews
- The variety of:
' Reading banned literature pposition:in:th Listening to the BBC
- = Third Reich
f
1 Printing opposition literature Going on strike
Applauding potentially Telling anti-Hitler jokes
subversive speeches In plays
Not attending Nazi meetings
Refusing to join the Hitler Youth
f Refusing to contribute to 4‘
‘ Collecting evidence of Nazi atrocities theuWir%terhﬁ;; collection
| Writing anti-Nazi graffiti
1 Heiping victims of Nazism
I Privately discussing an ;
l : Pressurising for higher wages E Committing suicide
alternative government

It could be argued that some of these actions might
non-political reasons, Which of the above actions. mi
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HOW MUCH OPPOSITION WAS THERE TO THE NAZI REGIME?

Opposition, resistance and nonconformity

Until recently, historians studying opposition to the Nazi regime tended 10
concentrate on public criticism of policies, such as that by Bishop Galen over
euthanasia, and attempts to assassinate Hitler, most famously the July 1944
Bomb Plot. Since the 1980s some historians have shifted their focus from these
fairly isolated acts of opposition to study the behaviour of ordinary people, and
to see opposition in broader terms. They have identified a broad range of
opposition activities, from minor to major. Minor opposition might be
grumbling at the lack of butter; major could be chalienging the whole regime.
Minor might take place in private, major in public. Minor could involve people
with little power. Major could include powerful leaders.

Assassination attempts

The most drastic acts of resistance that could have led to the collapse of the
whole regime were assassination attempts on Hitler. There were numerous
individual and group plans to assassinate Hitler, especially from 1939, some of
which came very near to success. Some of the best documented are listed in the
table below,

G\SSASSINATION ATTEMPTS

Date Who Plan What happened? | Result
1935-6 Jewish Assassination Nothing. No opporwunity |-
students
9 Nov Student: Shoot Hitter at | Couldn’t get shot in Executed
1938 Maurice annual Munich (1941)
Bavaud parade
9 Nov Socialist Pfant bomb in Hitler teft early because Arrested
1939 cabinet-maker | beer-hall where | of fog. Bomb went offand | and
Georg Elser | Hitler was killed four people executed
speaking (1945}
June Police Chief | Assassination at | Parade calied off -
{940 Friedrich von | victory parade
Schulenburg
|
Feb Army Kill Hidler when | Hitler changed his plans -
P 1943 Command he visited
at Kharkov
March i Major-General | Place bomb on { Fuse worlked, but bomb did = |
1943 | Henning von | Hitler's plane | not ignite as it was too i |
‘ | Tresckow and i cold J
Lieutenant
Fabian von
Schlabrendorff
March Colonel Rudolf| Keep next to Hitier unexpectedly late -
1943 von Gersdorff | Hitler at an
exhibition with a
bomb
Dec 1943 | Major Axel Blow himself and | Building bombed by RAFso -
von dem Hitler up at a i the visit was. cancelled
Bussche uriform
exhibition
July 1944 : Colonel Ciaus | Three bomb Briefcase, which expleded | Over
: | von atternpts l'on the third attempt, had i 2,000
| Stauffenberg | been maved further away | people
from Hitler. He was shaken | executed
but not among the four ;
 killed |




I Look at the dates in column | of the table. What point seems to emergel
2 Look at column 2. Are you surprised at the sort of people responsible for most
i of the attempts?

' Can the assassination of.'-'p'o!iti-cai-_-i_eadmfs':e_vér_'j_tié"]us_'t_iﬁea_?:: L

Who were the resisters!

