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JANE CAPLAN (ed.), Nazi Germany, The Short Oxford History of
Germany (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 326 pp. ISBN 978
0 19 927686 8 (Hardback) £50.00. ISBN 978 0 19 927687 5 (Paperback)
£16.99

The book under review here is not just another introduction to the
history of National Socialism. The series in which it is published aims
to provide ‘a concise, readable, and authoritative point of entry’ to
German history from the nineteenth century to the present. The list
of contributors to this volume does justice to this ambitious under-
taking, assembling as it does all the relevant English-speaking schol-
ars of National Socialism with one significant exception. Ian
Kershaw, probably the best-known researcher on the Nazi regime
and author of the standard biography of Adolf Hitler, is not among
them.

In purely formal terms, the essays fulfil the promise held out by
the series—at around twenty-five pages each, they are agreeably
short. Given the large themes that each essay addresses, the authors
are forced to be precise and concentrate on the essentials. All succeed
brilliantly. Common to all contributions is that the authors have full
command of their material and can make it easily comprehensible to
the reader. The range of themes addressed covers the usual areas
studied by the historiography of Nazism today. Beginning with Nazi
ideology, the volume goes on to look at the history of the Nazi Party
up to 1934, Hitler’s role in the Nazi system of rule, inclusion and
exclusion mechanisms in the Third Reich, religion and church, and
economic history and foreign policy. It reaches a climax with the top-
ics of occupation and genocide, and finally ends with memories of
the Nazi past in divided and unified Germany. The essays are framed
by a survey of the main developments in research on National
Socialism, its questions and controversies, and recommendations for
further reading in each case.

It is noticeable that ideology figures prominently among the
themes selected for treatment, while the editor considers neither
resistance nor working-class attitudes worth a separate chapter.
These classical topics are discussed in many places in the individual
essays, but the fact that they are treated only in the context of other
questions shows how much our picture of National Socialism has
changed. However, the volume dispenses with all fashionable histo-



Book Reviews

132

riographical turns, with the result that there is neither a genuine con-
tribution from the field of cultural history, nor one that takes a gen-
der studies approach. Similarly, one seeks in vain for an essay about
the war, despite the fact that recent work on the second half of the
Nazi period has provided crucial input for our understanding of
National Socialism as a whole. To be fair, it should be said that these
methodological perspectives can be found here and there, and most
of the essays give the war years of the Third Reich enough space. The
thematic emphases which this volume sets, however, do reflect the
state of research; neither conservative nor avant-garde, it offers the
reader an overview which is both broad and up-to-date.

While none of the essays falls below the overall very high stan-
dard, two in particular stand out, those by Nikolaus Wachsmann and
Adam Tooze. Writing on the theme of exclusion, Wachsmann looks
at a central, if not the main, mechanism of Nazi social engineering.
The strength of this essay is that the author does not just give a pre-
cise description of the victim groups and the extent and variety of
oppression and persecution, but always keeps in mind the motives
and forces driving the perpetrators and planners. He paints a horri-
fying picture of the Nazi dystopia of the new human being, of the
racially uniform Volksgemeinschaft exercising total control over the
body, spirit, and soul of every individual. This picture does not draw
upon theoretical exercises, but on specific acts and their impact on
victims, perpetrators, and observers. In this way, the reader learns a
great deal about the nature of National Socialism.

Similarly, Tooze’s essay is not only informative but also illumi-
nating because he combines his specific subject with a much wider
analytical horizon. His comments provide additional insights into
the relationship between rationality and lunacy in National Social -
ism. Tooze sweeps away the common preconception that the Nazi
economic system suffered from the organizational failures that were
typical of Nazi rule as a whole. Instead, he places the irreconcilable
mismatch between the unprecedented aims and the limited resources
of the Nazi state at the centre of his investigation. Rational planning
found its limits in the sacrosanct nature of Hitler’s ultimate aims and
his fixation on war as a means of achieving them. Within this frame-
work, Nazi economic policy was consistent and even successful,
although ideological wishful thinking could not overcome sober real-
ity. Similar patterns can be traced in many policy fields for the peri-
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od of the Nazi dictatorship. In addition, this interpretation con-
tributes a great deal to our understanding of how functional elites
such as entrepreneurs and managers, for example, worked. They
used a system of incentives that allowed them to mobilize their forces
much more effectively than mere fear of punishment.

By comparison with German historiographical trends, the authors
represented in this volume display a certain degree of scepticism.
This applies, for instance, to observations concerning the efficiency
and cooperation between the bearers of different forms of power that
many German researchers have emphasized in recent years. Jeremy
Noakes in his contribution on the Nazi system of rule, by contrast,
stresses the tendency towards disintegration, chaos, and friction. This
applies even more to the term Volksgemeinschaft, which, it seems, no
recent German publication on National Socialism can do without.
Several authors write about this concept in this volume, but they do
not see it as providing a useful analytical framework for grasping
National Socialism as a whole. For Tooze, it is simply ‘stuff’ (p. 169),
while Peter Fritzsche thinks that some scholars assume, ‘perhaps a bit
too easily’ (p. 51), that this idea had great power of attraction over
people. Jill Stephenson’s contribution on the mechanisms of inclu-
sion, too, has the term in its title and repeats it like a leitmotiv in the
first few lines of her essay, but she draws on other categories in order
to explain the inner structure of German society during the Nazi dic-
tatorship. All three discuss the Volksgemeinschaft primarily from the
point of view of propaganda and reality. The balance is sobering, for
it is well known that the regime never fulfilled its promises to lift
class barriers, raise the living standard of the majority of people, and
transcend the continuing legacy of modern Liberalism and individu-
alism by means of a collective myth. If we look at the impact and con-
crete expressions of the Volksgemeinschaft only in this way, however,
attention is distracted from other psycho-social effects. Regardless of
the real advantages and disadvantages it offered to its members, the
questions remains as to whether the concept of the Volksgemeinschaft
as such could generate cohesion with the regime, whether it was per-
ceived merely as propaganda or a possible utopia, whether it con-
tributed to establishing the image of human inequality in people’s
minds, and to what extent it helped garner the energy of hundreds of
thousands of people in the service of the regime’s aims. The conse-
quences of the collective ostracizing of those excluded from the
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Volksgemeinschaft is another theme which this volume does not touch
upon.

Unfortunately, a number of central Nazi terms are translated in
slightly misleading ways in this volume. This applies, for example, to
Volksgemeinschaft, which is mostly rendered as ‘national community’,
and sometimes as ‘people’s community’. Because ‘nation’ and ‘peo-
ple’ in English do not mean exactly the same thing as Nation and Volk
in German, but are surrounded by their own semantic fields and
associations in each case, some terms simply do not lend themselves
to being translated. Similarly, designating the Germans in the Nazi
state as ‘citizens’ or Bürger could be misleading because these terms
are connected with ideas of equality, political participation, and the
rule of law. In order to describe the Other in the Third Reich ade-
quately, we need categories that do not blur the differences between
them and our present-day understanding of a state, social, and legal
order. Moreover, only in this way can it be shown what common
things connect that time with ours, and where comparisons are pos-
sible.

What remains is a collection of essays that raises high expecta-
tions and largely fulfils them. It offers an excellent brief introduction
to the study of the Nazi dictatorship. This reviewer hopes that
German as well as English-speaking students will profit from it.
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