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HOWw HUMAN WAR BHEITL3J3R?

geoffrey bjrraclough°
4

The forticth anniversrry of the Nazi "seizure of power" wos probably =s
‘gond an opnortunity as any to tzkc » new look at the picture of Hitler dra W
after the wer in the glare of the Nuremberg triesls snd the shock.of Belson
and Auschwitz. Reconsideration was certainly overdue; not so much becruse of
the store of ncw information brought to light in the last 20 years, but
rather beeruse Hitler's life story, from birth to derth, is so incrusted with
“myth, folsification, vpropagands ond sheer tittle-tzttle, that almost all the
cvidence; except his nctions and the stenogrephic reports of his uttcranbcs
is tainted and suspcct.

Hitler's carly ycars arc immortant, Robcrt Psyne teclls us, "becausc the
springs of his behaviour....were first menifested during this period". No
doubt. But o= no one ~ny longer belicfs Hitler's own account in "Hein Kempf®,
and those of youthful scquaintances, such as Kubizck or Greiner, arc even
morc highly embcllished, where do we begin? And whot at the close of hig life
is truth and what ig not in the highly spiccd recollcections of‘thﬁlgoncrals,
to sry nothing of wrr criminals such as -Albert Speer?

This is the oroblem, technical but fundamental, facing cvery blﬁyr”ﬂhpr of
Hitler. It overhengs thc ncw books of Maser, Paync ond Cross no lcss then
the older oncs of Heiden ond Bullocks and though a1l three cleim to depict
Hitler "as he renlly wos","as distinet from the legends that heve ccoumulated
around him, none has rcrlly solved it. Rother they prodecd, like the older
writers whom Mascr so sternly rebukcs, by the fomiliar but unsoicntific
method of takins over-what suits thci? ﬁtory and discerding thc_resto

The most readible and polished of the new bl;aT”DthS_iS Robcrt Paynéis,
not unexsectedly, for Peyne is an cxperinencod writcr who hos alrcady pﬁ—

i bliched » formidnble list of bioprsphics, extending from Muhammnd to Meo. But
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.. 4% is 2lso the -most conventional. For Poyne, Hitler is essentislly an arch-
conspirator, relentlcssly pursuing plans for aggrenlisscment. Alrcady in 1934
he had drawvn up 2 "blue-print for his coming wars"; and Germeny- contrary to
the impressive cvidence produccd by Klein and Milwerd- wes "already living in
a wor economy". Though practicelly every rceputcble historicn from Bullock on-
werds, now accents Tobias' vicw that the Reichstag firc of 1933 was unpreaedi-
ated,'Payne still insiste thet it was "ordered, staged and produced by Hitler
‘himself', More surprising still, hc even revives the hoary legend of Hitler's
visit to'Liverpool in 1912,

A1l this makes for = consistent portrait, but only by side-stepping problems
and difficultics. Werner Maser, never gparing in his strictures on other
writers, whould probably includec Peyne among the biographers "whcse prime
concern is not....to discover historically verifiable facts, but’'rather to "re-
interprct' oérlicr assumptibns which have long since becn exposed 2 false',
But Maser, who prides himsclf on his factuality, is certainly not exempt
from the saméitcndency. Hisz elaborate chapter on Hitler's "intellcctusl bock-
groﬁnc" is a pastiche of guésses and interfercenccs, far less convincing thon
Payné's contention that Hitler imbibed hiz ideas at second hand from the ran—
tings of the netionalist Press, obscure pamphlets ond "the lunatic fringe of
cbsmology".

Mascr's positive contribution is his cloim %o have discovercd the key to
Hitler's actions in hié deteriorating health, There is probably scmc t ecuth
in this, though whether it has the centrel ‘importsncc Maser attributes to it
is an other gucstion. Ior the rest, Ifound this a disappointing book. The
guestions which appercntly intcrcst Maser most- Hitler's rclations with women,
the puzzles of his percntage, the state of his genitalio, whether he cver con-
trocted syphilis— moy be intriguing, but arc scerccly of major historical 1~
portence. After Welter Lenger's pevcho-nathological fontasics, it is good to
heve Masef's assuronce thet "Hitler led ~ normsl sexual life", but it is not
2 pioée of informetion which gets us very for in understencding his placc in
history.

Perhaps the most intcresting, and ccrtainly the mos disconcerting, of these
three books is th-t by Colin Cross. Theipatter—of;fact-tonéAin whioh he des-

cribes the bestialitice of Nazism is zoing to cnrrge the older gencration wich



=193

experienced them. So is his picture of Hitler as " warm, cmotional men",

who in ~n "era of personnl lcadershin', simply "followed the trend". Accor-
ding to Cross- thc contrast with Payne could hardly be morc marked- Hitler
had no deep-lqlﬂ plans. "Mein Kamf" embodied "the daydrecms of a political
thinker, not the action-programme of a polical leader". Therc where '"no dé—
teiled, advanced plans” for destro ying Austria, C zechslovakia and Poland,
and when war came it "wes a result of miscalculation". One thing that is cer-
tain, Mr. Cross assures us, is that "Hitler never intended to fight a world-
war".

There is much that is persuacive in 211 this, 2nd yet somehow the total
picture does not add up. Cross's express intention is +o "de-demonise" Hitlcr.
But what if the cssential fact about Hitler ~the fact that distinguished him
from 211 his contemporaries—- wzs his demonic quality? Robert Payne belicves
"there was madness in him almost from the beginning". Perheps he is right.

In any cesc, though one moy agree with Cross that.the has comec to sce Hitler
"in the perspective of history", that docs not meen standing the Nuremberg
verdict on its head. -

The last impréssion however, is o haunting doubt about the adequeey of a
purely biographicol aporoach. All these three books have something to contri-
bute, but all present an essentially subjective interpretation, and ev.ry
reader will fake his choicc according to his tastc. In any case by focusing
attention on Hitler the mrn, they give short shrift to the questions that
really matter. In 2 world overshadowed by monetary chaos ond rampant infla-
tion , Hitler's persohnlity and the story of his life arc surely less impor-
toant than fhe.conditions in.which he‘rose‘tc power. As the crisis of neo-—.
09pitﬂlism comes to 2 hend, there is still somcthing to be learnt — though
nothlnn very cheerful - from the CPlSl° of capitalism, which turned the

"frlnge politician® of 1929 into the dictator of 1033,
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