The best chance of replacing the Hider regime was at the beginning. Until his
death in Augnst 1934, President Hindenburg could have dismissed Hitler as
Chancellor. Alternatively, opposition parties and trade unions might have
organised a general strike. However, unemployment was high, opposition
elements were divided and many peopie did not expect Hitler to remain in
power for long, The fact that Hitler had been appointed legally reinforced civil
servants’ instinct to obey the government. The army was appeased (conciliated)
by the Night of the Long Knives, and then tied to Hitler by its oath. There was
also a widespread hope of & national revival, led by the charismatic Hitler, after.
the divisions and failings of Weimar governments. - ‘

After 1034 there was no legal way to remove Hitler. Opposilion activity was
nanned., Critics who remained in Germany had to resort to clandestine (secret)
activity. This made co-ordination virtually impossible. There were various acts
of opposition but they remained isolated, partly because of massive support for
the government, shown in a series of plebiscites after 1934. Even allowing for
intimidation, most historians argue that these reflect considerable popular
enthusiasm. [n many ways this is not surprising. The early victims of the Third
Reich were unpopuiar: for example Comynunists, SA leaders, Jews, even
political parties and trade unions. Hitler was also careful fo control more radical
Nazi ideas. Furthermore, his policies were increasingly successful, especiaily in
reduecing unemployment and in foreign poticy. There was a general wave of
optimism, reinforced by effective government propaganda. Critics suffered
arbitrary (unjustified) arrest. Thus a mixture of successful policies, propaganda
and repression reduced opposition.

During the Third Reich there were some plans io overthrow the government,
most notably in the army, but generally opposition took the form of non-
co-operation rather than resistance. However, in a totalitarian regime, which
aims fo mobilise all the people within its structures, non-compliance, even non-
commitment, can be deemed oppesition. The number of actual resisters was
small; their aims and methods varied. The story of ‘resistance’ is really that of a
fhundred subgroups and thousands of individuals. This was easier in
instifutions, such as the Charches and the army, that gave opponents
opporiunities to meet for apparently legitimate reasons. They had a legal
organisation, meeting places and a clear value systent; the army also had a code
of secrecy at the top.

As historians complete further work on local archives, more evidence ofa
variety of forms of dissent emerged, Thus the Marxist historian Mason stedying
the working class identified considerable non-conformism, such as
absenteeism, and even wildcat strikes and indusirial sabotage. Kershaw’s
studies of public opinion have highlighted large-scale grumbling, and Peukert’s
studies of Hamburg and Cologne have identified considerable opposition among
young people. The estimated 1.3 million Germans who were sent 1o
concentration camps and the 300,000 who left Germany between 1933 and 1939
have also been used as some indication of widespread opposition to the regime.
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Some individual opponents of the Nazi regime

32
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ACTVITY

What do the details of these individuals wh

o resisted show about:

a) who resisted

b) types of resistance

c) the problems they faced
Li} the nature of the Nazi state! J
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How can the historian judge the
degree of opposition and support in
Nazi Germany?

Although this is a difficult area to research, there is a range of primary sources
available. Here we examine two very important groups of sources, which offer
conirasting perspectives. Sources 17.9 and 17.10 are from SOPADE, the Social
Democratic Parly in exile. Source 17.11 is from the Gestapo.

Before you study Sources 17.9~11, consider their likely reliability by answering these
questions.

I How reliable do you expect the SOPADE reports to be about
a) opposition to the Nazi regime
b) support for the Nazi regime!

2 How reliable do you expect the Gestapo reports to be about
a) opposition to the Nazi regime
b) support for the Nazi regime?

SOURCE 7.9 SOPADE report, June 1934

The regime still controls important instruments of power; the comprehensive
propaganda apparatus, hundreds of thousands of supporiers whose posts and
prosperity depend on the continuation of the regime. At the top of the regime are
men who have no scruples in the exercise of power and who in the hour of
danger will not shrink from the grealest erimes.

