
Rise of Hitler

Introduction: World
War I and the 20s
How could Hitler and the Nazis
murder six million Jews? Any per-
son thinking about the Holocaust
faces that question. Some of the
answers are rooted in the history of
Germany in the two decades before
Hitler rose to power. This Instant
Lesson will trace the conditions that
led to Hitler’s rise to power and the
Nazi takeover of German society.

World War I was supposed to be
“the war to end all wars.” But the vicious fighting that engulfed Europe between 1914 and 1919 hardly
led to a secure world. In fact, many historians have seen World War II as nothing more than the “second
act” of World War I.

World War I pitted Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire against England, Russia, and France.
Much of the fighting was along trenches, and the soldiers’ lives were miserable, with casualty rates that
dwarfed those of previous wars. For a long time neither side appeared to be winning. But when the
United States joined the war in 1917 on the side of England and France (Russia dropped out of the war
that year) the tide turned, and Germany was defeated.

But since the war was fought mostly in places like Russia and France, the German populace had no idea
they were losing until the war was over. Their newspapers had (falsely) reported many victories in order
to keep the people’s spirits up, and suddenly discovering they had lost came as an utter shock.

To make matters worse, the Germans were forced to sign the Treaty of Versailles, in which they not only
accepted the blame for the war but agreed to pay more than $15 billion in reparations as punishment.

The German government set up after World War I was called the Weimar Republic. It was the first time
Germany had been a democracy, which seemed foreign to many Germans—especially since it was a form
of government forced upon them by the countries that had defeated them. The distrust of democracy by
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the German people, combined with a structure that
encouraged many different political parties, made
the Weimar Republic extremely unstable.

This political instability took place while Germany
faced an unprecedented economic crisis. Inflation
was so high that by 1923 it took 800 million
German marks just to get a single American dollar.
People’s savings quickly became worthless. Many,
many Germans couldn’t find work, and when the
global Great Depression hit in 1929, Germany’s ter-
rible economy only got worse. Fifteen billion dollars
in reparations payments was also a major part of the
problem.

While many Germans were miserable because of a
lack of work, money, and food, several political par-
ties competed for their loyalty. The Social
Democrats were the leading political party, but as
the depression grew worse, parties with extreme
solutions became more popular. Many Germans
voted for the Communist Party, which promised a
Germany based on complete equality of the people.
A growing number of Germans began to vote for a
party with a different vision for Germany’s future:
the National Socialists, or Nazis.

Adolf Hitler and the Rise of the Nazis
In 1920 a small German political party was founded called the National
Socialist German Worker’s Party. It chose as its symbol a red flag with a
black swastika, and it demanded that Germany reject the Treaty of Versailles
and establish a government in which all economic interests are subordinated
to the good of the nation as a whole. They also called for the exclusion of
Jews and other “non-Germans” from citizenship.

Soon after its founding, the Nazi Party attracted a World War I veteran whose
personality and ideas would become synonymous with Nazism: Adolf Hitler.
A high school dropout and failed artist, Hitler harbored a tremendous hatred
for those who had rejected him. But as he grew older, that hatred began to
focus more sharply on a single target: the Jews.

In 1923 Hitler was arrested for leading an uprising in Munich, and he was
convicted of treason and sent to prison. While imprisoned he wrote a book
called Mein Kampf, or “My Struggle.” In it he argued that the German people
were racially superior to other groups and needed to increase their numbers
in order to fulfill their destiny of world supremacy. By contrast, Jews were

JUNE 16, 1941—ADOLF HITLER.
CORBIS/BETTMAN

A SWASTIKA

SSaamm
ppll

ee  
OOnnll

yy



“parasites” who preyed on other races. Mein Kampf was a huge success, mak-
ing Hitler both famous and a millionaire.

As the 1920s wore on, and the pain of unemployment and inflation com-
pounded, the Nazis gained popularity with their call for German strength.
Much of their message was based on scapegoating (blaming) the Jews for
Germany’s troubles. Why did the Germans lose World War I? The Jews had
“stabbed the country in the back.” Why were prices so high and work so
hard to find? The Jews were greedy “bloodsuckers” who were blocking
Germany’s economic progress.

