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RICHARD J. EVANS, The Coming of the Third Reich (London: Allen
Lane, Penguin, 2003), 584 pp. ISBN 0 713 99648 X. £25.00 
RICHARD J. EVANS, Das Dritte Reich, vol. 1: Aufstieg, trans. by
Holger Fließbach and Udo Rennert (Munich: Deutsche Verlags-
Anstalt, 2004), 752 pp. ISBN 3 421 05652 8. EUR 39.90

Richard Evans is no new-comer to German history. But hitherto he
has not been regarded as one of the large number of experts on the
Nazi period. This is bound to make some of those experts suspicious,
if not envious, that he should have been commissioned by one of the
big (I am tempted to add: well-paying) names in publishing with
such a major historiographical enterprise—a definitive three-volume
history of those fateful twelve years. However, those of his col-
leagues who followed the notorious Irving trial are aware that he has
already delved into the most hideous aspects of this period. His stu-
dents and graduates know anyway that he would not shirk from
tackling a historical phenomenon that held such power over both
British history students and post-war Germany. In the past, Evans
himself has been drawn to the darker sides of German history, as his
studies on cholera in Hamburg and the history of the death penalty
reveal. One day he was bound to emerge with a major work on
Germany under the impact of the Hitler movement. And this is the
day, which sees the publication of the first volume of three. 

I think it is only fair to judge an author by what he sets out to do
rather than by what the expert reviewer expects him to add to his
own field of research. Too detailed a knowledge of the period can
blur the overall view of the whole picture when it comes to explain-
ing the inexplicable to the ordinary reader: how a man unfit for an
officer career in the Great War could emerge as the powerful leader
of his country, or how the Holocaust could have been possible in a
civilized society in the mid-twentieth century. Evans is perfectly
aware of the vast amount of research on this period, as his footnotes
and bibliography show. His justification for making a further contri-
bution is, however, sound: ‘The number of broad, general, large-scale
histories of Nazi Germany that have been written for a general audi-
ence can be counted on the fingers of one hand’ (p. xvi). And this is
what he sets out to provide—not a new interpretation, but a plausi-
ble synthesis of what has been produced in innumerable studies on
all aspects of the Third Reich, on politics as well as on ‘police and jus-
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tice, literature, culture and the arts’ (p. xviii). Facing such a large can-
vas he should be allowed a more selective approach. In the preface to
this first volume he puts his cards plainly on the table. He wants to
produce a narrative account, which, one might add, is not a forte of
German scholars. He intends to make full use of statements by con-
temporaries, ‘down to the ordinary citizen’ (p. xix).

Evans does not claim that the road to 1933, the coming of Hitler,
the would-be saviour of Germany, was pre-determined. Yet it was no
accident either. Therefore, in his initial chapters, he tends to highlight
only those strands which, combined and enhanced by wartime expe-
rience, were to culminate in the disaster of 1933: the deficiencies of
the Bismarckian constitution, the obsession with power-politics,
unbridled nationalism and anti-Semitism, the divide between the
Social Democrats and the bourgeois parties, and so forth. This, of
course, conveys the very impression he would like to dispel, that the
road was mapped out after all. However, he does not subscribe, as he
tells us, to the Bielefeld thesis that imperial Germany was doomed by
embarking on a Sonderweg as the result of its lack of civic values and
an antiquated social structure. As a social historian Evans gives cred-
it to popular sentiment at the time, the awareness that ‘Germany was
the Continent’s wealthiest, most powerful and most advanced econ-
omy’ (p. 20).

All this came to a shuddering halt in the First World War. Evans
could have made more of the wartime experience as a political cata-
lyst. It was, after all, the war and its outcome that infected Hitler’s
mind, like that of so many others, and propelled him into the lime-
light. Surprisingly, the July crisis of 1914 and the war guilt issue,
which were to overshadow the Weimar Republic and subsequent
German historiography, are dealt with only in the German edition, in
two and a half extra pages explaining the motives behind Berlin’s
decision to back Austria at all costs. This may be because of the
author’s explicit rejection of a moralizing tone, as he clearly states in
his preface: ‘I have tried as far as possible to avoid using language
that carries a moral, or ethical baggage with it’ (p. xx). No Whig inter-
pretation of history then. Nor does he indulge in generalizations
about the German national character, the German genetic code as it
were, which have influenced eminent historians such as A. J. P.
Taylor, and linger on in British tabloids up to the present day. 

Evans is at his best when he explores the ‘Weaknesses of Weimar’,
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sketching the ideological polarization of society and the culture clash
between left and right. With hyperinflation, the whole value-system
of society had been debased. Since the Anglo–American world is full
of praise for Weimar culture, it is a welcome reminder from an
English historian just how much the underlying cynicism of that cul-
ture alienated ordinary people and made them ‘long for the return of
idealism, self-sacrifice and patriotic dedication’ (p. 111). Occasionally
Evans makes splendid use of statistics, such as his comparison of the
print runs of political newspapers, or the very different conviction
rates for perpetrators on the left and right. Whenever the social and
cultural historian comes to the fore, the narrative becomes more
colourful, and yields more insight into the peculiarities of the period.

Hitler is the ‘product of circumstances as much as anything else’
(p. 161). Evans is absolutely right to stress that he was anything but
an agent of the German bourgeoisie. On the contrary, ‘Hitler con-
ceived a violent hatred of bourgeois conventions, the establishment,
rules and regulations’ (p. 163). However, in the early 1930s this did
not prevent the middle classes from throwing in their lot with a man
to whom they would not entrust their daughter in marriage. Evans
depicts Hitler as a Schwabing Bohemian who believed that ‘art could
change the world’ (p. 167). I hope he will dwell more on this aspect
of his rule in the forthcoming volumes: ‘Politics as the art of the
impossible’, one might say. This explains, for instance, Hitler’s pref-
erence for radical and violent solutions. In the last resort he was no
opportunist. As to his rhetoric, Evans aptly observes: ‘There were no
qualifications in what he said; everything was absolute, uncompro-
mising, irrevocable, undeviating, unalterable, final’ (p. 171). From
Mein Kampf he deduces that the Führer’s ultimate aims were the drive
for living space and the elimination of the Jews. The commitment of
his followers was crucial for his success and the chapter on the storm-
troopers is one of the most elucidating in the whole book.