No system of rule collapses by itself. The weakness of the opposition is the
strength of the regime. Its opponenis are ideologically and organisationally weak.
They are ideologically weak because the great mass are only discontenied, they
are merely grumblers whose discontent springs simply from economic motives.
That is particularly true of the Mittelstand and of the peasantry. The loudest and
strongest criticism comes from these groups, but the criticism springs mostly from
narrow selfish interest. These groups are least prepared. to fight seriously againsi
the regime because they have the least idea of what they should be fighting for . ..
Fear of Bolshevism, of chaos, which, in the view particularly of the vast majority
of the Mittelstand and peasantry, would follow Hitler's fall, is still the negative
basis of the regime as far as the masses are concerned.

Its opponents are organisationally weak because it is of the essence of a fascist
system that it doees not allow its opponents to organise collectively. The forces of
‘reaction’ ftraditional, conservative groups/ are extraordinarily fragmented. In
informed circles people register no fewer than five monarchist lendencies
[supporters of various polential kingsl. The labour movement is still split into
Socialists and Communists aned within the lwo movements there are numerous
Jfactions ...

The attitude of the Church opponents of the regime is not uniform. Their
struggle is evidently not least directed towards improving the position of the
Churches within the regime . ..

SOURCE 17.10 SOPADE report, 1937

The number of those who consclously criticise the political objectives of the
regime is very small, quite apart from the fact that they cannot give expression 1o
this eriticism. And the fact that discontent (aboul other matiers) makes itself
loudly felt on numerous occasions also confirms the ‘good conscience’ of these
people in terms aof the National Socialist regime. They do not want to return 1o
the past and if anyone told them that their complaints about this or that aspect
threaten the foundations of the Third Reich they would probably be very
astonished and horrified ..

It becomes increasingly emdent that the majorily of the people have two faces;



one which they show to their good and reliable acquaintances; and the other for
the authorities, the Party officers, keen Nazis, and for strangers. The private face
shows the sharpest criticism of everything thal is going on now; the official one
beams with opfimism and contentment.

SQURCE i7.11 Disseldorf Gestapo report, 1937

The Communist movemeni

During the first years after the take-over of power, until about 1936, the
Communisis tried to expand their party and ils various subsidiary organisations.
Bui later they saw clearly that they only endangered those members illegally
active inside the couniry and made it easy for the police to break up the illegal
organisations, particularly since the distribution roule of a pamphlet could be
Sollowed and traced fairly easily ... Whereas until 1936 the main propagonda
emphasis was on distributing lots of pamphlets, at the beginning of 1936 they
switched to propaganda by word of mouth, seting up bases in factories, and
advocated the so-called popular front [co-operation of aniti-Nazi groups/.

It became apparent that the Communist propaganda described above was
already having some suceess in various Sactories. After fuctory meetings at which
speakers of the Labour Front had spoken, some of whom were in fact rather
clumsy in their siatements, the mood of discontent among the workers was
apparent in subsequent discussions. In one fairly large factory the speaker from
the Labour Front greeted the workers with the German [Nazi] salute: but in reply
the workers only mumbled.

Social Democratic Party

In the period covered by the report the SPD has worked mainly by means of the
dissemination [spreading] of news. The information that reaches the leadership of
the illegal SPD from their news service in Germany is collected there and
distributed as information material in Gothic type. The information material that
is smuggled into Germany is produced in posteard size editions in small print.
The articles appearing in these information leaflets are biased criticisms of
Government measures. They are sent only to reliable old SPD people.

Apart from this, the illegal activity of the SPD is the same as that outlined in
the newly published guidelines for the conspiratorial work of the KPD; the setling
up of cells in factories, sports clubs and other organisations. Since the former SPD
members carry on propaganda only by word of mouth, it is very difficult to get
hold of proof of their illegal activities which would be usable in court,

Tn 1938 we will have to devote particular attention to itlegal activity in the
factories. Trusted agents have been infiltrated into several big factories in my
district who have already provided proof that the KPD and the SPD are carrying
out conspiratorial work jointly ... JLis noticeable that no pamphlets whatsoever
are distributed; information is only passed on orally.

| SOURCE ACTIVITY

{Marks are given in brackets.)