In the election of 1928 the Nazis won only twelve seats in the German
Reichstag, or Parliament. But two years later they won 107 seats. At the same
time, the Nazis made their presence felt on the streets of Germany, with
many party members wearing Nazi uniforms and flying the Nazi swastika
flag. Jews, communists, and others who opposed Nazi ideas had to fear phys-
ical violence by the increasingly assertive Nazi Storm Troopers, the military-
like arm of the party.

In 1932 the Nazis won 230 seats in the Reichstag, and Hitler demanded to
be appointed chancellor of Germany—the highest office in the land. Instead
of giving him that job, a new election was held, and this time the Nazis won
196 seats. While that number was technically a decline in support, it became
clear that the Nazis were not going away. On January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler
became the chancellor of Germany. 

Nazi Germany, 1933-1938
Hitler immediately began to take control of nearly every institution in
German society. A month after he became chancellor a mentally ill commu-
nist set fire to the Reichstag building in Berlin. Hitler declared a national
emergency, and he was soon given the right to rule Germany by decree.

The Nazi party soon outlawed all other parties and absorbed the country’s
main institutions (except the army and the church) into the party structure.
The banks, schools, newspapers, youth groups, and trade unions all became
Nazified.

This period was particularly terrifying for the Jews. The Nazis urged
Germans to stop shopping at Jewish businesses, and thousands of Jewish
books were burned in the streets. Virtually all Jews employed by the govern-
ment were fired, and dozens of laws were passed instituting official discrimi-
nation against Jews.

Faced with violence in the streets, threats to their livelihoods, and the
increasingly vicious messages from the government blaming them for
Germany’s woes, the Jews of Germany united as they never had before.
Synagogues and Jewish schools were more popular than ever, and many
Zionist organizations gained new members. On the other hand, some
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German Jews feared that things would only get worse, and they fled the country. Some Jews even com-
mitted suicide.

How do we explain these reactions to the rise of Hitler? Unlike the more religious, more isolated Jews of
Eastern Europe, Jews in Germany in the twentieth century were quite integrated into German culture. So
when their neighbors began denouncing them and their government began persecuting them, German
Jews had a hard time making sense of their new realities.

Then, in 1935, the Nazis announced a series of laws that intensified the persecution of the Jews. These
laws, called the Nuremberg Laws (because they were announced in the city of Nuremberg), reversed the
150-year process that had brought equality to Germany Jewry.

The Nuremberg laws defined a Jew as someone who has at least three Jewish grandparents (no matter
what their beliefs or practices). Jews were forbidden to marry or have sexual relations with non-Jews.
Finally, Jews lost their German citizenship, which meant they could no longer vote or hold office. Instead
of being citizens, Jews were proclaimed to be “subjects” of Germany, which meant the government could
do anything with them it wanted to.

Activity
Selected from the Nuremberg Laws:

Imbued with the conviction that the purity of the German blood is prerequisite for the future existence of
the German people, and animated with the unbending will to ensure the existence of the German nation
for all the future, the Reichstag has unanimously adopted the following law, which is hereby proclaimed:

• Marriages between Jews and state members of German blood are forbidden. Marriages concluded
despite this law are invalid, even if they are concluded abroad in order to circumvent this law.

• Extra-marital relations between Jews and state members of German blood are forbidden.

• Jews must not engage female domestic help in their households among state members of German
blood who are under age forty-five.

• The display of the Reich and national flag and the showing of the national colors by Jews is prohibited.

• A Reich citizen is only the state member who is of German blood, and who shows through his conduct
that he is both desirous and fit to serve in faith the German people and Reich.

• The Reich citizen is the only holder of full political rights in accordance with the provisions of the laws.

• A Jew cannot be a citizen of the Reich. He cannot exercise the right to vote on political matters; he can-
not hold public office.

Activity: Imagine that you are a Jew living in Germany, and you have read about the newly passed
Nuremberg laws. Write a letter to a non-Jewish friend in Germany expressing your feelings about these
laws.
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