According to Evans, if there is one overall clue to understanding
Nazism, it is the significance of violence, both its ruthless application
and the effect of terror as a means of intimidation. Not that this has
been overlooked in German studies, but it has never been empha-
sized to the same extent as a way of explaining the lack of resistance.
Here an outsider like Evans, who is not affected by German political
correctness, is in a much better position to empathize with ordinary
Germans at the time who did not have the guts to stand up to the
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Nazi juggernaut, be counted,  and then sent to the first makeshift con-
centration camps. In his effort to comprehend the evil spirit of the
time Evans is prepared to employ the kind of intuitive language that
a German historian is hesitant to use: ‘Rampant masculinity was
sweeping aside the squabbling, ineffective and feminized political
factions’ (p. 292). But how else to convey the appeal of Nazi propa-
ganda to the younger generation, including its student wing, who
joined the ranks of the Party’s youth movement in large numbers?

In the end it was not Hitler who seized power—it was handed to
him by the political establishment—but rather his followers out in
the sticks. Evans clearly prefers the local scenario, for example, the
town of Northeim, to describe how the Nazis gained control of the
whole country in no time: the fiat of the Führer was rarely required.
He clearly feels that the ordinary reader identifies more with the bot-
tom to top perspective than with what is going on at the centre. In the
end it comes down to the question of how to explain the mechanics
of dictatorship to a democratic society which wants to believe that
power resides within the local community. Again, the unleashing of
unbridled violence is a crucial factor for grasping the Gleichschaltung
process, the political take-over, or rather ‘switch-over’, at all levels of
society: ‘The widespread intimidation of the population provided the
essential precondition for a process that was in train all over Ger-
many in the period from February to July 1933’ (p. 381). It is impor-
tant to realize, as Evans has clearly shown, that the degree of popu-
lar enthusiasm for the new regime—part genuine, part stage-man-
aged—was inconceivable without concomitant collective fear. I see
this as his most important contribution on the eternally puzzling
question of how it was possible to transform an unpopular democra-
cy into a populist dictatorship within a couple of months. 

The last chapter of this first volume carries the somewhat pro-
vocative, yet appropriate, title ‘Hitler’s Cultural Revolution’. Barbar-
ous and destructive as it appears to us today, the approach to culture,
the ‘cleansing of cultural Bolshevism’, gave people the feeling that
the Nazis had a mission to fulfil which went beyond seizing and
holding power for its own sake. Goebbels set in motion a pseudo-re-
ligious awakening when he called for a ‘spiritual mobilization’. The
bishops of both churches gave their blessing too. Populist culture can
be as tempting as pop-culture. And it was not just ordinary people
who were seduced. Evans unfolds the story of the philosopher
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Martin Heidegger, who fell for the spiritual humbug of the new re-
gime. Indeed, many intellectuals and artists misunderstood Nazism
as the second romantic movement, destined to encompass the whole
Volksgemeinschaft.

What is the author’s final answer to the question of whether the
unfolding catastrophe could have been averted? Hitler, or more to
the point, Hitler’s appointment, the result of ‘chance and contin-
gency’ (p. 444), was not inevitable, but Weimar democracy was
doomed nevertheless: ‘A military regime of some description was the
only viable alternative to a Nazi dictatorship’ (p. 442). In the context
of German historiography, which hovers around ‘democracy versus
dictatorship’—tertium non datur—this is a somewhat unorthodox
conclusion, but one which I find wholly convincing. An authoritari-
an regime might not have avoided military conflagration on a limit-
ed scale. However, it would certainly have saved the world from the
horrors of the Holocaust. 

What, according to Evans, were the factors that brought Hitler to
power? First, the effects of the Depression (hotly disputed by politi-
cal commentators in Germany today, though, incidentally, also the
view of the Foreign Office during the war). Secondly, the appeal to
the electorate: Hitler’s charisma and the dynamism of his youthful
following. And thirdly, the ‘substantial overlap between the Nazi
ideology and that of the conservatives’ (p. 448)—in other words,
what Fritz Fischer has called ‘the alliance of the élites’, and Wilhelm
Deist ‘a partial overlap in aims’. 

What is my final verdict? I would strongly recommend this book
to my family and friends as the most informative and illuminating
explanation of the Nazi phenomenon in preference to any other
study on the market which might find more favour with my aca-
demic colleagues. The slightly extended German version (explained
in a separate preface), which contains a few more details here and
there (for instance regarding the handover of power at the end of
January), might also satisfy some of my German colleagues who
need no extra briefing, but reassurance that there are no unpardon-
able gaps. Nowadays new research on some minute aspect is unlike-
ly to change our overall assumptions. But the young generation is in
danger of forgetting the most important lesson that this period can
teach us, namely, that Hitler was no second Napoleon and should
therefore never be rehabilitated. In this context, to throw light on
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the right kind of issues and to present them in clear, forceful lan-
guage is more important than to mention every tiny exhibit of recent
research. This is what the author has understood and achieved. 

LOTHAR KETTENACKER was Deputy Director of the German
Historical Institute from 1975 to 2004. His most recent book is Ger-
many since 1945 (1997). Currently he is completing a study of German
reunification.
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