I Read Source 17.9. What reasons, stated or impied, are given for
a) why opposition was weak i3]
b) the strength of the regime! {31
2 Read Source 17.10.
a} What points could be excracted from this source to argue that opposition

was weak? [2]
b} What counter points could be made? %]
3 Resd Source 7.1}, What light does this source shed on the nature of opposition
to Hitler's regime? {41
4 a) How far does Source 17.11 confirm the impression given in Source 17.9 of
refations between the Sacialists and Communists? 3]
b) How might this be explained? £3]
§  How valuable are these sources as evidence of oppesition to the Nazi
regime? 51

{Total: 25 marks)
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How can historians make effective use of unreliabie
sources?

The question of the reliability of the sources on opposition in Hitler’s Germany
and how far we can make judgements from them is discussed in Source 17.12.

SOURCE 17.12 Kershaw, The ‘Hitler Myth'. Image and Redlity in the Third Reich, pp. -8

The sources for the investigation fall into two main categories. firstly,
innumerable internal confidential reports on opinion and morale compiled on ¢
regular basis by German government officials, by the police and justice
administrations, by Nazi Party agencies, and by the security service (SD); and,
secondly, down 1o the early years of the war, the rich reports Jiltering out of
Germany to the exiled opponents of the Nazi regime, above all those fed to and
circulated by the leadership of the exiled SPD (now calling itse]f the Sopade) in
Prague, then Paris, and Jinally London . . .

Obviously, we cannot quantify Hitler’s popularity at any given time during the
Third Reich. The reports of the regime’s own agents provide us with g large
number of varied subjective comments, qualitative judgements on the state of
popular opinion. Naturally, people were particularly cautious about making
disparaging [critical] comments about the Fihrer, whatever criticism might be
risked about other aspects of Nazi rule. And the cilizen’s fear of criticising Hitler
was compounded [reinforced] by the anziety of those compiling opinion reports
not to offend their superiors. We have to Jace up to the possibility, therefore, that
eulogies lexaggerated statements] of praise in the reports might reflect the opinion
= genuine or. forced - of the reporter rather than the public.

Even if the reported comments Jaithfully reflect public atiifudes, these attitudes
may, of course, be themselves the expression of @ more or less coerced [forced]
conformily rather than of Hitler's genuine popularity. In the nature of things, il is
mare difficult to interpret the pro-regime comments of the reports, where ’
scepticism about the underlying elements of fear and eoercion is bound fo prevail,
than it is to evaluate the anti-regime comments and actions of the population,
which often speak for themsetves. 4 potential danger, therefore, is an over-
estimation of oppositional attitudes and a corresponding playing down of
genuine approval and cansensus. Given the type of material at our disposal, there
is no objective or external criterion Jor solving this difficulty. However imperfect,
the historian’s judgement, based on patient source criticism, acquainianee with
the complete mass of material available Jrom different reporting agencies, and a
readiness 10 read between the lines has to suffice,

The reports are not, however, beyond echoing direct criticism of Hitler. From
the mid-war years on, a bady of adverse comment - unmistakable even if veiled in
eTpression - accumulates, strengthening, therefore, the argument that the posilive
tenor of the reports before this time had on the whole reflected genuine popularity
and the absence of widespread and substantial criticism of Hitler. At the same
time, there is sufficient witness - for instance, in the proceedings of the political
‘Special Courts’ as well as in aronymous letters and the reported activities af
‘enernies of the State’ - to the kinds of negative comments made about Hitler in
the Third Reich, even if these seem, until the middle of the war, 1o have reflected
the views of only a smadl minority of the population.

The Sopade reports naturally contain in-buils bias diametrically opposite to
that of the internal reporis. Sopade reporters gladly seized upon expressions of
anti-Nazi sentiment, which they encountered not infrequently in their main miliew
of operation armong the industrial workzforce, and tended at times to err in
Jjudgement in the direction of an over-rosy estimation of the extent of underlying
Opposition to the regime. The editors of the Deutschland-Berichte (Germany
Reports) are well aware of this danger, as indeed were some of the Sopade’s
‘Border Secretaries’ who were sending in the reports. It is all the more siriking
and suggestive, therefore, that even this oppositional source is on numerous
accasions fully prepared 1o lestifi to the power and significance of the Hitler cult
and to aceept that the Fiikrer's massive popularity even extended to working class
circles which had recognisably not been won, over to Nazism. Though there are




some important divergences and a totally different perspective, the Sopade
material offers for the most part convincing corroboration of the picture of the
Hitler image and its impact which can be gained from the internal sources. There
is sufficient evidence, then ... 1o be able to point at least in an imprecise way (o
the pattern of development of Hitler’s image, to the curve of his popularity and
the reasons behind it

Why is there a danger of historians underestimating the degree of genuine
approval for Hitler?

reports is particuiarly convincing?

12 Despite the problems of evidence, how, accarding to Kershaw, does the

l historian have to develop his/her account!

‘ 3 Why does Kershaw argue that evidence of Hitler's popularity in the SOPADE
|

HMumour as resistance

The Third Reich denied Germans free expression in most ways. Humout,
though, was a possible outlet to express feelings. Anti-Nazi jokes were a low-
key expression of resistance to the regime and have been called a form of
therapy. F. Hillenbrand, a German who Yved in the Third Reich, argues in his
hook Underground Humour in Nazi Germany that the jokes in Nazi Germany
reflected the widespread popular discontent that existed and that ‘humour ...
reveals most direcily the mood of the time’ (p. Xv).

Telling jokes was a dangerous affair; you needed to take precautions - for
example, before whispering, to look suspiciously around in what came to be
called ‘the German glance’. The penalty for anti-Hitler jokes was death. Jokes
were risky and led to many people being sent lo camps and executed for
undermining morale. Hillenbrand, however, survived. As he explains (p. xviii):
‘My point of view is simply that of one who was there and lived in the world
which produced these jokes. [1laughed at them too, while taking note notto
criticise the regime in publie, and thus [ lived to tell the tale’

Hillenbrand argues that some jokes were probably produced by the
Propaganda Ministry fo test underground distribution systems: one, for
example, was found to have spread 1,000 miles in one week. Some were also a
product of the internecine {bitter) rivalry in the Nazi hierarchy.

On page 330 we give a selection of jokes current in Nazi Germany.

SOURCE 17.13 F. Hillenbrand, Underground Humour in Nazi Germany, 1994, pp. xv, xviii

Many people found in the telling of such jokes their only means of protest against
the police state in which they lived. These jokes provided welcome emotional
release from pressure and restrictions from above’ and from the daily pinpricks
of the hordes of Nazi officials of the lesser order, the ‘little Hitlers’ in their obscene
brown uniforms, who got on the wick of so many Germans. Thus underground
humour had some therapeutic value for the millions lving in the prison-without-
bars which Germany had now become, even in peacetime. This becarne even more
true when war broke out.
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MNazi leaders

The ideal German;

As blond as Hitler,

As tali as Goebbels,

As slim as Goering,
and as chaste as Réhm.

Repression

Nazis abbreviated everything, so some jokes used this practice to create new units of
measurement:

‘Hit’ - the number of promises a man can make in a time-span of fourteen years without
keeping any of them,

‘Goer’ ~ the maximum amount of tin a man can wear on his chest without fafiing flat on
his face.

‘Goeb’ ~ the minimum amount of energy required to switch off 100,000 radio receivers
simultaneousy, or, alcernatively, the maximum extent to which a person can pull his
mouth apen without actually spiitting his face.

"Ley’ - the maximum time during which a man can speak without saying a single sensible
thing.

The Nazi Party

On a visit to a factory (so the story goes), Ley asked the marager about the pofitical
views of the factory workers.

Ley: Tell me, have you still got any Social Democrats with you?

Manager: Oh yes, about half the workforce,

Ley: How dreadful. But surely no Commies?

Manager: Oh yes, about a third of the men.

Ley: Really! What about Democrats etc.]

Manager: They make up the remaining 20 per cent,

Ley: Good gracious! Haven't you got any Nazis at all?

Manager: Oh yes, of course, all of them are Nazis!

The Munich cabaret artist Weiss-Ferdi:
*Can you imagine, my friend Adolf has
given me his picture, and he has even
signed it! Now |'ve got a problem — shall |
hang him, or shall I put him against a wall?’

Jews

Someone opens his mouth too wide and as a result spends several weeks of ideological
training in a concentration camp. After his discharge he is asked by a friend what life was
like there. ‘Excellent!” he repiies. ‘At 9 a.m. we were served breakfast in our badrooms.
Then some light work for those who wanted to worl, and some sport for those who
didn’t. Lunch was plain but good and afterwards again some light work. For supper we
were served some open sandwiches and pudding. In the evening we had lectures or a
film, or we played games.’ '

The questioner is much impressed. ‘Incrediblel’ he says. ‘All those lies we hear about
the concentration camps! The other day | met Meier who had just been released from
one; he told me rather different stories about his camp!’

‘Well, yes, but then Meier is bacl in his camp again?’

feis 1933, A Jew appears at a register
office with an urgent request 1o be
permitted to change his name. The official
seems very reluctant at first but
eventually asks the Jew his name,

‘My name is Adolf Stinldoot”

‘Well," says the official, ‘in that case |
think [ can z2ccede to your request. Which
new name have you chosen?'

‘Maurice Stinkfoot.’

ACTIVITY

b Which jokes do you consider the
most powerful criticism of the Nazi
regime!

2 Explain the role of humour in Nazi

Germany.

Some Nazis surround an old jew and ask him who is responsible for the war. “The jews,
he answers. And then he adds, ‘and the cyciists.

“Why the cyclists! ask the puzzled Nazis.

‘Why the jews! replies the old man.

An SS officer who has just arrested a jew says to him, 't have one glass aye. if you guess
correctly which it is, I'l let you go.” To this the prisoner replies, It is the feft one.’
‘Correct!l” exclaims the officer. ‘How did you manage to guess? ‘Oh,” says the Jew, ‘your
left eye has such a human, compassionate expression!’

A Jew is arrested during the war, having been denounced for killing a Nazi ac 10 p.m. and

then eating the brain of his victim. This is his defence: in the first place a Nazi hasn't got any
brain. Secondly, a Jew doesn't eat anything that comes from a pig. And thirdly, he could not
have killed the Nazi at 10 p.m. because at that time everybody listens to the BBC broadcast.

Hitler Youth

Alittle boy is crying because he has jost his way. A policeman on his beat tries to console
him and asks him what he is doing so far from home, The boy answers between sobs,
‘F've just been to a Hitler Youth leadership conference.’

Foreign policy

Q What is the difference between Chamberlain and Mitier?
A Chamberlain takes his weekends in the country, but Hitler takes whole countries in 2
weekend.

-

Q Why are the new frontier posts in the Third Reich now equipped with whealis?
A In order to facilitate Hitler's new territorial demands in continental Europe.




What are the acivantages and :
disadvantages of *history from below

Review: How much opposition was
there to the Nazi regime?

Historians continue to debate how Germans responded to Nazi rule. Far move
evidence has become available, especially since the collapse of the secretive
east German state, the German Democratic Republic. Historians have
embarked on a considerable examination of local archives that has led to a
fuller picture of what life was like on the ground. Use of oral history techniques
has reinforced this ‘everyday life/ Alltagsgeschichte approach. It has led 1o
greater awareness of the complexity and confusion of the Nazi state in
Germany, and the variely of responses possible in varied situations.

This is well illustrated by Reinhard Mann’s survey of Gestapo proceedings
based on an examination of 825 cases from 70,000 Gestapo files in Dilsseldorf. It
gives an indication of the nature of everyday opposition within the Third Reich.

SOURCE 17.14 Dissident behaviour as recorded in a random sample of cases in the
files of the Dissseldorf Gestapo 1933-45; from R. Mann, Protest und Kontrofle, p. [80. Most
cases date from 933--5, with a steady decline after {937

| DISSIDENT BEHAVIOUR  NUMBER | %

‘ " Continuation of forbidden organisations:
J Continuation of illegal political parties and associations™* 204
| Contnuation of forbidden religious associations and sects i5
| Continuaticn of dissolved associations and activity for the 26
i forbidden youth groups
! ‘ Total | 245 | 30
! Nonconforming behaviour in everyday life: | ;
! Nonconforming verbal utterances 203
| Nonconforming work or leisure activities 38 !
Total 241 29
Cther forms of nonconformity: |
Acquiring or spreading of forbidden printed matter 37
Listening to foreign radio | 20 |
Political passivity 7 |
Assorted others 75
Total | 139 17
Conventional criminality 96 12
Breaking administrative control measures
{e.g. residency requirements) 104 13
Overali total 825 100

% Of the 204 cases, 61 concerned the KPD and 44 the SPD.

ACTIV!T‘!

To what extent does Source 17.14 support the evidence you have already studied
1 about the nature of opposition in Nazi Germany!

1 Kershaw has added a new chapter on opposition to the 1993 edition of his 1985
boolk The Nazi Dictatorship. Probiems and Perspectives of Interpretation. He has
called it ‘Resistance without the People’.

a) What is he implying about the nature of opposition to the Nazi regime?
b) Why do you think he has only recently added such a chapter to his book!

2 Kershaw has argued that the more totalitarian a regime is, the more opposition
there will be. Can you explain this apparent paradox?

3 ‘The lack of opposition in the Third Reich shows that most Geremans supported
the Nazi government.’ Do you agree!
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Historians’ assessments

SOURCE I7.15 M. Housden, ‘Germans and their opposition to the Third Reich’ in
History Review, No. 19, September 1994, pp. 38-40

The most significant ¢fforts at resistance came_from the establishment sections of
German sociely, that is to say the minor nobility, civil servants and, mosi notably,
members aof the officer corps . ..

In the Third Reich, a person needed courage just to say hello’ in the street o
someone wearing a yellow star. For that reason we must be careful not to
undervalue the achicvements of anyone who did anyvthing, no matter how smal]
to subvert the Nazi order. Equally we must stand in awe of the self-sacrificial
heroism of a person such as von Stayffenberg. But just as we value bravery, we
need o maintain a sense of proportion.

Both workers and Christians refused to conform to Nazi demands in
noteworthy ways. It appears, however, that worker unrest never became really
unmanageable for the regime. The mizved strategies of propaganda incentives,
Jood on the table when it was most required and Gestapo surveillance Jor the
most part ensured the compliance of the working class in public. What opposition
there was seems to have been most significant in private life, with groups of like-
minded workers meeting secretly in order to keep alive their hopes for a betier
Juture. As far as religious noneconformity was concerned, individual priesis and
parsons doubtless did do much to keep Christian morality alive. At the national
level there were also some victories against Nazi social control and palicy.
Nevertheless, we are left with the sense that countrywide religious-based
opposition never achieved ils full potential. So while Christianity and socialism
both encouraged people to live as more than *hervic robots’ they never threatened
the functioning of the Nazi system as a whole . . . _

While very many Germans remained at odds with the Third Reich, only a few
creeplional souls, driven by a miziure of bravery and despair, dared CIPress
themselves openly. But then, how many of us, today, under similar cireumsiances,
would do different?

SOURCE 17.16 . Miden, Republican and Fascist Germany, 1996, p. 189

The persecution of hundreds of thousands of Germans by the Hitler regime serves
to illustrate that the dissent and nonconformity must have been widespread,
Resistance, defined as an organised and sustained attempt to destroy the
government, was not.

SOURCE 17.17 A, Leber, Conscience in Revolt, 1994, p. xiv

The decision to resist an authority that in the eyes of the public was legally
constituied, accepled, and upheld by national institutions and was supported by
the broad public was the act of an extremist, Such resistance was peritous boih in
prineiple and in reality. No common sense recommended il . . .

1t is believed that between 1933 and 1945, 3 million were confined for political
crimes; 800,000 were sentenced for active resistance: and 3 2,600 were execuled ~
of these, 12,000 had been convicted of high treason.

SOURCE 17.18 D. Peukert, Inside Nazi Germany, p. 264

We must distinguish the many and varied expressions of nonconformist
behaviour: the steadfast non-response of traditional environments fo National
Socialist pressure, and maore far-reaching forms of resisianee and non-
cooperation. Active resistance was only a minority gffair. Certainly, as young
people’s wartime acts of non-compliance illustrate, conflict with the Nazi
authorities did not necessarily remain static, and those involved might move from
mere assertion of a dissident style lo more deliberate acts of protest. In individual
cases we can frace an entive ‘career’, graduating from nonconformist behaviour,
via refusal, to protest and resistance. But the cumulative effect of the use of terror
against political opponents proclaimed as enemies, of the fragmentising social



processes and of the cross-cutting devices of integration, was 10 paralyse even the
anti-fascist resistance. Although seon rabbed of its mechanisms of political
expression by Gestapo Llerror, the resistance mobilised tens of thousands of peaple
into performing acts of courage and sacrifice, but remained decentralised,
disorientated and historically ingffectual. The triee historical significance of the
resistance was iis preservation of non fascist traditions.

... Bveryday life under Hitler was thus not mere conformity on the one hand
.. and mere ‘everyday deprivation’, loss of rights and freedoms, on the other: as
if there was only a black-and-white division between rulers and ruled, rather than
the multiple everyday ambiguities of ‘ordinary people’ making their choices
among the varying greys of qctive consent, accommodation and nonconformly.

Essay:

a) Describe the main forms of opposition to the Nazi regime, 193345,

b) Why did Hitler not face more opposition within Germany?

Study the above extracts from the historians’ accounts {Sources 17.1 5-18). Using
these and Source 17.14, write your essay. You could organise it around the following
points:

} Diseussion of the problems of the evidence
2 Opposition to what! Hitler, the government, the Nazi Party, particular policies?
3 Problems of opposition
a) nature of the regime
b} nature of opposition forces
¢) overall
4 Forms of opposition
a) activities
b) by wham
5 FEffects of opposition J

KEY POINTS FROM CHAPTER 17: How much opposition was there to the Nazi regime?

| The best moment to have replaced Hitler was in 1933; after 1934 he could
not legally be removed.

2 Successful policies, first economic then foreign, made it hard to gain support
for opposition activities.

3 The power of the police state, backed up by informers, was a further major
obstacle.

4 There was a range of oppositional responses, from emigration to attempted
assassination.

5 Most opposition groups were isolated and were unable to co-operate.

& The war made opposition harder, but Germany's defeats from 1943 inspired
more attempts to remove Hitler.

7 Institutions such as the army and the Churches provided the best
opportunities for opposition.

8 The most serious moments were probably Beck’s plans to remove Hitler in
{938 and the §944 Bomb Plot.

9 Historians disagree on the extent of opposition and the problems opponents
faced. ‘

10 Aside from assassination attempts, the Nazi regime was secure and was only

brought down by a vast caalition of enemy powers.

(&3]
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